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When Celia opened her eyes, Rivka wasn’t there.


A white-spectacled technician looked down at her and
said, “Sorry about the company.” He jerked his thumb over his
shoulder, and she followed the gesture with her gaze and saw a pair of hospital
security guards flanking the room’s closed door. “There was another
incident this week.”


She struggled up onto her elbows. “Can you tell them
to please let my wife in?”


He winced. “I’m really sorry, ma’am, but she’s not
here.”


The chill in her bones felt so real that it took her a
moment to remember they were now fake.


“I need you to stand for a couple of tests.”


She couldn’t feel any difference in her body as she sat
up and planted her bare feet on the cold tile floor. Her muscles felt the same,
her weight felt the same, her center of gravity felt the same. If she didn’t
know better, she’d think the hospital had done nothing at all and that she’d
just awoken from a light nap.


Either way, Rivka should have been there.


The tech put her through a battery of physical and mental
tests to make sure that her mind had integrated properly with her new body,
then he gestured toward a curtained-off corner of the room where a pile of
clothes awaited her. Once she was dressed, the security guards delivered her to
the office of Dr. Kenneth McElvoy, the patient relations administrator for the
program. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Krajewski,” he said,
smiling at her through an orange beard that had seemingly gotten fluffier over
the past week. “How are you feeling?”


“What happened?” she asked.


His smile vanished. “The Hartford clinic was
firebombed. There haven’t been any threats against our facility, but we’ve
stepped up security anyway, just as a precaution. Don’t worry — patient safety
is very important to us.”


She’d meant what had happened with Rivka, but she
couldn’t bear to ask again.


Dr. McElvoy adjusted his glasses. “So, like I asked,
how are you feeling?”


Celia looked down at her hands, hands that looked just
like her old ones, all the way down to the small scar on her palm from a
childhood fence-climbing incident. She’d known the reproduction would be exact,
but still, it startled her to see how perfectly they’d recreated every little
flaw. “Everything feels the same.”


The smile came back. “Just like we promised.”


“Just like you promised.”


Why wasn’t Rivka here? It wasn’t like her to be late, and
now of all times…


Celia worried at her lower lip with fingers that felt
just as warm as before. Maybe the hospital had asked her to stay home for her
safety, what with the Hartford attack. No, someone would have said so if that
were the case.


“Here’s your glasses,” Dr. McElvoy said,
handing her the copper half-frames. “Let’s give your new biometrics a
quick test.”


She put them on and made sure the bone conduction pads
were tucked behind her ears. She felt the light sting behind one ear as the
frames attempted to verify her identity by sampling this body’s unique chemical
signature, now that she no longer had DNA. She then pressed the tips of her
thumb and index finger together to activate the microscopic fingerdots just
below her skin and turn on the glasses. The holographic lenses sheeted down at
half-opacity and showed her home screen. In the upper right corner, her private
message box had the Commonwealth of Massachusetts symbol flashing over it. That
meant an official court document was waiting for her.


She didn’t dare open it.


“Everything seems to be working,” she said.


“Good. Now… ” Dr. McElvoy leaned forward,
elbows propped on his desk. “During your intake interview, we discussed
how crucial it was to have a strong support system in place, especially during
these first few difficult days. I’m concerned that your support system seems to
have, well, vanished.”


“But, Rivka…”


Dr. McElvoy frowned at her through his beard. “She’s
not here, Ms. Krajewski.”


The message box seemed to flash even brighter. Celia felt
her body go cold, and pressed her fingers together again to shut down her
lenses.


“Do you have any close friends to stay with?”


“My friend Trini’s out of the country. She’s it,
really.”


“You shouldn’t be alone right now, Ms.
Krajewski.”


She wouldn’t be, because everything was going to be fine
with Rivka. Maybe she was having another heart-to-heart with her rabbi. Or it
could have been work. With the money they’d paid for this procedure, she
couldn’t blame Rivka for feeling the need to try to rake in a big bonus this
quarter.


“Tell you what. I’ll see about getting a security
officer sent home with you, just to be safe—”


“No,” Celia blurted. “I don’t want a
stranger in my house.”


“I’m not trying to scare you, but you and I both
know that this isn’t the safest time to be one of our patients. Hartford took
us all by surprise, but really, it shouldn’t have. In other parts of the
country—”


“My townhouse shares walls with the neighbors on
both sides. I’ll be safe. Honestly, the walls are so thin that you can
hear—”


“You shouldn’t be — “


“Please, don’t make me spend the night with a
stranger.”


He stared at her for a long moment, then softened.
“If you insist. But I’m going to have a private security detail drive by
your house for the next few days. Don’t worry — they’ll be discreet. We’d never
do anything that would publicly connect you to the program.”


“Fine,” she whispered.


“So, who else knows about your procedure?”


“I told Trini, and Rivka told her rabbi. And I had
to tell my boss and the HR department. Taking a week off at this time of
year—”


Dr. McElvoy held his hand up. “Of course. And I’m
sure they understand the importance of keeping your new status confidential.
So, I’ve got you set up for daily check-in sessions this week. Call my office
if you need anything tonight, and if not, I’ll talk to you tomorrow morning at
eight.” He stood up and held out his hand, and Celia took it reluctantly,
submitting herself to the handshake out of sheer politeness.
“Congratulations on the successful procedure. We’ll have you back in your
own body in no time.”


Celia had the sinking suspicion that for Rivka, it was
already too late.


The security guards had her wait a moment before
escorting her out of the bioandroid wing and into an empty hallway. “It’s
better if no one sees you leave,” one of them explained. When they hit a
more populated part of the hospital, the two men faded back into the crowd. She
let the hospital computer guide her to her car, climbed into the sky blue
two-seater, pressed her thumb against the ignition pad, and let out a pent-up
breath as the car started. There was no visible difference between this body
and her old one. None at all. The car couldn’t tell the difference, the tiny
DNA metrics pads on her glasses couldn’t tell the difference, not even Celia
could tell the difference.


So why wasn’t Rivka here?


No, she was just stuck working on a particularly tricky
account. All Celia had to do was open her mail and she’d see that. The legal
message was just…


She’d feel better once she was home and saw that
everything was okay.


She put the car into gear, and her glasses flashed a
message from the hospital suggesting that she mirror her windows before leaving
the garage, as the protesters might be filming people entering and leaving the
building. So she did. She exited the garage and stopped at the base of the ramp
to stare at them as they knelt in prayer on the sidewalk next to their
“Souls Cannot Be Replicated” banner.


That’s what the protests in Hartford had looked like only
a week ago.


Her glasses helpfully offered links to more information
on the aftermath of the Hartford incident, the latest manifestos issued by
radicals in the bioandroid protest movement, and the fastest route from
Cambridge to Waltham given current traffic conditions, but she waved them all
away.


The message icon taunted her.


She turned her glasses to drive mode to clear the lenses,
and drove home.


 


Celia knew the truth even before she entered the house.


She turned into the driveway, her townhouse’s garage door
opening automatically for her car, and as she looked up, she saw that the
plants were gone from the kitchen window.


Their two-car garage was empty.


Celia took a deep breath and stepped out of the car. If
she stayed in the garage, she could pretend that Rivka had gone out to run an
errand. That she’d pulled the plants onto the kitchen table so she could do a
little pruning. That the procedure hadn’t changed anything between them. That
everything was going to be all right. 


If only she could stay here forever.


No.


She squared her shoulders and forced herself to walk
through the door. As she stepped into the laundry area, she saw that the litter
box was gone.


She stared up the stairs in trepidation. There was a
hollow where her heart had been, and a small part of her brain marveled that
this body was so perfect that even grief felt the same. She swallowed down the
lump of fear that was swelling in her throat and started up the stairs. At the
top, she hesitated, one hand on the cold metal knob, before forcing herself to
open the door and get it over with.


The photo wall was peppered with gaps. One of the matched
easy chairs was gone. The artwork that Rivka’s brother had painted as his
wedding gift was missing, leaving a bright white rectangle on the wall where it
once had been.


On the mantelpiece directly below that rectangle was a
note. A paper note.


She crossed the room in slow-motion, as if the air had
turned to molasses, and saw herself reaching out to pick the note up.


“I’m so sorry. I can’t cheat on my wife by living
with her machine copy. - Rivka.”


The numbness fled and was replaced by pain. With shaking
hands, Celia put the little yellow note back where she’d found it and made her
way up to the bedroom, trying to ignore all the things that were missing along
the way: the plants, the linen dining table runner, Rivka’s bureau. The hope
chest at the foot of the bed was gone, and in its place was a small stack of
sheets and blankets. Celia pulled her childhood afghan out of the pile, climbed
onto the bed, and curled up under the blanket to cry.


 


She should never have looked her father up in the
genebanks. If she hadn’t, she’d still be married.


Of course, if she hadn’t, by the time they’d discovered
and diagnosed the genetic time-bomb lurking inside of her, it would have been
too late to do anything about it. It was a particularly nasty mutation of
early-onset Alzheimer’s, one that only two people in the genebanks were recorded
as having: her, and her father.


But she had looked him up. Less than a week after
her mother’s funeral, Celia had petitioned the genebanks to identify her
biological father — the father who had never known that she existed, the father
who her mother had steadfastly refused to name. All Celia knew was that she was
the deliberate souvenir of her mother’s affair with a married man. “He has
a wife, and by now, a family,” her mother would say. “It’s best not
to trouble him.”


The genebanks identified him as Warren Dunlop. He’d died
less than a month after Celia had been conceived, just three days after his
strange memory lapses had been officially diagnosed. The doctors had said they
wouldn’t be able to find a cure for him until after even more irreversible brain
damage had set in, so he had shot himself in the head. Since the mutation was
unique to him, and since he was registered as having no progeny, the case was
closed on his disease.


And then Celia’s records were legally tied to his, and
the case was opened again.


There was still no cure, because there’d been no reason
to try to find one, and the diagnosis was the same — in the time it would take
to come up with the gene therapy to correct the condition, Celia would suffer
irreparable brain damage. But thirty-seven years after her father received his
diagnosis, Celia had two advantages that he didn’t.


First, the disease hadn’t yet struck her brain.


Second, there was now a stopgap available.


An android duplicate was created of Celia’s body, a
duplicate that looked and felt identical to the original, even for the wearer.
The contents of her brain were transferred to this new body and her biological
body was put in stasis. When the cure was finally developed, it would be
applied to her biological body, then her new memories would be reintegrated
into it and the android body retired.


Celia had had to petition a judge for a special waiver to
get into the program. Dunlop-Krajewski’s Alzheimer’s, as her condition had been
dubbed, wasn’t technically deadly. Access to replacement bodies was strictly
controlled, and they were only doled out to those suffering from terminal,
incurable diseases. Celia’s neurologist had argued that while Celia’s body
wasn’t in any mortal danger from her disease, her mind certainly was. The waiver
had been granted quickly.


The replacement body and the program to support it
weren’t cheap. Insurance paid for some of it, but due to the controversy of the
program, the bulk of the funds came out of Celia and Rivka’s house fund. For
the entire seven years of their marriage, they’d been saving up to buy a real
house out in the suburbs, somewhere where entire city blocks weren’t taken up
with rows upon rows of townhouses and apartments.


And if Celia had just gone into stasis and not insisted
on a replacement body, then she might have woken up in that house. But how
could she have willingly walked away from her marriage for years to lie
unconscious in a stasis tube, waiting to be revived, when there was this
miraculous alternative? And how could Rivka have expected her to?


Oh, Rivka had brought up plenty of tough questions about
the procedure, sure, but Celia had assumed that she’d simply been trying to
make sure that they really understood what they were getting into.


“What if the brain transfer is buggy?”


“What happens if the new body breaks?”


“What if the protesters find out what you are?”


“Do you think you’ll be able to handle living with
the knowledge that you’re only a copy of the real you?”


Rivka only played devil’s advocate when she didn’t like
something. Celia should have known. She should have —


Celia pressed her lips in a tight line and touched her
index finger and thumb together to activate her lenses and all ten of her
fingerdots. She tapped her index finger on the holographic projection to produce
a cursor, and froze with it just under the flashing message icon. She closed
her eyes, then flicked her finger up. There, at the top of the list, was a
message with a legal flag.


A tap of her finger opened it.


The divorce was already final. Pursuant to the divorce
laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Rivka Nomi Ben-Ur had been granted a
unilateral divorce from Celia Isoke Krajewski on the grounds that by having
more than 51 percent of her body medically altered or replaced, she was no
longer the same person her spouse had married.


Celia pressed her fingertips together to shut off her
glasses and placed the frames on the one remaining bedside table. She pulled
the tatty afghan tightly around her, let out a long breath, and walked across
the room to the full-length mirror.


The face that stared back at her looked exactly like her
own. Same warm beige skin, same honey-colored eyes and dark tan spiral curled
hair that was always just a little too springy to manage. Same lips that were
halfway between her mother’s skinny Polish/Irish lips and the full African lips
from her father’s picture. The same lips that Rivka used to trace with her
finger—


No, not the same lips.


Machine lips.


She looked the same. She even felt the same. But she was
just a machine copy of the woman Rivka loved.


And she was alone.







[bookmark: Chap2]Chapter 2


 


Celia moved slowly through the house, looking at all the
empty spaces where Rivka used to be. Rivka’s home office was as empty as they
day they’d moved in. The only indication that she’d once been there were the
indentations in the carpet where her furniture had been. The china set she’d
inherited from her grandmother was gone from the hutch. All that was left in
her closet were a few stray hangers.


The medicine cabinet was mostly empty, all of Rivka’s
many jars and bottles of skin creams gone. She’d loved collecting those little
bottles. It had practically been a hobby for her. She’d never been able to
resist downloading skin care ads, and each download invariably ended up with a
purchase of some little trial sized container. Never once had Celia seen her
finish a bottle, but she wouldn’t throw them away, either, and they crowded the
shelves until Celia would threaten to clean them out herself. And then Rivka
would move them under the sink—


Celia fell to her knees and opened the cabinet below the
sink. There, huddled in the back corner, was a cityscape of tiny bottles.


She burst into tears.


Celia reached under the sink to grab a green glass bottle
with a pale stone cap, then stood and placed it in the middle of the empty
space in the medicine cabinet. She closed the mirrored cabinet door and stared
at her reflection again. Her eyes were red and puffy with tears, and she could
barely control the trembling of her lower lip. She took in a deep, wet sniff, and
wondered why they even bothered to have her new body manufacture mucus.


But she knew the answers to those questions already. They
were the same answers the doctors had parroted to her from the moment of her
diagnosis to the moment of her discharge. “Your new body will look, feel,
and behave exactly like the old one, so you won’t go through any cognitive
disruption after the transfer procedure.” Eating, sleeping, urinating —
she still did them all. Her mucus was recycled biomaterial from the food she
ate, her fecal matter the leftovers, her urine the waste product of the
hydrogen fuel cell lodged in her abdomen.


Mechanical processes, all of them, but they seemed so
real. The tears, the runny nose, the way her pulse fluttered in her throat and
her stomach caved in on itself when she tried to imagine life without Rivka.
There was no difference. No difference at all.


When Rivka saw this for herself, she’d realize she’d made
a mistake.


Celia went back into the bedroom, put on her glasses,
turned them up to half opacity, waved off a political ad and an e-card from
Trini, and placed a call to Rivka’s IP.


She got an autoresponse, in text: “I’m sorry. Please
forgive me.”


Celia crashed down on the bed. Rivka was blocking her IP.
She’d just leave a message and—


Messaging was also blocked, as was positioning. She
couldn’t even determine where Rivka was.


But Rivka’s friends would know. She’d start with Tyrone.
He’d been close friends with Rivka since high school. Surely he’d know how to
find her. She typed his name into the shortcut window.


He accepted the connection and opened a vocal channel.
“Celia. Hi.”


The microphone on Celia’s glasses activated as she opened
the vocal channel on her end. “Have you spoken to Rivka?”


He sighed.


“Tyrone, please. I need to talk to her.”


“Look, I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened
between the two of you, but she’s pretty adamant that she doesn’t want to see
you anymore.”


“She didn’t say?”


“No. Whatever it was, she’s pretty broken up about
it. I don’t know what you did to her—”


“What I — ?


“Look, I know how crazy she was about you. The only
way I can figure her leaving you is you doing something egregiously wretched.
Why she’s protecting you, I don’t know.”


“I’m sorry to have bothered you,” she mumbled,
and shut the connection down.


At least Rivka was keeping her secret safe.


She still couldn’t understand why it had to be so secret.
She didn’t understand what Americans thought the big deal was. The program had
been operating in Europe for a little over a decade with scarcely an issue. But
Americans had a pathological need to be intolerant of someone, and bioandroids
were the current punching bag.


It didn’t help that America had been getting
progressively more religious over the past decade, falling into what had been
dubbed a “New Puritanism” by the media. Religious leaders had wasted
no time in voicing their concerns over what copying one’s self did to one’s
immortal soul.


As usual, New England was something of an oasis in this
regard. The “respect your neighbors by minding your own business”
ethic was still strong there. The protests were smaller, less frequent, and
largely peaceful. Individuals were rarely outed, and those that were weren’t
harassed as badly as in other places. It even had multiple program centers in
operation — Cambridge, Worcester, Hartford… well, not Hartford anymore.


Was New England becoming like the rest of the country,
after so many decades apart?


She stared at the nearest window and felt a sting of
fear.


Damn it, how could Rivka leave her here to face this alone?


She messaged Tyrone, typing on the keyboard her glasses
projected under her fingers. “If you see Rivka, please tell her that I
need to talk to her. I need a chance to make things right with her. Please help
me.”


That was all she dared say. Tyrone went to Mass every
Sunday, and the Archbishop of Boston wasn’t what one would call a supporter of
her new body.


Celia squeezed her fingertips together to shut the
glasses off entirely.


She looked down at the backs of her hands, at the large
veins rising gently above the otherwise flat surface, and felt tears in her
eyes again.


It hurt so much.


Why had they had to make her so authentic? Machines
weren’t supposed to feel pain.


If only she were more like a machine.


 


Celia sat alone at the kitchen table, staring at her
slowly cooling bowl of lentil soup. She knew she didn’t really need to eat.
This body was programmed to respond like a biological body when it was deprived
of food, but it was just programming. She couldn’t have low blood sugar,
couldn’t starve. In a way, she could dehydrate, but the worst that would happen
would be that she couldn’t manufacture tears, or saliva, or mucus. She hardly
needed those anymore.


If only it were legal to get the need to eat programmed
back out of her. But that was just one of many strict controls on the
bioandroid replacement program: no reprogramming, no upgrades. The only changes
allowed came during the yearly maintenance appointments, and those were only to
subtly age the bodies of people who had to wear them long-term. Their own flesh
bodies would be aged through plastic surgery to match when they finally came
out of stasis.


She looked back at the soup and felt her stomach rumble.


Machines didn’t need food.


Why did Trini have to be in the field this month? Talking
to her over her glasses just wasn’t the same.


Oh, but she had sent a card.


Celia turned her glasses on and opened it.


Trini’s smiling face filled Celia’s lenses, with digital
confetti showering down on either side of her. “Congratulations!” she
said, and beamed even brighter. Her normally cafe au lait skin was tanned a
deep brown, which made her pale blue eyes stand out all the more. “And
greetings from Turkey, where gene hunting season is in full swing. I’m so glad
I’m not losing you to stasis. It would really stink to have to visit a freezer
whenever I was in town.” She laughed. “Seriously, I’m glad for you. I
can’t imagine not having my best friend around. Ring me as soon as you get a
chance. I want to know everything, absolutely everything, okay?”


Celia stared through her semi-opaqued lenses to her
rapidly cooling soup and switched the bowl on to warm it back up. Talking to
Trini long-distance was better than doing nothing. She called up Trini’s IP and
waited for her to pick up.


And waited.


The messaging screen came up. Right. Turkey. It was the
middle of the night there. Trini was likely fast asleep, and the quiet chirp of
powered-down glasses had never been enough to wake her. 


“Sorry, hi,” Celia said. “I completely
forgot the time difference. Um…  I’m home, and…  Well, call if you’re not
too busy.”


She closed the connection before she got even more
incoherent. 


Machines shouldn’t need company. What a terrible design
flaw, making her able to be so lonely.


She went into her stored files and opened up the info packet
from Mount Auburn Hospital, waving away news links offering to tell her about
the program’s combined origins in NASA space exploration, artificial limb
creation, and recreational robotics. Rivka had used her considerable powers of
persuasion to bully the program into giving them a more complete packet than
most patients received, including detailed schematics of the body that Celia
now inhabited. At the time, it had seemed remarkably thorough of her, but in
retrospect, Celia should have realized that it was a sign of Rivka’s discomfort
with what Celia was going to become.


Panning to the schematics of the arm , she scaled it to
match her own and looked down at the overlay of holoschematic over flesh.
Beneath the layers of artificial skin and muscle tissue lay a ceramic and metal
alloy skeleton. 


She tapped a knuckle with a fingertip. So close to the
surface, this partly-metal bone.


She closed her eyes and tried to imagine the construct
inside of her, the mechanical framework holding her artificial body together.
She tried to tap into the coldness of the metal to see if she could spread that
same coldness through her replicated soul.


Her stomach rumbled again.


Well, that was one thing they’d gotten wrong. She never
used to be hungry when she was upset.


She held up her hand and stared intently at her knuckle.
Maybe if she could see the metal for herself…


She cast a quick glance across the kitchen. The knives
were still there.


“This is crazy,” she whispered, and closed her
eyes.


She forced her shaking hands into her lap, taking deep
breaths until she felt them still, then picked up her bowl of soup and choked
it down.


She wasn’t going to think that way. She wouldn’t let
herself.


The problem was, she didn’t know what else to think.


 


Celia was sitting on the bathroom floor, staring at the
tiny bottles under the sink and debating whether to spread them throughout the
house, when a call came in on her glasses. Her breath froze in her chest.
Rivka? She flicked her finger to check who the call was from and felt her
breath rush back out of her as she saw it was only her boss. “Hello,
Mansour.”


“Celia! How did it go?”


It took her a second to realize he meant the procedure
and not the divorce. “It went well, thank you.”


“Good, good. Look, will you be able to work tomorrow?
We’ve had to move up the schedule on the Benton textbook. Topsfield’s going to
a new edition in March and we stand to lose all of our summer and fall
adoptions unless we can do the same.”


Celia closed her eyes and dug her fingers into the bridge
of her nose, trying to figure out how they could possibly get a new edition out
that quickly. “Did you get Benton to agree to turn in copy faster?”


“He’s agreed to an accelerated schedule, but you
know him. He’ll agree to anything, toe the line for a month or two, then start
dragging again. But we do have the first batch of files.”


“Good. How extensive are the changes?” She
opened up a connection to the MacArthur and Myers employee hub. She felt a
sudden moment’s panic as she wondered if her new metrics would work there, but
it quickly passed as she was admitted to her work folder without challenge.
Chapters one through five were priority highlighted, and she ran one of her
preset workbots to get a comparison between this manuscript and the last
edition.


“It’s a pretty big revision so far,” Mansour
said. “Chapter two was completely rewritten.”


The bot confirmed the extensiveness of the chapter
revision and let her know that chapters one and four were more than 50 percent
changed as well. “What about the El-Amrani book? I’m nowhere near done
with it.”


“I’ve given it to Ramón. You’re my best development
editor. I need you to work on this one personally. The schedule’s too tight to
trust anyone else.”


She made a copy of the files and set the fact-checker
bots loose on them, shunting them behind her holographic desktop so she didn’t
have to see them in action. “Okay. I’ll be in tomorrow.”


“You don’t mean ‘in,’ in, right?”


“Well, I haven’t actually come in to the physical
office in a while—”


“You don’t need to do that.”


“For a big product launch like this, shouldn’t I be
on site?”


“No. It’d be better if you weren’t.”


Celia struggled to keep her voice from cracking,
“Why?”


“Word got out. You know how office gossip
spreads.”


“But… you weren’t supposed to tell anyone.”


“People asked why you were gone. I had to say
something. Don’t worry, they won’t tell anyone else. I explained how important
it was to keep this confidential. You know, Hartford and all. Weird, huh, how
something like that could happen around here? Although Hartford’s practically a
suburb of New York City nowadays, so I guess it makes a kind of sense. Eh, what
can you do?”


Celia’s breath felt like lead in her artificial lungs. A
voice in the back of her head railed that she should scream at Mansour, should
demand to know why he’d broken her confidence, and quite possibly put her in
danger, but that voice never reached her lips. Rivka was the one who confronted
people, not Celia. Never Celia.


She finally collected herself enough to say, “I’ll
get to work on it tomorrow.”


“Thanks, Celia. You’re a machi — Oh.
Sorry.”


Celia mumbled her goodbyes and shut the connection down.
A text message from HR flashed for attention. It must have been piggybacked on
her boss’s call. She tapped it open.


“Your health benefits have been adjusted to replace
medical with mechanical care, and you have been dropped from the gym membership
reimbursement plan. Effective immediately, your benefits reflect your new
status as a single person.”


Single person.


The words stabbed her in the gut with a pain so bright
she could see it.


She shut off her glasses, looked across the living room,
opaqued every window in the house, then got up and walked to the kitchen,
stopping in front of the knives.


Machines didn’t feel pain.


She needed the pain to stop.


Celia picked up the boning knife, stared at her warped
reflection in the metal blade, then looked back down at her knuckles.


The artificial bone was so close to the surface.


Maybe if she saw it, she’d finally realize she was a
machine. Maybe then the pain would go away.


She froze, staring wide-eyed at the first joint of her
left index finger. Just a nick. No, a slice. She needed to see the full joint,
not just a tiny sliver of bone.


She experimentally tapped her fingertip on the point of
the knife.


It hurt.


Celia closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. Before
she could stop herself, she opened her eyes and quickly sliced through the skin
of her knuckle.


She cried out, dropped the knife, and clasped her hand
around her finger. The sharp pain swelled into something larger as she squeezed
the ragged skin. But slowly, her rational mind slipped past the pain and she
remembered that she didn’t need to do that. She wasn’t bleeding. She’d never
bleed again so long as she had this replacement body.


Swallowing back all-too-real-seeming nausea, she opened
her hand and stared down at the ruin of skin over her knuckle.


No blood. Just skin hanging open, and a dully-gleaming
white bone underneath.


She reached out and tapped it lightly with a fingernail.
It clicked. She gently rubbed her fingertip on the exposed bit of skeleton,
trying to avoid the sliced, raw skin. It felt smooth. Ceramic.


Not like bone.


She could see with her own eyes that she was not human.
She was hardware, artificial muscle, bloodless skin. Programming wired into a
mechanical construct. Her body had been built to specification on an assembly
line. There was nothing natural about her. Nothing human.


So artificial. So untouchable. So needless.


The bare white square over the mantle caught the corner
of her eye, jarring her from her reverie, and the emptiness all came flooding
back.


Damn it.


It wasn’t enough.


But for a short moment, it had been. 


A tiny flare of hope swelled inside her at that thought.


Her doorbell rang, and her glasses flashed with the Mount
Auburn Hospital seal. How had they  — Oh, right, Dr. McElvoy had told her
he’d have a security person in the neighborhood.


Damn. 


She grabbed a dishtowel, wrapped her hand in it, and
opened the door.


A broad-shouldered woman in a business suit surreptitiously
flashed a badge. Celia’s glasses identified her as Officer Bazile from the hospital. “May I come in?”


Celia shook her head. “I’m fine.”


In a low voice, Bazile
said, “Let’s not talk about this out here.”


Celia stepped back and let her in, her heart hammering.
Even panic felt the same in this body.


“Are you all right? The hospital sent a message that
you’d been injured.”


“I… I was cleaning the knives. I accidentally cut
myself. That’s all. Just an accident.” She could only hope that the woman
wasn’t running lie detection programs on her glasses. Then again, who knew what
her autonomic responses were saying in this body? God, this made her head hurt.


Officer Bazile walked
into the kitchen, studied the knife block, then turned back to Celia.
“You’re alone in the house?”


“I am.”


Bazile did a slow sweep of the room with her gaze, and Celia
found herself wondering if she were doing a heat scan. “Are you
sure?”


“Yes.”


“No one did this to you?”


“No. Honest. It was just me. Why do they have to
make these bodies as clumsy as the originals?” She tried to laugh, but she
was so nervous that she sounded like she was having an asthma attack.


The woman pointed at Celia’s dishcloth-covered hand and
said, “May I see it?”


Celia cradled the hand to her bosom. “Why?”


“I’ve never… ” The woman’s pale cheeks
flushed red. “I mean, the hospital wants me to send an image so they can
make sure you’re okay.”


Celia didn’t need lie detection software to catch that
one. Alarm bells started screaming in her head, and she found herself
staggering back against the closest wall. “I’ll send one.”


“No, I really need to—” Bazile stopped, cocking her head as she received instructions
over her glasses, and scowled. “They say you can send the image if you
want to.”


“I will. Right now. Honest.”


Officer Bazile took off
her glasses and held them in one fist, covering the tiny microphone with her
hand. “Just let me take a look. Just a quick peek.”


“Let… let me just send that picture to the
hospital now,” Celia stammered. She opened a connection to their main hub
with her good hand, a hand she tried and failed to keep from shaking.


Bazile stepped forward, one hand reaching for the dishtowel.
Celia clutched it tightly and inched along the living room wall, making her way
toward the back door. “Hello? Yes, I’m going to send you that picture you
asked for.” The hospital hadn’t picked up yet, but there was no way for
the woman in her living room to know that.


Officer Bazile tightened
her other hand into a matching fist. “I just wanted to look,” she whispered.
She stared at Celia for a long moment, then put on her glasses again and let
herself out the front door.


Once the door closed behind Bazile,
Celia ran over and locked it tight.


Before her panic had a chance to blossom into full
hysteria, the program receptionist picked up and connected her with the
maintenance department. She took a picture of her knuckle with her glasses
camera and sent it to them. “That’s not too bad. Be sure to come in to get
that fixed in the next seventy-two hours so you don’t void your contract. If
you can’t make it to the hospital, we can have someone come out to your home to
take care of it there.”


“I’ll come in tomorrow.”


“Good. In the meantime, you should put a bandage
over it, just to be safe.”


Too late. “I can do that.”


“Do you need to speak to your counselor now?”


“No, I can wait. Thank you.”


“We’ll see you tomorrow.”


She closed the connection and looked back down at the
bloodless wound.


It had almost been enough. At least, for a few seconds,
it had.


And then it had made things worse. Much worse.


She put the knife back in the block, then went to the
mostly empty medicine cabinet to get a bandage.


It had been a one-time thing. Nothing to worry about.


Nothing at all.
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The house felt even emptier at night.


Celia lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, without even
the cat to keep her company. So many nights she’d awoken to find that he’d
stolen all her leg room, and she’d had to contort like a pretzel to sleep in
even moderate comfort without disturbing him. The next morning, Rivka would
chide her for not nudging him out of the way, but Celia could never bring
herself to do that.


She pulled up the book she’d been reading on her glasses
before the procedure, read a page, realized she couldn’t remember who half the
characters were and how they’d gotten to this particular place, and set it
aside. She’d only been reading The Lord of the Rings for the book club
she and Rivka belonged to.


Maybe she should look up the details on the Hartford
incident.


Did she really need to read about patients having their
transfer procedures interrupted mid-stream and being awoken to be told that
their cases were being transferred to another hospital? Or about the terrified
clients calling in to make sure the stasis chambers housing their flesh bodies
hadn’t been destroyed? Did she really need to read whatever screed this
particular group had posted after committing the act? And did she want to see
the latest statistics telling her just how many people hated her, versus just
how many people simply tolerated her?


She hated herself for it, but she sent the searchbots out
anyway.


The results were just as bad as she’d expected. After
five minutes, she gave up and took off her glasses. 


She reached over and turned off the bedside light,
plunging the room into utter darkness. Normally, she’d leave the windows
semi-opaqued to let in a little light from the streetlight outside the bedroom
window, but tonight, her fear of prying eyes outweighed her fear of the dark.


Why did she need to even do this? Machines didn’t sleep.


She stared at the formless dark until her programming
proved her wrong.


 


Her alarm went off at 6:00, the lights coming on low with
it, and Celia climbed out of bed and started sliding into her running gear
before remembering that she didn’t need to do that anymore. Her replacement
body wouldn’t change shape no matter how lazy she got. Even if it did, what did
it matter? She didn’t have anybody to see her naked anymore.


Or maybe Tyrone had actually passed her message on to
Rivka.


She sighed. Probably not.


Still, she put on her glasses and checked to see if he’d
left a message overnight. No. Just another message from Trini saying that she
was going to be in the field for a few days and would try to call back when she
got some free time.


Celia walked down to the kitchen, opened the cabinets,
stared at the boxes of healthy cereal, and shook her head. Why bother? She
could eat a cup of raw flour to satisfy her body’s programmed needs.


So she went back upstairs, pulled on loose brown pants
and a rust-colored caftan, and went down to the car. Might as well get her
knuckle patched up now. She connected to the hospital node to let them know she
was coming, then called up the Donut Hole and put in an order for a powdered
doughnut with chocolate filling. She might as well enjoy one perk of this body
— its wonderful inability to get fat. The doughnut was warm and gooey when they
handed it to her at the drive-through, filling the car with the unmistakable
aroma of fried dough and sugar.


She kept her bandaged hand on the steering pad while she
ate the messy treat with the other. But even as her taste buds reveled in the
rich sweetness, her brain couldn’t see the point of it. There was no illicit
thrill to eating fatty food anymore. Any comfort she felt from it was pure
programming.


In the end, she put the last quarter of the doughnut back
in the bag.


She got to the hospital just as the protestors did, and
tried not to stare as they set up their banner. She felt a nearly-overwhelming
urge to de-mirror her windows and flip them the bird, but fought it back. Like
her, they were all wearing cameras on their faces, and she didn’t want to end
up in their online database of troublemakers. The last thing her life needed
was extra scrutiny from the people who hated her kind.


“Her kind.” God, when had she started thinking
that way?


As a patient, she was approved for a free parking and was
directed to an empty spot in the garage. She dumped the remains of the doughnut
in the trash, and her glasses instructed her to go to radiology, giving her
directions on how to find it. Radiology? She went to reception instead, and
said, “There must be some mistake, I—”


“No mistake,” the man behind the counter
snapped. “Can I help the next person in line?”


“But—”


“Next?”


Oh, she got it now.


Celia dutifully went to the radiology department, where a
staff member called her into an examination room. Two security guards were
waiting inside, and they took her out the back door of the room and into a
service corridor, then down a flight of stairs, through another corridor, and
finally into the Bioandroid Body Replacement Center. She was ushered to room
204, where her glasses told her a technician named Nigel Berube was waiting for
her. 


“Sorry about the runaround, but I’m sure you
understand the necessity.” His British accent was no surprise considering
his beardless face and slim, tailored pants. The Brits seemed to pick their
fashions to be in direct contradiction to what was in vogue in the States.
“So, let’s see it.”


Celia gingerly pulled off the bandage and held the
knuckle out.


“Nasty slice,” he said, his face pulled into an
odd grimace. “How’d you do this?”


“Kitchen accident.”


“Uh huh.” His craggy face fell into lines of
clear disbelief.


“So, you’re from the UK?” Why did they program
her heart to race like this?


“Ah, nothing gets past you Yanks. Yes, they imported
me when your country’s program finally got approved so they’d have a few old
hands on staff.” He took Celia’s hand and stared down at the slice.
“So how did it feel to see your new innards?”


She tugged it away and cradled it against her chest.
“I told you, it was an accident.”


“Try not to have any more accidents.” He
reached into a drawer and pulled out a thin metal instrument. “Let me see
it again.”


Hesitantly, Celia offered him her hand. His touch was
gentle as he pressed the skin together and started sealing the tear.


“They downplay the risks, you know, both here and in
the EU,” he said. “The phrase ‘statistically insignificant’ should be
banned from medicine.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


He looked up and fixed her with a quick, sharp stare
before turning back to his work. “Not everyone adjusts well to the
transfer. Some people stop treating their bodies like flesh and start treating
them like mechanical things.”


Celia shivered and tried to pull her hand away, but
Berube had a grip like a vice. He stared into her eyes through his pale green
frames and said, “Don’t ever treat your body like a machine. Once you
start down that road, there’s no coming back.”


She found herself gaping, and snapped her mouth shut.


He finished fixing her hand, then let it go. “There,
good as new.”


Celia whispered, “It was an accident.”


He shot her a sympathetic smile. “I know.”


“I want to leave.”


He gestured to the door. The security guards were waiting
for her just outside. Mercifully, they didn’t try to talk to her as they led
her to the radiology department through the back passages once more. She exited
the examination room alone and had the hospital guide her to the nearest exit,
where she stepped out into the cold October air, her hair springing wildly as a
burst of wind whipped through the open-air garage. What did he mean, they
downplayed the risks? Did other people cut themselves too? What happened to
them? What else did they do?


No, she didn’t want to know. She was fine. This had been
a one-time thing. It was never going to happen again. It hadn’t helped enough
to be worth repeating.


Before she could start her car, she was messaged by the
hospital. Dr. McElvoy. “Ms. Krajewski, I heard about your accident. I’m
reading Mr. Berube’s report now.”


“It was nothing, really,” she said, nervously
fingering her wind-blown curls back into place. “I’m all fixed now.”


“Was it really an accident?”


“Of course. I was alone last night — surely that
horrible woman you had come to my house told you so.”


The connection fell silent, and Celia’s heart started
pounding again. What weren’t they telling her? She called up her searchbots,
then put them right back away again. She didn’t want to know. Knowing would
make it real.


“As a therapist, I’m concerned about you suddenly
displaying self-destructive behavior.”


“I thought you were just an administrator.”


“My title is ‘patient administrator’ but I’m a
licensed counselor, and sometimes, when our new clients need help, I put on that
hat for them. So, back to this self-destructiveness—”


“I’m just a klutz, that’s all.”


“You just found out that your wife divorced you when
you were unconscious because she didn’t like what you were becoming. That can’t
be easy to handle.”


Celia clutched her hands to her bosom and froze, the
shock still surprisingly new and raw.


“Ms. Krajewski?”


“I’m here,” she whispered.


“Look, I’m still at home, but let’s have our
check-in now. If you go back into the hospital, they’ll set you up in my office
so we can talk privately.”


The thought of going back into that building, of
traveling back passageways to keep anyone from figuring out what she was,
filled her with dread. “I’m in my car. Can I stay here? It’s
private.”


“Sure. Just set your camera up so I can see you and
I’ll do the same.”


She mirrored the windows, pulled the little camera from
her frames and stuck it to the windshield, and then flicked open the video
connection. On the other end, a sleep-rumpled Dr. McElvoy gazed back at her.


“I’m sorry they woke you,” Celia said.


“Don’t be.” He tugged on his beard and did a
halfway decent job of straightening it. “It’s my job to make sure you’re
all right.”


“I’m fine. Really. The technician did a wonderful
job of fixing me.”


“I’m not talking about the cut.”


Celia stared down at her knuckle and ran the tip of her
thumb over the fully-healed skin.


“I think we should talk about your divorce.”


“That’s personal.”


“But I’m your counselor.”


“You’re my program administrator.”


“Yes, and if things go poorly, I also become your
social worker. I really think you should try to let me help you before it goes
that far.”


She called up the searchbots again and typed in
“bioandroid” and “social worker” before setting them loose.


“Tell me, was your wife particularly
religious?”


Her bots came back with their information, and after
waving off a Donut Hole ad, she took a quick peek. Buried in the legal code for
the bioandroid program was a clause that would let the hospital petition a
judge for legal custody of a client whose actions constituted a threat to her
own wellbeing.


“Ms. Krajewski?”


It was bad enough having him as a counselor, but having
him as a social worker would be far worse. She tried not to let resignation
show on her face. “Her faith was important to her, yes, but her rabbi
supported what I was doing.”


Dr. McElvoy’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Well that’s
a pleasant change.”


She nodded and looked down at her lap. “He said that
even though this body wasn’t the same one she’d married, it carried the
memories of our life together and would help us build new ones while we waited
for a cure.”


“It doesn’t sound like that was enough for
her.”


Celia twisted her hands in her lap.


“I’d ask how it makes you feel, but…”


She peeked up at him, and he shot her a stiff smile that
she suspected he thought looked kind. “So, other than yesterday’s
accident, how have you been coping? Has your friend been any help?”


Celia shook her head. “I haven’t been able to get in
touch with Trini. We’ve been playing message tag.”


“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone who was so
hard to contact.”


“She’s a gene hunter. She goes to countries that
aren’t genebanked and collects swabs of DNA in exchange for money. They’re not
supposed to pick up calls when they’re working. Most of the people they’re
dealing with aren’t on glasses networks, so they consider it rude to be
interrupted like that.”


“Well, is there anyone else you can talk to? Any
other friends who you could trust with your news?” 


“I don’t really have any friends anymore.”


“What do you mean?”


“Rivka took them with her.”


“Oh. One of those divorces.” He winced.
“Perhaps you could find a sympathetic coworker to talk to. They wouldn’t
need to know about the procedure. In fact, it’s better if they don’t.”


“My boss told everyone at work. They all know.”
The words tumbled out, shocking even her.


Dr. McElvoy leaned closer to the camera. “That’s
illegal, you know. Your physical status is protected just like all other
medical information. This is serious, Ms. Krajewski. You should have told us as
soon as you found out. We can initiate legal proceedings on your behalf
immediately—”


“Please don’t. It’s… it’s too late. Besides, I
don’t want to have the trial make it to the news. I don’t want to be another
Simon Parker.” When his case had hit the nets, he’d had to move to Sweden
to keep himself and his family safe.


Dr. McElvoy sighed. “I can’t say I blame you. Still,
you might instead become another Donal Lawson.”


“Oh, I’m no activist.”


“He wasn’t either until the news leaked.”


“You mean until he was outed by his born-again
brother.”


“The result was the same.”


“Donal Lawson is a billionaire and his wife still
loves him. It’s easy for him to be an activist. If nothing else, he can afford
the security.”


“I’m sure it’s not as easy as it looks. The LawSpecs
boycott hasn’t helped his company’s bottom line.”


Celia flung her hands up. “Please, can we not talk
about this?”


“I’m sorry.” He rubbed the corners of his eyes.
“I get a little too excited about him. I’m glad there’s someone out there
who doesn’t have to hide his bioandroid status.”


“Aren’t you forgetting Chelsea Slaughter?”


Dr. McElvoy shuddered. “Yes, actually, I was doing a
very good job of forgetting her until you reminded me. We really should do
something about your work situation. Maybe the hospital attorney can have gag
orders imposed on the people in your department, or—” His gaze flicked
upward, and he sucked a breath in through his teeth. “Damn, I have to cut
this short. I have an intake appointment at the hospital in thirty minutes and
I haven’t even had a shower yet. I’ve had to take on some of the caseload from
Hartford, and it’s shot my schedule to hell.”


Celia wasn’t sure she managed to keep the relief from
showing on her face.


“Realistically, there’s probably nothing to be done
about the leak, but I’ll see what my colleagues and the attorney have to say.
If at any point you feel unsafe, please call. We can send security out there to
protect you.”


“Please don’t send the same woman as last
time,” Celia said.


McElvoy turned on his lenses. “Hold on, let me see…”
His eyes darted back and forth as he scanned the record. “Hold on, what
happened when she took her glasses off?”


“No. If I get her in trouble, she knows where I
live.”


“Shit.” He shook his head. “Sorry for the
language. We’ll keep her off of bioandroid detail from now on. Did she — Ugh, I
really do have to go. I’m sorry about this. If you need anything, please
don’t hesitate to call. My schedule’s pretty tight for the next couple of
weeks, what with the extra caseload, but I’ll do my best to fit you in.”


“Okay.”


“And no more knives.”


“It was an accident.” Celia fixed him with a
pained stare, hoping he would believe her. Rivka had always said that her eyes
gave everything away. But maybe her fake eyes knew how to lie.


He stared back at her. “Don’t have another
accident.”


“I’ll be more careful.”


“All right. We’ll talk again tomorrow morning.”


“Thank you.”


The connection went dead, and Celia rested her head
against the steering pad for a long moment before clipping her camera back onto
her frames, clearing the windows, and heading back to her empty house.


 


The fact checker bots had a field day with chapter two.
Celia was picking through their knotty report in her home office when the
hospital called. Dr. McElvoy again? She shunted the report aside with a flick
of her finger and opened his video channel. “Yes?”


“We’ve had an… unusual request. I didn’t want to
come to you with it, but I really don’t have any right keeping it from
you.”


Celia shook her head, not remembering that she hadn’t
bothered to switch on her own camera.


“It’s your ex-wife. She’d like permission to visit
your biological body in stasis.”


“Rivka,” Celia whispered, and clasped her
wedding band to her chest.


“Normally, we discourage people from visiting
themselves or their loved ones in stasis. However, just last year I was working
with another couple that was having post-procedure difficulties, and stasis
visits helped them work them out.”


“It did?”


“Yes. After a few weeks, the husband decided that he
vastly preferred the company of his unfrozen wife over visits to a stasis tube.
Mind you, he hadn’t gone so far as to divorce her, so I wouldn’t expect such
dramatic results in your case. But it might be worth a try. It’s up to
you.”


A bold thought formed in Celia’s mind, and she caught
herself before dismissing it automatically. She wasn’t used to voicing bold
thoughts. That had been Rivka’s forte. But maybe to get Rivka back, she had to
think like her. “Tell her that she has to ask me in person. If she does
that, I’ll give her permission.”


“I’ll do that. Let me know how it goes, all
right?”


“I will.”


She shut off the connection, all thoughts of work
banished, and waited for Rivka to call. Once Rivka saw her face to face, she’d
have to realize she’d made a mistake. She’d have to.


 


Celia spent the afternoon trying and failing to get any
meaningful work done. Instead, she straightened the house, checked the latest
protest footage from California, read the story of a bioandroid who’d been
pinned down and had his face cut off in Kansas, and read the latest gossip from
the jazz world.


Maybe she should just move to Europe, where no one would—


The doorbell rang, jarring her from that thought, and
Celia checked the door camera. Rivka. She took a deep breath, smoothed her
hands over her caftan, and opened the door.


Rivka’s long brown hair was captured in a tight bun, and
her body was hidden by a shapeless deep green coat that erased all traces of
the curves and planes that defined her. Celia tried to step forward, but she
couldn’t move. Rivka seemed to be projecting an ice field around herself, and
Celia was afraid she’d get frostbite if she got any closer.


“I can’t come in,” Rivka said, her voice tight,
her brown-gloved hands clasped over her belly. She took a quick look at Celia,
then let out a hard breath and fixed her gaze somewhere deep inside the house.
Was that a tremor running through Rivka’s body, or was Celia just projecting
her own emotions onto her?


“I’ve missed you.”


Rivka closed her eyes and held one gloved hand up.
“You’re not Celia.”


“Not here,” Celia whispered. “Please, come
inside.”


Rivka’s eyes opened again, hard and sad under the black
half-frames of her glasses, still studiously avoiding looking directly at
Celia. “It doesn’t matter who hears,” she said, keeping her voice
low, nonetheless. “You’re not Celia. The real Celia is in stasis. You’re
just…” She shook her head and looked even farther away.


Celia swallowed hard, her knees threatening to give out.
“How can you say that? I’m right here.”


“I…” Rivka twisted her gloved hands together,
then cleared her throat. “You’re not the woman I married. I tried so hard
to imagine that you could be, but…” She sniffed, blinking bright tears
from her eyes. “The woman I married is in stasis. You can’t be in two
places at once.”


“Rivka.” Celia tried to reach out, but her arms
were frozen at her sides. “How can you do this to me? I’m the same person
in all the ways that count. Your rabbi said—”


“My rabbi didn’t see your schematics,” Rivka
snapped. “My rabbi doesn’t have to try to love a machine copy of his
wife.” She shook her head and stared down at one of the small bushes
flanking the doorway. “That week when you — when she was lying
there, getting her brain copied, that’s when I finally figured it out. It all
became so real. I was going to have to live with a copy of her. You have no
idea how…” Rivka took a deep breath, her voice cracking as she said,
“I’d be cheating on my wife if I lay with you.”


“What was I supposed to do? Abandon you?”


Rivka finally looked at her, finally turned her tear-filled
eyes toward her. “If you’d just gone into stasis, I would have waited. I
know you weren’t — that she wasn’t anywhere near the top of the priority
queue, but I would have waited, no matter how many years it took. It’s not too
late. You can still—”


“You want me to switch myself off? You’re seriously
asking me to switch myself off?” Her breath hitched in her chest, heavy,
nearly choking her. “That’s suicide.”


“But you’d still be… she’d still be in
stasis, with all your memories, so it wouldn’t be.”


“How can you look me in the eye and say that?”


“How can you sit there with her face and — how can —
oh god, stop looking at me like that!” Rivka buried her face in her hands.


Celia reached a hand out to try to comfort her wife.
Ex-wife. But she never even got close. She was hit by a wave of dizziness and
used the hand to prop herself against the doorframe instead. This was too much
to bear. How could things have gotten to the point where she disgusted the
woman she loved? How could Rivka treat her like an interloper? How could she do
this to Celia when she needed her now more than ever?


She felt words crowding behind her teeth and tried
choking them back, but they escaped in a half-whisper, half-hiss. “You do
realize that once I’m cured, I’ll find out that you divorced me.”


“I know,” Rivka said, voice muffled by her
gloves. “But I can’t. I just can’t. It’s not right.” She dropped her
hands and looked at Celia with eyes red and swollen with tears. She gestured
helplessly. “Look at you. You look just like her. You have no idea how
hard this is — looking at you and seeing her.”


“But it is me, in all the ways that
count.” Celia reached one hand out, braving the field of ice.


Rivka flinched backward, nearly tripping down the
concrete stairs.


Celia felt something die inside of her.


She could barely hear Rivka as she asked, “Will you
give me permission? Will you call the hospital and tell them I can visit my
wife?”


Celia nodded, her body slowing to a crawl as the rest of
the world sped on around her.


Rivka pulled her lips thin, then turned and ran down the
front walk to her car.


Celia closed the door and leaned heavily against it.


Still in slow motion, she walked down the stairs to the
basement. There, hanging on a pegboard, were the power tools she and Rivka had
bought together when they had first moved into the townhouse. They’d had all
sorts of grand plans for renovations, but they’d never materialized, and the
tools remained unused and dusty on the wall.


Time to prove to herself that she was just a mechanical
copy of a woman. That her wife had been right to leave her. If she could just
force herself to realize that, she’d be free.


A small cut had helped for a short moment. Maybe
something more drastic would help longer.


She picked up the power drill, screwed on the first bit
she could find, and laid her arm on the work bench.


This would hurt. But it would hurt less than what Rivka
had just said.


With one swift movement, she drilled straight through her
forearm, all the way to the bench.


And then everything froze.


The words “LOCKDOWN” flashed across her vision
as she stood, immobile, locked into her twisted tableau. She couldn’t move,
couldn’t talk, flinch, breathe.


Oh god, she wasn’t breathing.


If she could have smiled at that moment, she would have.


So this was what it was like to be a machine. No messy
biological programming, no needs, no control. Living things couldn’t do this.


She wanted to stay like this forever.


She stared down at her arm, pinned to the table by the
whining power drill. No blood. No viscera. Just a neat, clean hole drilled
straight through her fake flesh and bone. Had it even hurt? She couldn’t
remember. The lockdown had come so quickly. But shouldn’t it hurt now? She
cataloged her senses. Her sight and hearing seemed unaffected. She couldn’t
smell anything, but that made sense since she wasn’t breathing. She could feel
the fabric of her clothes lying against her skin, the light weight of curls
against her cheeks, the workbench under her arm, and the cold metal bite of the
drill bit through her simulated flesh and bone.


But no pain.


No pain. No autonomic responses. Machines didn’t blink.
Machines didn’t breathe. Machines didn’t hurt.


Maybe they’d just leave her like this.


No, she knew better than to hope for that. They’d fix her
up, warn her again what a dangerous road she was traversing, maybe even force
her into inpatient counseling.


The technician had said that there were bioandroids out
there who treated their bodies like machines. That meant there were more like
her, didn’t it? That she wasn’t the only bioandroid trying to excise the bio
from the android? She tried to activate her glasses to do a search and felt a
flash of annoyance when she couldn’t. Why did a machine need glasses anyway?
She should be able to access the nets directly from her artificial brain. The
first thing she’d do when they reactivated her was send out a search bot to
learn more about these people. She had to find them. Maybe they’d help her.


The flashing words changed. “PREPARE FOR
PICKUP.”


She heard the garage door open. Then footsteps.


The inner door swung open, just barely on the periphery
of her vision.


“Oh my god, it’s a bot-brain.”


“Jesus, Geoff. Don’t say that in front of the
pickup.”


“I thought they were just urban myths.”


“I’m warning you…”


The man sniggered. “Hey Annie, you think she’s
creaming her caftan right now?”


Celia felt a surge of anger run through her. How dare he
make this out to be a sexual thing?


“If you don’t shut up right now, I’m telling the
super.”


“All right, all right. Don’t get so worked up. It’s
not like she can hear us or anything.”


“Of course she can hear us, you idiot! Did you sleep
through the training, or were you too busy watching porn on your glasses?”


“Shit. Oh shit.”


“You’d better start praying that she doesn’t report
you.”


Celia saw a pair of legs move into view.


“I’m sorry. Ma’am? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to—”


“Shut up, Geoff.”


The man’s hands gestured helplessly at the power drill.
“How the hell are we supposed to pry her loose from this?”


“Yeah, you definitely slept through the
training.”


The words vanished from her vision, and Celia suddenly
became aware of the sharp pain radiating out from the drill site. But she
didn’t care. It was machine pain, not real pain. Real pain involved blood and
worry and doctors. This was just a hole in a piece of machinery, easily fixable
by a technician. The woman’s hands moved her frozen arm away from the drill
like she was a badly jointed plastic doll. That was almost better than the
lockdown. No control, just pure machine parts, easily manipulated, with a brain
still working inside. The woman put the drill in reverse and pulled it free,
then the two of them straightened Celia’s body until she was standing.


The woman looked into her eyes through partially-opaqued
glasses and said, “All right, are you going to behave?”


Celia staggered forward as control of her body was
returned to her. “Yes.”


“You’re coming with us.”


She didn’t resist as they led her back to their car, and
sat quietly in the back seat for the entire trip to the hospital. She called up
a search bot and had it start combing through all the news and research nets
she had access to for any references to “bot-brains.”


If there were others like her, then she was going to find
them.


 


A different technician put her into some kind of machine
unconsciousness to repair her. She’d wanted to watch, but didn’t dare ask. She
didn’t know what they’d do if she confirmed what they already suspected about
her.


After she was switched back on, security ushered her into
Dr. McElvoy’s office. Not surprisingly, he didn’t look happy. “I’m sorry
about the lockdown order. I had it put in place after our session this morning
so you wouldn’t be able to hurt yourself too badly if you tried again. Still, I
didn’t think I’d see you back here so soon.”


“I was depressed,” Celia said. “I spoke to
my wife.”


“What happened?”


“She told me she’d be cheating on the woman she
married if she had sex with a copy.”


“Oh dear. And I’d been hoping—” He folded his
hands over his mouth and sighed. “I’ll deny her access.”


“No, give it to her.”


He dropped his hands to his desk. “Are you
sure?”


She nodded.


“You seem calm, considering.”


Celia folded her hands in her lap. “This experience
taught me something. I know now that this isn’t the way to deal with my
pain.” For starters, she’d now learned that if she injured herself too
badly, the hospital could get legal access to her home lock codes. More
importantly, she knew that she had several matches on her search waiting for
her.


“Well, that’s positive, but I’d really like to check
you into the hospital for a week or two for some inpatient counseling. It’s
clear you’re not adjusting well. I can’t force you—”


“No, please don’t bother,” Celia said.
“I’m feeling better now. What I did was wrong, but it clarified so many
things for me. I won’t do it again.”


He shot her an appraising look. “If there is a third
incident, then I’ll have no choice but to go before a judge and try to force
the issue.”


“No, don’t worry. I’m fine. Really.”


“Look, if word gets out that I let a patient go this
far without intervention, the hospital could lose its bioandroid license. This
program is too valuable to let one patient ruin it for everyone else. Do you
see the position I’m in?”


Celia saw it all too clearly. She saw that he was afraid
of losing his job over her, and that made him dangerous. She forced a smile and
said, “There won’t be another incident.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he was softening, and that
was all she needed. “Are you sure you want to give Ms. Ben-Ur access to
your body?”


“She may have left me, but I still love her. And if
this will make her happy, then it’s a small thing to do. If we’re done here,
may I… ?”


He gestured toward the door.


Celia went through the complicated security dance again
to exit the hospital, then put in a public transportation request to get her
back home. The bus stop was right across the street from the protesters, but
she didn’t care. They couldn’t touch her anymore. Let them take her picture.
Let them follow her home. Let them smear shit on her windows and dump garbage
on her doorstep and incite her neighbors to drive her out of her house. What
could they do that was worse than what Rivka had done? If she’d survived that,
she could survive them.


As she waited in a chorus of Hail Marys, she looked at
the menu of her queued search results. Seventeen primary matches, with another
sixty-one promising links off of those.


If she could only find these “bot-brains” in
person, maybe they could help her go through another lockdown. Or better.


They had to help her be more like a machine. Then she
wouldn’t need Rivka, or the pain she’d left behind in her place. Then she’d
truly be free.
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After five days of research, Celia knew plenty about
bot-brains, but didn’t know the most important thing of all: how to find them.


She knew that bot-brains were bioandroids who embraced
their machine nature and rejected their old human selves. She knew that many of
them illegally modified their bodies to look more robotic. She knew that when
they worked in the sex trades, they called themselves “love dolls.”
And from a search on an unregulated rumor net in Antigua, she learned that
Mount Auburn Hospital had legally committed one to its psychiatric ward just
two months ago, but no matter where she looked, she couldn’t corroborate the
story.


Strange how no one had ever mentioned any of this to her
when the hospital was selling her on the procedure.


Celia had trawled through every public news databank, all
the private ones she had subscriptions to, and most of the ad-sponsored rumor
banks, sitting through advertisement after advertisement just to try to get
access to precious information. LawSpecs, of course, had the most sympathetic
coverage, but to get to it, she’d had to sit through one of Donal Lawson’s
pop-ups, where he exhorted her to treat bioandroids just like flesh and blood
people. “We took these bodies because we wanted to stay with our loved
ones,” he said, eyes flashing bright through his trademark blue
trapezoidal frames. “How can anyone think ill of us for that?”


She wondered if siccing him on Rivka would have any
effect.


A political ad was piggybacked onto his pop-up, but she
waved it to text before Miranda Clinton had a chance to start talking. Celia
skimmed through it — yes to education, yes to reopening friendly relations with
Canada, yes to expanding the Mars colony, yes to letting civilians on the Moon,
yes to closing the last of the nuclear plants, yes to continuing the bioandroid
program — before clicking “OK” and getting back to her research.


But even the news and information cached on the LawSpecs
network couldn’t tell her how to meet bot-brains. None of the info banks could.
The few that had any mention of them chalked the phenomenon up as an urban
myth, just like the tech who’d picked her up.


The fact that there was probably a bot-brain in treatment
at Mount Auburn Hospital gave her some hope. That might mean that there were
others like her in the Boston area. It would make sense, what with two area
hospitals doing the procedure — Mount Auburn in Cambridge and UMass Medical in
Worcester. But how to find them?


Celia bit back bitter tears of frustration and tried to
lose herself in the textbook revision to distract herself from her failure.
Antoine Benton had done a terrible job with his draft. The last time they’d
done modular updates of his text, his work had been impeccable. Late, but
impeccable. Celia sighed and buried her fingers in her curls, then popped over
to the Miami University hub to see if his class load was unusually high that
semester. He tended to get scatterbrained when he was overbooked.


No, he was on sabbatical. That was odd. Hadn’t he just
come off of sabbatical? She dug a little deeper, sending out searchbots to
scour the news banks.


After waving off a political ad from Clinton’s opponent,
she read the first hit that came up.


His wife, Brinda Mehta, had been diagnosed with a new and
aggressive form of Ebola after a business trip to Uganda and had been given a
bioandroid body. But the brain pattern transfer hadn’t worked as planned. In
the rush to copy her mind before the disease took hold, she’d become one of the
casualties of the 5.1 percent failure rate. Now Antoine Benton was trying to
write a textbook while simultaneously petitioning the courts for permission to
switch his wife’s bioandroid body off.


How had she missed this? She checked the date on the
story — it had broken when she was in the hospital and had quickly been buried
by the Hartford Hospital news.


Text scrolled across a freeze-framed wedding photograph
of Brinda and Antoine. “When the transfer procedure goes wrong, the
results are most devastating for the loved ones of the patient. And when the
patient’s biological body is later awoken, she has to deal with the knowledge
that there was a faulty copy of herself taking over her life in her absence. In
Ms. Mehta’s case, no memories formed after the age of twelve were transferred
intact to her new brain, leaving her with only fractured, bewildering memories
of her husband and their fourteen-year marriage.”


The picture dissolved to Antoine’s face as he spoke.
“The doctors say they’d have to pull her out of stasis to redo the copy.
With her disease, a week out of stasis could kill her. And the copy…” He
rubbed one eye with dark, shaky fingers. “It’s not her. Her parents
disagreed with me at first, but after spending a few days with her, they
changed their minds.”


A voiceover said, “Chelsea Slaughter, the heiress
who has gained infamy by buying herself a vanity bioandroid body in Dubai and
refusing to go back to have her own flawed brain pattern transfer fixed, disagrees.”


The image switched to a red carpet shot of Chelsea
Slaughter, resplendent in a jeweled, low-necked caftan that showed off her
perfectly-sculpted, never aging, completely illegal replacement body. With a
dazzling grin, she said, “I know everyone says I’m broken, but who gives a
fuck? I’m happy, and I love my body. And if Brinda is happy, then no one has
the right to shut her off. You hear that, Antoine?” She flipped off the
camera and yanked her plunging neckline to one side to expose her left breast.


Antoine came back on with a wry laugh. “Everything
Ms. Slaughter says only helps strengthen my case. Even Donal Lawson is on my
side.”


The reporter asked, “Why are you going public with
this?”


“Because people need to be aware of the risks. And
because the early termination clause needs to be more explicit. Brinda’s
contract specified that I could have her shut off if the copy wasn’t
functional. Well, they didn’t define ‘functional,’ and now I have to go to
court to convince a judge that being able to walk and talk is light years away
from being ‘functional.’ This isn’t my wife.”


The voiceover came back on. “Professor Benton
declined to let us film his wife for this story.”


Celia shut off the story. A tremor ran through her, and
she hugged herself in a vain effort to make it go away. He wanted to switch off
his wife. He wanted to switch off the woman he loved.


Or was she really the woman he loved? Could a copy be
that flawed? Could his wife grow into the woman he once knew if only he gave
her more time?


What if Rivka were able to prove that Celia was buggy?


The tremor redoubled.


This wasn’t helping. She needed distraction. Work.
Benton’s book. Could she even look at it, after that?


Yes, she could. Even if Benton didn’t know what Celia had
become, she felt a desperate need to prove to him that machine copies were just
as good at the originals.


 


That evening, Celia sat in the kitchen, munching on a jar
of olives. She hadn’t gone grocery shopping since she’d gotten home from the
hospital, hadn’t left the house at all in the past five days. Her boss kept
encouraging her to work from home, and she didn’t have anyone to visit, so
there was no point in venturing outside. Besides, thanks to his big mouth,
anyone out there could know what she was. Every time she thought about walking
out her front door, she wondered if someone would be waiting out there to
record her, to throw a rock at her, to start a protest against her.


A couple of coworkers left sympathetic messages for her,
which was a welcome surprise. Emmaline sent a card of a robot beating a cartoon
version of their boss into a bloody pulp, and it brought the first real smile
to Celia’s artificial face. And Shandra, who worked in Math and Stats, sent a
note congratulating her on her new body. “It’s something to be proud of,
not something to hide,” she’d written. “Someday, the rest of the
world will figure that out.”


Celia wasn’t so sure about that.


She tipped the jar back to pour the last couple of olives
into her mouth, then dumped the empty jar into the tumbler, which sorted it
into the appropriate bin for her block’s weekly recycling pickup. What else did
she have to eat? She peered onto the shelves and realized that she was actually
set for quite some time provided she didn’t care what she put in her mouth. And
she didn’t. She hadn’t even touched the stove since coming home. She used to
love cooking, Italian especially. She loved working with the rich cheeses, the
thick tomato sauce, aromatic spices, and pasta of all shapes and sizes. She
loved setting the table for two and watching her wife’s eyes go wide as she
took her first cheesy bite. “We’re going running first thing tomorrow
morning so this doesn’t land straight on my hips,” Rivka would say, and
then wipe her plate clean with a hunk of fresh-baked whole wheat bread from the
bread maker.


Celia turned away from the shelves and suppressed a sigh.
Those days were over.


Her glasses registered an incoming call.


Trini! Finally!


She opened the connection. “Hi.”


Trini smiled and stepped back from her camera, the top of
her head getting cut off as she imperfectly tried to frame herself in the video
feed. “What? That’s it? ‘Hi’? You get put into a new body and I go missing
for a week and all you can say is ‘hi’?”


Celia plunked down at the kitchen table again. This almost
felt normal. It was nice. “Um, okay. Would ‘hello’ make you happier?”


“No, I expect to be chewed out. You’re supposed to
start yelling, ‘What kind of a friend are you, anyway?’ and things like
that.”


“A very busy kind of friend.”


“Well, yes. That’s true. I’ve been in the field, and
I was never free when you’d be awake. Still, I could have written. But for that
matter, you could have written, too.”


Celia wrinkled her nose. “I’m not much for
writing.”


“Tell me something else I don’t know! Ah well.
Still, this means you and Rivka have had several gloriously uninterrupted days
to make sure your new body behaves just like the old one.” She winked and
grinned lasciviously.


Celia felt her throat trying to close up to keep her
voice in. But this was Trini, the only other person besides Rivka who she’d
always been able to talk to no matter what. The only person she really had
left. In a painful whisper, she said, “Rivka’s gone.”


“What?” Trini thundered, and stepped closer to
the camera, pale eyes flashing dark. “Why?”


Celia shrugged helplessly, then finally remembered to set
up the camera. She tacked it to the half-wall in front of the kitchen table,
“The procedure. She couldn’t—” She let out a long breath through her
nose, a breath that whistled through the artificial mucus that was building up
as she fought back tears. “She said she couldn’t live with a machine. That
I was just a copy of her real wife.”


“That bitch!”


Celia reared back in shock.


Trini glared at the camera, nostrils flaring. “I
never took her to be a closed-minded bigot, but I guess life’s full of shitty
surprises. Jesus, Ceil, I’m so sorry. How are you holding up?”


“I’m… coping,” Celia said. “Actually,
that’s a lie. I’m miserable.”


“That’s it. I’m coming home. There’s got to be some
way to rearrange my schedule…” She started jabbing at the air.


Celia held up her hands. “No, you’re busy. I don’t
want to—”


“You’re my friend, Ceil. I can’t just leave you…
Oh, crap.” She winced. “I can’t make it out there for at least a
week. I’m booked solid.”


“Where are you now?”


“Still in Turkey. And tomorrow I’m going to
Madagascar for six days. I can’t back out now — I petitioned the company to
send me there. Hell, I fought them for it. They hadn’t scheduled the
island for a gene hunt until 2093.”


“So why—”


“So I can find my father.” Trini sighed. She,
too, was the result of a fling, albeit a much briefer one. Trini’s mother
hadn’t even gotten his last name. “After what happened to you…”


Celia nodded. “I don’t blame you.”


“This would be so much easier if they were
genebanked. But as usual, privilege costs money, and they don’t have
money.”


“How do you plan on finding him?”


“I’m going to wing it. Mom gave me a picture of the
two of them together, and I figure I’ll start with the Club Med where she was
working when she met him and then go from there. I’ve tried showing the picture
around a few of the Madagascar-specific virturooms, but so few working-class
people on the island have glasses—”


“Hold on,” Celia blurted. She sent her
searchbots out to troll for virturooms geared toward “bot-brains” and
“love dolls.” She spent so little time in virturooms that it hadn’t
even occurred to her to look there.


“Are you all right?” Trini asked. “You
look—”


“Just needed to set up a search,” Celia said.
“Something you said reminded me—”


“You’re looking for folks like you, aren’t
you?”


Celia’s chest tightened. “I just — I mean —” Oh
god, what if Trini found a way to report this? One more incident and—


“Hey, if I were in your place, I’d do the same
thing.”


Wait, Trini couldn’t possibly know. She had to think
Celia meant something else. Celia felt herself relax again and tested the
waters by saying, “I’m not a huge fan of virtual space, but if I can find
people to talk to there… I just wanted to set up a search before I forgot.”


“Good idea. Look, Ceil, enough about me. Really. Do
you want to talk about the divorce?”


If she had to think about herself or Rivka one more
minute, she’d burst into tears. And machines didn’t do that. “No, I
don’t.”


The true joy of old friends was their ability to
instantly understand. “Okay. We’ll talk about it another time. What do
you want to talk about?”


“Tell me about Turkey.”


Celia kept Trini talking until her bots came back with
eight positive safe room matches and hits on dozens more unregulated rooms. And
as much as she was enjoying finally having a friend to talk to, she was itching
to start digging through the search results. “Trini, I’m sorry, but I
really should go. I’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow and I need to get some
sleep.”


Trini scowled. “Stupid time difference. You take
care, all right? And if you need to talk, just let me know. I can hop an
orbital plane and be back there in a few hours if you really need me.”


“No, I’ll be fine. And you need to find your father.
I wouldn’t want to keep you from that. Here’s hoping you have better luck than
I did.”


“Thanks. Be well, Ceil.”


“You too.”


Celia snapped the camera back onto her frames and
scrolled through the matches. The safe rooms would certainly be, well, safe.
But she probably wouldn’t find who she was looking for there.


She looked at the unregulated rooms.


One promised “hardcore love doll action with no
impostors.” Yuck. Another called itself “The Bot Zone” and
advertised itself as a place where “bot-minded people could come together
in a supportive environment.” That looked promising. Another was a virtual
reproduction of a local Boston club called Manticore’s. Its room was advertised
as “hardcore love doll space for real machines and their fleshie
fans.”


She’d start with The Bot Zone, and if that didn’t work,
maybe try Manticore’s if she could work up the nerve. The Boston connection was
oddly comforting.


Celia looked at the shelves one more time, decided she’d
eaten enough, then went up to the bedroom. Maybe she’d better lie down for this.


She stared at the ceiling, at the white stucco that cast
jagged shadows against itself as the streetlight flowed across it from the
unopaqued upper window panes.


She couldn’t do this. It was too much. Too soon. What
would she say if she found them? After all, these were people whose chosen
lifestyle was illegal, never mind societally reviled. Why would they open up to
a newbie in their midst? Would they even visit rooms that advertised themselves
as being for bot-brains? Maybe they’d think she was a cop, or a snitch, or just
a creepy fetishist.


Actually, creepy fetishists probably would fit right in
there.


She shuddered.


Tomorrow. She’d do it tomorrow. She could be brave
tomorrow.


 


She packed all of Rivka’s little bottles into a box the
next morning and stashed them on a shelf in the basement. She found another
empty box and packed up all the power tools. If she managed to find her people,
she wouldn’t need them anymore. And if she didn’t, well… she didn’t want to
end up locked in the bowels of Mount Auburn Hospital.


She looked at the box of bottles and bit back tears, then
shook her head. No, there’d been enough crying. She should just throw the
bottles out. Getting them out of the house was the sanest thing to do.


Or…


She pulled the box back off the shelf, picked up a little
glass bottle, and felt its weight in her palm. One quick fling, and she’d be
able to hear it shatter satisfyingly against the cinderblock wall.


She closed her eyes and gripped the cool bottle, letting
out a long breath as all the fight flowed out of her. 


She couldn’t do it.


Celia placed the bottle back in the box and slid it onto
the shelf.


She’d throw them away later.


She took in a deep, wet sniff and blinked her eyes hard,
hoping to dry them through sheer force of will. As she brought her left hand up
to dab the tears from the corners of her eyes, her wedding ring caught her
attention. It was a platinum band, subtly etched with a simple ivy pattern, the
pattern that Rivka’s ring had in mirror image on hers.


Maybe she should ask to have the ring put on her
biological body’s hand.


She reached down and gave the ring a twist, then pulled
it up to her knuckle.


The skin underneath was pristine, smooth, identical in
color and texture to the skin around it.


In her old body, the ring left a pale indent  — a
permanent mark of its presence.


Her stomach flopped, and she jammed the ring back into
place.


She ran back upstairs and ate just enough dry cereal to
satisfy her programming, then stared down at the table through semi-opaqued
lenses. She needed to work her courage up to go to the virturooms. She couldn’t
live this in-between life any longer.


Her glasses flashed to remind her of an online editorial
meeting. The boss would expect her to send a video stream, so she had to look
decent. She ran upstairs to tie her hair back with a thick cloth band and
smoothed her hands over her long, flowing knit shirt. She walked into her home
office, then walked right back out to grab a cup of water for the
sickly-looking African violet on her desk. Celia hadn’t watered it since coming
home, but she was terrified of overwatering it, which was supposed to be just
as bad, if not worse. It had been a birthday gift from Rivka several years
back, and Rivka had always taken care of it for her. She should have taken it
with her when she left. It was cruel to leave the plant in Celia’s incompetent
clutches. She lifted the leaves and poured a little water into the soil, then
drank the rest.


She put the empty cup on the desk, sat down, and tacked
her camera to the wall.


The camera ended up being largely unnecessary. Only
Emmaline would look her in the eye. Mansour flicked occasional furtive glances
in her feed’s direction, and everyone else managed to avoid her gaze
completely. Not that she forced the issue. Every time she thought of trying,
her cheeks would burn and she had to look down at her desk until she could
breathe again.


Maybe once she found her people, they could help make her
stronger.


The meeting ended, and before Celia could sign off, her
boss pulled her into a private channel. “Good work on the revision so
far.”


“Thank you.”


“I guess you’ve noticed that Antoine is pretty
distracted.”


“I read about his wife.”


Mansour shot her another quick look, then stared off just
past her ear, tugging absent-mindedly on his thick black beard. “Yeah.
It’s a real shame. I’m glad yours turned out better. Look, why don’t you keep
working from home? It’ll be easier to stay on schedule if you aren’t distracted
by office crap.”


She was afraid of what would come out if she opened her mouth,
so she simply nodded.


“Great. Later.”


She tried signing off again, but got another private
channel request from Emmaline. “Celia. How are you doing?”


“Oh, I’m okay.”


“You look good.”


“Thanks.”


“Hey, the Boston Corporate Challenge Run is coming
up in a few weeks. Sign-up ends tomorrow. Are you going to do it again this
year? I could use a running buddy.”


“I don’t know. I don’t think they let people like me
compete.”


Emmaline’s face flushed. “Oh. Right. How stupid of
me.”


“Thanks for asking, though.”


“No, don’t thank me for being an insensitive idiot.
By the way, Shandra says ‘hi’.”


“I’m surprised she cares. We barely know each
other.”


“I know, but she’s become your biggest supporter
around here.”


Celia’s cheeks grew warm. “Do I need one that
badly?”


“Not so much anymore. The chatter’s starting to die
down. Now that Brendon’s announced his pregnancy, they’re all talking about
that instead. He’s going to be a nightmare. He’s already regaling everyone in
the lunchroom with tales of exactly what the doctor did to his anatomy to make
this possible. I’m going to have to start eating at my desk if he brings up
breast feeding.”


“Do I want to know what people were saying about
me?”


Emmaline sighed. “Oh, the usual shit about it not
being natural, about what it meant for your soul, things like that. I think
someone tried to arrange a prayer vigil for your biological body, but HR caught
wind of it and shut it down. It might be uncomfortable for you to try to come
in, but it shouldn’t be dangerous. And like I said, Shandra’s been evangelizing
for you. She’s actually managed to shame a few folks into admitting that you
shouldn’t be treated differently. Whether that’ll result in them actually
treating you like they used to…”


“I suppose I’ll find out eventually.”


“Screw Mansour. You should come in.”


Celia tried to picture herself walking into the MacArthur
and Myers offices, walking the gauntlet of staring coworkers, and felt her
breath hitch in her chest. “Not today.”


“No, today would probably be a bad idea. But
soon.”


“I’ll think about it.”


“That’s all I ask.”


Emmaline cut the connection on her end, and Celia was
finally able to sign completely off of the call. She connected to the
BostonGroup node and took a quick look at her bank balance. If she ruthlessly
cut her expenses, could she afford to quit? She barely needed food, only needed
to heat the house enough to keep the pipes from bursting in the winter, and
could easily cut her electric bill in half if she were careful.


The thought was almost too tempting.


 


That night, she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling
“Just do it,” she whispered to herself. But she wasn’t a “just
do it” kind of person. In fact, she was normally a “just hide from
it” person when all was said and done.


She took a deep breath, pulled up her personal firewall
software, checked her privacy filters to make sure no one could snag her public
or private IPs, and took the plunge, diving head-first into the world of
virtual space. Her lenses sheeted out to cover her face, immersing her visually
in the artificial world.


She checked her avatar and realized that the last thing
she wanted to do tonight was look like herself. It didn’t feel right,
pretending to be someone else online, even though everyone else did it. But for
her personal safety, it would be better not to walk around in virtual space
asking about bot rooms while wearing her own face. She called up an anonymizer
program to make her identity difficult to trace, then selected a random woman’s
face from the pre-programmed options. Tonight, she was a pale redhead with
straight hair — everything she wasn’t in real life.


First stop, The Bot Zone.


It only took five minutes to realize that its advertised
“supportive environment” was too safe for what she was looking for.
All they wanted to do was talk about “honoring their bot feelings”
and “supporting each other’s replicated realities.” There was no way
that any of the people in that room had the backbone to break the law.


Manticore’s was next. She pulled up its IP and watched
the security protocol coalesce in front of her in the form of a massive wooden
door with heavy hinges and a thick metal knocker. She had her avatar reach out,
clasp the ring, and knock once.


The door opened with a squeak of unoiled hinges, and a
metal man stepped out, arms folded across his inhumanly massive chest. Celia
was terrified, and she hadn’t even stepped inside. “What do you
want?” he barked, his voice resonant with artificial tones.


“I… I just want to come in.” Celia spoke the
words aloud. She’d never gotten the hang of typing while manipulating an
avatar.


“You don’t look like our type. Why don’t you try a
nice little safe room?” He stepped back and started to close the door.


“Please!” she gasped, then stepped back and
clasped both hands over her mouth, eyes scrunched shut. Oh god, she must have
sounded so desperate.


The hinges stopped squealing, and she felt a tiny glimmer
of hope. She dared open her eyes a crack, and saw the man staring at her with
his metal head cocked to the side. Was there a real person riding this avatar,
or was he just part of the security program? Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure.


She took a deep breath and blurted, “I’m a
bioandroid. I just… ” She looked down at his feet, encased in solid
metal boots that looked like they each weighed more than she did. “I want
to meet—”


“Nothing is real here,” he said. “But you
should come in anyway.”


He stepped aside and gestured for her to enter.


Celia moved her avatar inside the dark space, hanging
back along the rough brick wall. Inside the old warehouse building, several
small spotlights lit very public tables, with people moving in the darkness
between them.


She clutched the afghan beneath her actual body and cast
her virtual gaze at the closest table.


On it, a completely metal man moved with mechanical
jerkiness, grabbing a nude human by his topknot and pulling his head back. He
forced him onto all fours, then climbed behind him and, still holding the
topknot, penetrated him. His hips clanked with each stroke, and Celia felt her
gorge rise at the thought of what his metal penis must be doing to that flesh
before remembering that none of this was real.


Was this really what she was looking for?


She looked away, virtual eyes adjusting to the
semi-gloom, taking in the rest of the patrons. Her hand tugged awkwardly at the
collar of her decently long and loose sweater. Everyone else was either nude,
nearly nude, or wearing extremely tight clothing. Most of them had shaved
bodies and very little hair on their heads, if any. It was so clear that she
was just a tourist gawking at their world.


She faded farther back into the shadows.


She heard a creak and looked up to a series of catwalks.
A mechanical-limbed woman was chained by her metal wrists and ankles to a set
of stairs, and was being stroked by a human male and a fully mechanical woman
with visible joint screws. The chained woman arched her back and moaned, and it
sounded like metal grating against metal. Celia wondered what the participants
were getting out of it. Were they wearing full virtusuits and feeling crude
approximations of the encounter? Were they getting a purely visual thrill? Or
were they voice-controlling their motions while their hands…


Celia turned away.


No wonder that tech had thought this was a sexual thing.
If this was what it meant to be a bot-brain, it wasn’t for her. But there had
to be more to it. She couldn’t be the only one who felt the way she did.


She caught a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye
and turned to catch a quick glimpse of what looked to be a naked, human-sized
faceless doll before it disappeared down a dark hallway. Her hand fluttered to
her throat. She’d had no idea that bot-brains could be so inhuman. That was
amazing.


But the doorman said that nothing here was real. She had
no way of knowing if any of these avatars truly represented the people or
machines behind them. She couldn’t even determine if any of these avatars were
representing real people, or if they were AI routines running pre-programmed
scenarios.


This was hopeless.


She turned to leave and came face-to-face with a slender,
bald white man wearing nothing but black tights, thick leather wristbands, and
a coating of silver body paint. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I
need—”


He held his hands up. “Hey, no rush. I just wanted
to talk to you. You’re new, aren’t you?”


Celia looked down at her clothes and said, “I guess
that’s obvious.”


The man smiled. “That’s okay. We all have to have a
first time. You can call me the Mechanic.”


“I — I don’t have a special name.”


“That’s all right. You’ll get one eventually. Hey, I
can help you tweak your avatar if you want to play a scene. I’ll bet you’d look
great in bronze.”


Celia started edging past him. “No, that’s okay,
really. I just need to go.”


He stepped into her path. “We all start somewhere.
Why wait?”


“I’m not—”


“Why did you come here, then?”


She shook her head. “Not for that. Please,
just—”


He narrowed his eyes, then shot her a knowing grin.
“I’ll bet your shrink would be really interested to know about this, Celia
Krajewski.”


Celia yanked her glasses off, her whole body shaking.


She raced down the stairs, first to the ground floor,
then to the basement, and knelt in front of the box of power tools, her breath
coming in little gasping pants. Her fake fingernails scraped down the rough
cardboard, and she curled up on the dusty floor, fighting the shakes and the
tears and the utter terror that the Mechanic would report her to McElvoy and
give him that final incident he needed to get a judge to authorize locking her
up.


Or what if the Mechanic outed her to the media? She’d
been lucky that her coworkers had kept their mouths shut so far, but if this
Mechanic decided to spread the news of what she was to the world, what was left
of her life would be over. And if she went to McElvoy for help, he’d just take
it as an excuse to lock her up and tell her it was for her own safety.


There was no way for her to win this one. No way at all.


Programming or no, she didn’t sleep that night. She just
lay wide awake in a ball on the basement floor.
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“I’m scared, Mom.”


Celia knelt down on the grass and ran her fingers over
her mother’s gravestone. “Meredith Kathleen Krajewski. Beloved Mother.
March 2, 2023 - August 21, 2092.” She’d only been in the ground for two
short months. The grass they’d rolled over her grave was still noticeably
greener than the grass around it, even after the recent hard frost.


“No one’s outed me yet. But I’m afraid it’s only a
matter of time.”


Celia didn’t believe in an afterlife. Her mother had been
Catholic, but she hadn’t raised Celia in her faith. Still, Celia liked to
pretend her mother could hear her when she visited her body.


“He would have said something by now if he’d been
planning to, right?” She chewed on her thumbnail. “I don’t
know.”


There hadn’t been any protesters outside her house when
she’d left for the cemetery. Her name wasn’t appearing anywhere in the news or
on the rumornets. Dr. McElvoy hadn’t sent a squad to come pick her up and lock
her away. Maybe this Mechanic was just biding his time before doing something.
Maybe he was playing a different game entirely. Or maybe he was just trying to
scare her.


If so, he’d succeeded.


Celia looked across the cemetery at the rows and rows of
stones. Bare trees jutted into the grey sky, and up on the hill, at the base of
the life-sized crucifix, a flock of Canada geese slowly grazed their way around
the gravestones of long-dead pastors. A solitary crow cawed from a nearby
stone, and Celia spun her head in its direction, her eyes wide. She’d never
seen one so close before.


Of course. It didn’t think she was alive. She was no
threat.


It flapped its great black wings and disappeared over the
rooftops.


She looked back over at her mother’s headstone.
“I’ll try to come back soon.”


She stood, wiped the dirt from her coat and hands, then
headed back up the hill.


 


Chapter four was going to kill her. It made chapter two
look like finely polished prose. Celia laced her fingers through her hair and
stared in dismay at the fact-checker bots’ reports as they scrolled down her
lenses. They were almost as disheartening as the spellchecker’s report had
been.


A silver-painted face suddenly filled her view.
“There you are.”


She gasped and tore her glasses from her face. Oh god,
she’d just been hacked. She’d never — how did—


Her lenses didn’t shut off. Across them scrolled the
text: “You want to talk to me. It’s the Mechanic.”


Oh god, oh god, oh god. He’d found her. Wait… Glasses
shut off automatically when they weren’t worn. What had he done?


She snatched her frames up, held them close enough to her
face for the microphone to pick up her voice, and said, “Leave me alone or
I’ll call the police.”


“You wouldn’t do that,” scrolled across her
lenses. “I have what you want.”


“How could you possibly know what I want?”


“You think that glasses are the only thing I can
hack? This is a secure line. No one’s going to hear.”


“Tell me what I want,” she whispered.
“Tell me, and I’ll put these back on.” She held one bone conduction
pad up to her cheek and listened to the reply.


“You want to be a machine. That’s why you keep
trying to look inside yourself. That’s why you came to the room last night. I
can help you. I’ve helped others like you. But you need to talk to me. I’m
experienced, but I’m not psychic.”


Her legs practically gave out as she lowered herself into
the desk chair, and the glasses seemed to float back to her face of their own
volition. She checked her personal filters — they still were set to push calls
from unknown IPs to her public box. Still, he’d gotten through. Whoever he was,
he was clever.


Maybe that was promising.


The lean, shiny face smiled. “I’m not so scary, am
I?”


“You hacked my system. You kept a connection open
when my glasses were off. Last night, you knew my name. You threatened
me!”


“Sorry, it wasn’t meant to be a threat. I just
wanted to get your attention, let you know what I could do. That’s the kind of
talent it takes to get around your lockdown protocols.”


Celia’s fingers fluttered to her lips.


“First, though, you have to ask me for it. And you
have to ask in the body that you want to have. Meet me at Manticore’s with a new
avatar in thirty minutes. If I’m still alone one second over the deadline, I’ll
know you’re not serious, and my offer will be permanently withdrawn.”


The connection went dead.


Celia gently set her glasses aside and dropped her head
to the desk. Her shoulders trembled against her ears. This was it. And if she
blew it, it would all be over. 


No. She couldn’t think like that. She only had half an
hour. She clasped her hands over the top of her head and groaned. This would be
so much easier if she could just strap on her running shoes and go for a brisk
run along the Charles River, the rhythm of her feet putting her brain into a
soothing semi-trance. She could type out her end of the conversation while her
muscles burned, heart pumped, lungs squeezed air in and out like a bellows. But
if she did that now, she’d know it was all faked — just a show put on by her
artificial body. There’d be no risk of injury, no calories burned, no
metabolism going into overdrive. 


She let out a shaky breath and picked up her glasses
again.


A countdown clock was ticking away in the upper left
corner. Twenty-seven minutes and twelve seconds left.


What if this was just Dr. McElvoy trying to entrap her,
or a protester trying to expose her, or — 


Oh, fuck it. She needed this too badly to second-guess
it. If it was a trap, well, at least she wouldn’t have to worry about how much
worse things could get anymore.


Right. A new avatar. What she wanted her body to look
like.


She thought back to the mechanical bodies she’d seen the
night before. There was the metal man. What would that be like? She pulled up
her own avatar, stripped the clothes off, removed the body hair, and laid a
metallic sheen over the skin and eyes.


Did she want to look like that?


No, she didn’t think so. She tried removing the hair from
her head, too, to see if that helped, but it still wasn’t her.


There was the other woman who’d had the crude joints held
together with bolts. Hmm. No, that wasn’t what she wanted either, although the
crudeness spoke to a part of her. Would looking incomplete make her feel like
it was all right to have an incomplete life?


She shook her head. That wasn’t the point.


The image of the featureless jointed doll from last night
flashed through her brain. That body — it had been like one of those wooden art
school mannequins. Had she seen it correctly? It was so—


She called up a picture of an art school mannequin and
painted it silver.


Hmm.


She erased the image and stared again at her usual
avatar. What did she want out of her new body?


The countdown clock ticked to 16:39.


A notice popped up, reminding her of an all-staff meeting
in twenty minutes.


This was more important. She hit “cancel” and
the notice went away.


No more time for dithering. She held her breath, closed
her eyes, then opened them again and went to Manticore.


The door was wide open, so she walked in.


“You’re early.”


She whirled her regular avatar to face the voice and saw
the Mechanic standing beside her, his avatar dressed more normally this time in
a flowing black gi and sandals. “I know.”


He looked her up and down. “Your avatar looks like
your actual body.”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Because—” She pressed her full lips together
and carefully considered her words. She knew she had only one shot to convince
him. With one hand pressed against her breastbone, she said, “Because what
I want to change is inside, not outside. I need to feel like a machine.
I don’t need to look like one.” She hesitated. “At least, I don’t
think I do.”


The Mechanic broke into a huge grin. “You’re the
real deal. I suspected you were, but that clinches it. So why do you want
this?”


Words swelled in Celia’s throat, crowding each other for
space, blocking the way to her mouth. She managed to gasp, “It
hurts,” before dissolving into tears. She buried her face in her hands,
blotting out the virtual world around her.


“It’s not fair,” the Mechanic murmured.
“It’s just not fair.”


With great effort, Celia choked back the tears and wiped
her eyes with shaky fingers, bringing the virturoom slowly back into focus.


“Look at you,” the Mechanic said, gesturing
toward her with an outflung arm. “You’re perfect. The ultimate synthesis
of human and machine. You shouldn’t have to feel pain. You shouldn’t have to
feel anything that you don’t want to.”


“You can make the pain stop?” she whispered. Back
in the real world, she fingered the wedding band that seemed to be growing
tighter every minute.


The Mechanic winced and looked away. “Just the
physical pain. I can’t touch your emotions. Believe me, I’ve tried, but I
can’t. It’s a meatware issue. Your biological brain was mapped and reproduced
perfectly. There’s no line of code I can go in and tweak to make emotions go
away. I thought I had it a couple of months ago when I figured out how to
jigger the serotonin simulator subroutine, but it—” He grunted through his
nose. “—I ran into unexpected side effects.”


In a small voice, Celia said, “Oh.” She started
to move her finger to the “leave room” icon.


“Wait!” the Mechanic said, and lurched toward
her. “I can still help you.”


“You just said—”


“I can make you feel more like a machine.” His
avatar’s eyes flashed. “It’s almost as good. All the mechanicals swear by
it.”


“Mechanicals? You mean bot-brains?”


He shushed her. “Don’t use that word around them if
you want to be accepted. It’s a slur. It’s what people who don’t understand
them call them.”


Celia took a step back. “Them? Then you’re
not—”


“I’m a mechanic, not a mechanical. The
Mechanic. I’m that good.” He grinned and rocked back on his heels.


“But… why help us?”


His eyes shone with an almost religious fervor.
“Because you’re perfect. And this is the closest I can come to perfection
myself.” He blinked hard and shook his head, the light playing off of the
bald, painted surface. “No, we don’t need to talk about me. This is for
you. Look, I know it’s not fair that I can’t erase your pain, but I can help
you do the next best thing, and that’s be yourself. You’re a mechanical. You
understand exactly what that means. Let me help you express that.”


He held out his hand.


Celia stared down at it, too afraid to take it, too
afraid not to. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it?


She commanded her avatar to reach out. As their hands
met, the room dissolved in a blaze of light, leaving her sitting at her desk
with semi-opaqued glasses with the words “I’ll meet you tomorrow — details
to follow” splashed across the lenses.


Celia wrapped her arms around herself, shaking. Oh god,
she’d done it. She’d made contact. It was finally happening. Tomorrow. She
didn’t know what was going to happen tomorrow, but it had to be better than
this.


She covered her mouth as a small smile crept across her
face.


A call from work rudely interrupted. Her boss.


She couldn’t deal with that right now.


She slammed up all her filters and changed for a run.
Fake or no, it was the only thing that would soothe her jittery nerves right
now. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need these old flesh habits for much longer.


 


She made her apologies to Mansour, managed to get a
little sleep, and then sat on the sofa the next morning, staring at the blank
spot over the mantel, waiting for the call. Her stomach complained, and she ate
a handful of dry alphabet noodles to quiet it. It was Saturday. No chance of
interruption from work this time. No counseling on weekends, either. She had
two whole days to figure out how to lie to Dr. McElvoy about this.


The Mechanic contacted her shortly before noon.


“Take your best route to MIT and wait on Mass Ave.
for further instructions.”


She didn’t want to waste money on the exorbitant parking
garage prices in Cambridge, and there was no way she’d get in the public
parking queue this late in the day, so she grabbed her coat and headed for
Moody Street, putting in her public transportation request along the way. There
was a street festival in Harvard Square, and the MBTA was running extra busses,
so she was able to catch a bus into Cambridge almost immediately. The android
driver smiled at her as she climbed on, and she smiled back, grateful for the
part he’d played in helping bodies like hers be developed. But he was just a
shell of a human form. He had no mind of his own — he was just a networked
automaton designed to soothe humans who were still skittish of machines that
drove themselves.


It was NASA that really deserved the lion’s share of the
credit. Nearly two decades back, NASA started copying the brains of program
scientists into the computer systems of their planetary and deep-space probes
to give them the increased brain power that they needed to do scientific work
on the fly. The probes became full partners in the missions, sending back
pre-analyzed data, repairing themselves as inevitable problems cropped up,
correcting trajectory flaws before the teams back on Earth realized they
existed, and engaging in intelligent dialogue with mission control. The program
had been an unqualified success, and for the past ten years, NASA’s budgets had
sailed intact through Congress with hardly any discussion.


She also owed major thanks to the artificial limb
industry, but their part had played out nearly a decade earlier, back before
therapeutic cloning had become cost-effective. During the war with China,
military hospitals had worked hard to develop limbs that acted and felt exactly
like the lost originals, not only to outside observers, but to the owner of the
replacement limb. It was a small leap to go from artificial limbs to fully
artificial bodies that were dead ringers for the originals.


And now Celia was sitting on a bus, on her way to see a
man who promised he could help her undo some of that verisimilitude. 


“Last stop,” her glasses flashed.


Celia waited for everyone to shuffle past her, then made
her way down the stairs and off the bus. She wormed her way through the street
festival crowds just in time to dash onto a Mass Ave. bus before the doors
closed. She wondered if she should try to send the Mechanic a message saying
where she was, but she suspected he knew. If he could hack her glasses, he
could trace her through her private GPS feed.


MIT. Here she was.


Celia dashed across the street and stood before the
massive stone steps, waiting.


A new message appeared. “Up the stairs, straight
down the Infinite Corridor to the second set of stairs. Head to the basement,
take off your glasses, and wait.”


She didn’t let herself think as her feet followed the
instructions. Thinking would lead to doubts, which would lead to fears, which
would lead to second-guessing and paralyzing panic. She couldn’t afford any of
that. Not when what she wanted was so close. At the base of the stairs, she
slipped her glasses into her jacket pocket. It felt strange being in public
without them. She felt naked, vulnerable.


A man gestured to her through a crack in a doorway.


She stepped through it into an ancient lab with metal
desks piled up along one wall and black cloth curtains blocking the low
windows. She stopped in the center of the floor, one foot covering an old
drain, and turned to look at him, trying to see the face from last night
beneath all that hair. Like most men, he had a full beard and moustache,
although his facial hair was more closely trimmed than was fashionable. The
hair on his head fluffed out in all directions, as if it was on the way to
becoming a ponytail but wasn’t quite there yet. The body beneath the head had
an odd combination of gangly limbs and a pillowy middle. He looked like someone
who spent too much of his life in a chair. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised.


He closed and locked the door behind her, then pulled a
small device out of his pocket and pressed a button on it. “Now we’re
soundproof.”


She swallowed hard. Somehow, that wasn’t comforting.


He took a tentative step toward her, seeming far less
confident in person than in virtuspace. “How about a demonstration?”


“S — sure, I guess.” Celia’s fingers twisted
together in front of her chest.


“Nothing fancy,” he said. “Just a
recreation of your lockdown. Did you like it?”


“Well…” She felt herself flush. “In a
way.”


“I understand. You know, if you decide to stick
around, I can shut off your blushing if you like. It might help you keep a few
more secrets from your counselor.”


Celia’s hands fluttered to her warm cheeks.


“McElvoy might not be the brightest pixel, but it
can’t hurt to give you an extra edge when dealing with him.”


Her hands dropped. “How did you know he was my
counselor?”


“I had my bots do a little research when you
triggered the mechanical identification subroutine I’ve snuck into the
Manticore doorman program. And yes, to answer the question you’re about to ask,
patient information is encrypted in the hospital’s databanks and kept behind
several layers of security, but like I said, I’m good. You should be thankful
I’m working on your side and not the protesters’.” He chuckled, seemingly
oblivious to the wave of fear that ran through Celia at that thought. “Oh,
and in the interest of full disclosure, you should also know that I’ve also
been monitoring your calls since our first encounter, just to make sure you
haven’t told anyone about me. I’m sure you understand. If word gets out that we
really exist, then it’s all over.”


Celia clasped her arms tightly around herself and nodded.


The Mechanic pulled an old wooden chair away from the
wall. “Sit. I need to bypass your security system first. I’ll only have to
do this once. Then you’ll be able to do anything to your body, just like a
flesh and blood person gets to.”


Her security. She’d be able to do anything she wanted to
herself and never get caught.


“Don’t worry,” he said, and adjusted his thin
black frames. “I’ve never screwed this up.”


She felt a small, cold device press against the base of
her skull.


“Just need to read your frequency,” he said.
“There, got it.” He removed the device, then handed it to her. It
looked like an old plastic business card, and even had the number of a towing
company printed on it. She shot him a puzzled look.


“Just hold it. It’s mimicking your personal frequency
code. Once I take care of your alarm, nothing you do will ever set it off. Your
body will be yours again.”


She gripped the card tightly with whitening fingers.


“Just so you know, this won’t be quite the same as
your official lockdown.”


“Oh?”


“That goes through your GPS, which I can’t touch,
yet. So this won’t flash a warning across your vision, and it won’t
automatically shut off your pain circuits. There. Done.”


She whirled to face him. “That’s it? But that was
so—”


And then the lockdown hit.


Her entire body froze, rigid, unblinking, unbreathing,
and she felt elation sing through her. She’d done it. She’d found a way to live
like a machine without being caught.


She would have laughed if she could have.


“Let me switch off your pain circuits, too,” he
said, and out of her peripheral vision, she saw his fingers typing at the air.
“There. I think you’re going to like this.”


He planted his hand between her shoulder blades and gave
her a firm shove. Fear surged through her as she tipped off of the chair, rigid
as a mannequin, and hurtled toward the floor. Her elbow hit first with a
jarring blow, but she’d barely registered that before her face smashed against
the cold concrete.


No pain. None.


The momentum rocked her back over her elbow again until
her heel hit the floor. And she was elated, thrilling over the pure sensation
of impact unencumbered by any needless, judgmental pain signals.


The Mechanic squatted down next to her, his booted feet
just barely in her vision, and said, “I didn’t think you’d take it on the
nose like that. Let me check that out.” He pushed her onto her back, her
arms and legs jutting stiffly into the air, and probed at her nose. “No,
it looks good. No rips, no dents.”


She stared at his legs, replaying the fall over and over
in her head. Perfect. Exquisite.


“All right,” he muttered, and manipulated her
suddenly pliant limbs to the ground. He carefully lowered her head until it was
resting solidly on the concrete, then removed the lockdown.


She sighed out her pent-up contentment, then sighed again
at its loss.


He took the card away from her and held a hand out to
help her up. “I’ll tell the others about you, then call you back in a few
days if they agree to let you in. But before I do, I need to know what made you
come looking for us.”


Celia’s took a deep breath and was surprised to find that
her eyes were dry. “My wife left me while I was in the hospital going
through the procedure. She said she couldn’t live with a machine.”


He scowled. “Idiots. They have no idea how perfect
you are. It’s her loss, really. And our gain.” He bit his lip, then set it
free, the bite mark glowing white for the briefest instant. “You are going
to feel so much better when you let me start altering you to be the machine you
truly are. Trust me.” He switched off the sound dampener, unlocked the
door, and held it open for her.


Celia gently prodded her uninjured nose and felt herself
smiling. “Thank you,” she said, hoping those two words did justice to
the depth of her gratitude.


From the shy grin he shot her in return, it looked like
it did.
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“So, how was your weekend?”


Celia rested her chin on her hand and kept her gaze
steady at the camera. “Fine. Restful.”


Dr. McElvoy grinned. “You’re looking better.”


“I’m feeling better. I haven’t had a single urge to
hurt myself again.” Celia had been practicing this conversation all
weekend. Hopefully, her performance was convincing. She hadn’t blushed yet.
Although, now that she was thinking about blushing…


If he noticed, he didn’t say anything. “Good, good.
That’s all very promising. So tell me, did you ever used to deliberately hurt
yourself back when you were in your biological body?”


“No.”


“Not even as a teenager?”


“Absolutely not.”


“I’m not surprised. From what little we know of the
self-mutilation impulse in people in bioandroid replacement bodies, it seems to
stem from a desire to prove that one’s feelings aren’t real. When people in
biological bodies do the same, their motive is to overcome emotional pain by
focusing on a pain that they can control. Does that fit with your
experience?”


Did she want to answer that? Would that just give him
more ammunition to use against her? And why the hell hadn’t they mentioned this
“self-mutilation impulse” when they were selling her on the
procedure?


He clearly noticed her hesitation. “Ms. Krajewski,
it’s a matter of record that you had two instances of self-mutilation shortly
after being put into your new body. Talking about it with a professional
counselor is the best way to deal with it.”


She’d play it his way, if only to keep him appeased.
“Yes, that’s exactly why I did it.”


“Well, there’s another data point,” he said,
and she saw him start typing. “Sorry, just adding this to my notes.”


“Am I going into some database somewhere?”


“Yes, but not by name. What with the program being
so new, it’s important for us to share case notes so we can learn from each
other and adjust our treatment protocols.”


“So if I’d kept hurting myself, would you have
written a paper about me?”


He sighed. “Probably. Although I have another paper
keeping me busy, so yours wouldn’t have been written for a while.”


Another paper? On the bioandroid they’d
institutionalized?


“These records you’re keeping,” she said.
“How safe are they?”


“They’re completely confidential, if that’s what
you’re asking.”


“Actually, I want to know if anyone’s ever broken
into your database to steal information about us.”


“Never. I won’t lie, there have been attempts, but
they’ve all been unsuccessful.”


That’s what he thought.


“Why do you ask?”


“Oh, you know, just nervous about the protesters
finding me.”


“They’re far more likely to find you if one of your
coworkers talks. I talked to our legal department, and they say there’s nothing
we can do unless one of them goes public, although we could bring a lawsuit
against your boss for releasing confidential information.”


“I don’t think that’ll change anything.”


“I suspect you’re right. Has anyone actually said
anything?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Good. But if someone does talk, please let us know,
all right?”


“I will.”


“Now, I know this is a painful subject, but I’d
really like to talk about how you’re coping with the loss of your
marriage.”


“I’ve been trying to keep myself distracted.”


“That’s good. How?”            


There went her hopes of not blushing. At least the
African part of her skin hid the worst of it. Her mother had been so pale that
even the slightest blush had burned on her cheeks like the summer sun.
“Um, I spoke to my friend Trini, and I went to a few virturooms.”


“Well, I suppose virturooms are better than nothing.
See if you can’t find locally-based ones so that you can strike up in-person
friendships with the people you meet there.”


There was no way that she was going to tell him that that
was exactly what she’d done, because then he’d ask more questions and she’d
have to tell out-and-out lies instead of half-truths. “That sounds like a
good idea.”


“Mind telling me what kind of rooms you
visited?”


She was really blushing now. “I’d really rather not.
It’s personal. But not sex rooms!” Oh dear, that last part had come out a
little too forcefully.


Dr. McElvoy held one hand up. “That’s fine. You
don’t have to tell me everything. You still get to have a private life.”


Celia sighed and nodded, her gaze fixed on the clean
surface of her desk. The sad little African violet caught her eye. It looked
even worse. Had watering it been a mistake?


“Well, it sounds like you may have turned a corner.
Do what you can to start building a new network of in-person friends. And if
things are still going well after a few more days, I think we’ll be able to cut
back our sessions to once a week.”


“Good.” Her relief was quickly stabbed through
with a bolt of panic. Was that the wrong thing to say? What would he do if he
thought she was trying to get rid of him? “What I mean is—”


Dr. McElvoy smiled. “No one likes therapy,
especially when it’s forced on them. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


Celia cut the connection and dropped her head to her
desk. If the Mechanic didn’t get back to her soon, she wasn’t sure she’d be
able to keep pulling this snow job off. She needed to change, and fast.


Time to satisfy her body’s pointless need for food. She
headed downstairs to see what was in the freezer.


Halfway down the stairs, the Mechanic’s face filled her
lenses. “Well done.”


She startled back a step and put her hand over her heart.
“Don’t do that,” she gasped.


“Oh, yeah, sorry. I was still operating in first
contact mode. I’ll ring next time. So, you convinced him.”


Celia sat down heavily on the stairs. “You
eavesdropped on my conversation?”


“I needed to make sure you didn’t rat us out. Don’t
worry, from now on I’ll only listen in on your chats with McElvoy and any calls
you make to emergency services. Plus, I’ve set up a bot that’ll be monitoring
all your incoming and outgoing transmissions for certain keywords.”


“I’m not sure I like that.”


“Don’t take it personally. Everyone in the group had
to put up with it when they were at your stage of the interview process.”


“You mean—”


“I mean you passed the first round. Welcome to round
two.”


Celia raised shaky hands to her face and fought back
tears. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you so much.”


“Hey, we’re glad to try you out. Adding people is a
risk, but every successful addition makes our community stronger. Come back to
MIT tonight, same place as Saturday, glasses off. I’ll meet you there and
introduce you to a few folks and see how that goes.”


“What should I — I mean, should I bring—”


“Just bring yourself. And an idea for your first
tweak.” He grinned. “Gotta go. See you at eight.”


His face winked out.


Celia wrapped her arms tightly around herself and felt
tears slipping down her cheeks. She’d done it. She was finally going to meet
people like her. The moment they saw her, they’d know that she was one of them.
She could feel it.


She grinned and hid her mouth behind her hand as she realized
that this would also fulfill Dr. McElvoy’s desire for her to make face-to-face
friends.


Celia jogged back up the stairs, breakfast forgotten, and
tried to lose herself in work. Eight p.m. was a long way away.


 


At 6:25, she gave up.


Celia showered, even though she didn’t particularly need
to in this body, and put on her favorite outfit — warm brown crinkled cotton
leggings, a loose cream-colored shirt with an Egyptian neckline, and a
knee-length olive green vest embroidered with sunny brown thread. She pulled
her hair back with a thick headscarf that matched the vest and tried to forget
how much Rivka had loved her in this outfit.


She let all the air out of her lungs, stretching her
hands palms-out in front of her as if to push the past away. She was not going
to think about Rivka tonight. Even though she wanted nothing more than to cup
her hand around Rivka’s cheek and run her fingers across the cute little double
chin she got when she lay on her back, then lap gently at the hollow of her
neck. Then she wanted to follow the trail of little moles down the side of — 


No. Not thinking about Rivka.


This was insane. She had to get out of the house, and
fast. She put in a public transportation request for Harvard Square. There were
enough walk-in stores there to keep her distracted for half an hour or so, and
then it was just a short hop from there to MIT.


 


Celia stood in the basement at MIT, glasses tucked into
her coat pocket, and waited. A tentative knock on the door she’d gone through
last time provided no results. She was sure it was past eight, but didn’t dare
pull out her glasses to check. She fingered the hammered copper bracelet she’d
bought twenty minutes earlier at a little Moroccan boutique, then fussed with
her curls and waited some more.


They couldn’t just abandon her. They wouldn’t. Would
they?


Celia’s fingers tapped a nervous beat against her thigh,
and she balled her hand into a fist to get them to stop.


Maybe one quick peek — 


“Hey, no glasses.”


She whirled and saw the Mechanic standing behind her.
“I was just checking the time.”


He flicked his gaze up quickly behind lightly opaqued
lenses and grimaced. “Oops. Didn’t realize I was late. This way.”


He led her down the hallway, then up and out a basement
door to a narrow paved strip lined with parked cars between the buildings. She
would have killed for free parking like this in Cambridge. Well, she would have
maimed, at least. He wove the two of them through the maze of buildings, opened
a back door, and ushered her down a flight of stairs to another basement room.
Gesturing to a door, he said, “This is it.”


Celia sucked in her lips and nodded.


“It’s not everybody. Just a few of the less
augmented folks. If they approve you, you’ll get to come to a full clan
gathering next.”


“Has…” Celia fidgeted with the buttons on her
coat. “Has anyone not been able to handle it?”


“We’ve lost a couple of people at this stage, yeah.
But you seem pretty committed. I think you’ll be fine.” He rested one hand
on her shoulder and shot her a lopsided grin.


She nodded again. “I’m ready.”


He pulled out a physical key and unlocked the door.
“Come meet your fellow mechanicals.”


She stepped through the door into yet another grey
basement room, but she barely noticed the decor. Not when there were four
machines in the room who understood her like no flesh and blood creature ever
could. Her gaze traveled from face to face, searching for signs of alteration
in each, and finding it in the one man’s. He was tall, olive-skinned,
dark-haired, beardless, and most importantly, completely expressionless and
still. His face looked like a mannequin’s, with the warm glow of living flesh
locked into a solid mask.


She wanted that. She hadn’t realized it until now, but
she wanted that.


One of the women stepped forward and gripped Celia’s hand
like a vice. “Good to meet you. You can call me Tinker.” Her Asian
eyes thinned down to tiny slits as she smiled. “The Mechanic and I are a
team. He fixes up your brains, I fix up your bodies.”


Celia looked her up and down. “Are
you — ?”


“Only partly,” Tinker said. She pulled off her
voluminous cotton coat to reveal mechanical arms coming out of her short
sleeved shirt. The metal seemed to end slightly above her wrist. “These
are gloves,” Tinker said, stretching the “skin” of her hands and
letting it go with a snap. Then she pushed her sleeves up to her shoulders to
reveal the thick band of scar tissue at the skin/implant interface.


Celia reached a finger out to touch it, then pulled back.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t.”


“No, go ahead,” Tinker said, bobbing her head
toward her shoulder. “I’m really proud of the work.”


Celia ran a tentative finger along the scar tissue.
“That’s amazing. How did you lose your arms?”


“I had them amputated so I could replace them with
better ones.”


Celia startled back a step. “You… you cut healthy
arms off?”


“Legs, too. I believe in the betterment of humanity
through machines,” Tinker said, dark eyes shining bright. “And I was
willing to put my money where my mouth was and start on myself.”


The Mechanic snorted. “Too bad CalTech disagreed.”


Tinker laid her coat on a nearby chair. “Who needs
tenure anyway?” It didn’t come off quite as flippantly as Celia thought it
was intended to. “Anyhow, I’m your roboticist. You need physical
modifications, you come to me.”


“Although you shouldn’t do any just yet,”
another one of the women said. This one was small and aggressively blonde.
“Not if you want to keep contact with the real world.”


“I should do introductions,” the Mechanic said.
He gestured at the woman who’d just spoken. “This is Betty.” Next, he
indicated the completely expressionless man. “Ari.” Finally, he
turned to an older woman with long grey hair and a tired face. “Ziggie.
All of them are bioandroids like you.” He turned back to Celia. “You
don’t have to use your real name, but if you do, I suggest you don’t give out
your last name, for obvious reasons.”


She decided to go with honesty. These were her people,
after all. “Celia. My name is Celia.”


“Good to meet you,” Betty said. She looked like
an old-time movie star — all curves, with fluffy cotton candy hair and a bright
red blouse tied at the midriff. She gestured to one of the empty metal chairs.
“Sit. Take a load off, even if you don’t technically need to
anymore.”


“Betty likes to play hostess,” Tinker said.         


“Probably because I’m the only happy mechanical
here,” Betty replied. She reached over and ruffled Ari’s hair, and he
turned to look at her, his face completely blank. “I love you like a
brother,” she said, “but you’re a humorless bastard.”


“That is the general point,” Ari replied, his
voice a monotone.


Celia perched on the edge of her seat, hands gripping her
knees. “Does it help?”


He turned his flat stare back on her, and she felt a
thrill go through her as she realized his pupils didn’t even change size.
“Sometimes. Whenever I’m in public, I have to revert back to my human
state, but thankfully, I spend most of my time alone or with my fellow
mechanicals. I—”


He froze mid-word, mouth still open.


“Not again,” Betty groaned, and poked him in
the arm.


“Leave him alone,” Ziggie said. She patted him
on the knee. “At least he’s content.”


“Is… is he all right?”


The Mechanic winced. “His tweaks are buggy. I keep
trying to fiddle with the code, but he gets stuck every now and then. He’ll be
fine in a few minutes.”


Ziggie turned her tired gaze to Celia. “It’s
probably for the best you saw this now. Toying with our programming is a risky
game. That’s why I haven’t let them do too much to me.”


“You have no guts,” Betty said.


“You haven’t changed that much either,” Ziggie
replied.


Between them, Ari stayed frozen.


Betty leaned forward. “So, Celia, you can opt for
fun, or you can be a gloomy Gus like these two. I personally think that having
fun is the best revenge.”


Celia’s gaze darted back and forth between Betty and Ari.
“I don’t need revenge.”


Betty slid back in her chair and crossed one slender leg
over the other. “Sure you do. You just don’t realize it yet. Neither do
they,” she said, jerking her thumb at the other two mechanicals. “So
don’t feel bad. Come on, fess up. Who left you?”


Her mouth felt like sandpaper. “My wife.”


“See? You need to live it up to get back at her. Me,
I lost my fiancé, was disowned by my family, and excommunicated from my church.
And you don’t see me moping!”


“You did at first,” the Mechanic said.


“I did. And then I got over it, with your
help.” She leaned over and planted a fat kiss on his cheek, leaving a
smear of red lipstick behind. She turned back to Celia. “I don’t sleep
unless I want to, and I don’t feel physical pain unless I want to. And after a
little trial and error, the Mechanic managed to find a way to heighten my
sensual pleasure. I have orgasms now that make my bones rattle.”


Ziggie rolled her eyes.


Celia clung to the seat of her chair to keep herself from
fleeing and turned to the Mechanic. “So this is all a sex thing? Like at
the club?”


“No,” he said, perhaps a little too forcefully.
“Not for most mechanicals. Betty’s the only one here today who’s had her
body altered for pleasure, but—”


“But more of you should try it,” Betty said.
“Why not live it up? We’ve earned it. I think being on the verge of death
is a valid excuse for having a party.”


Celia turned to her, belatedly realizing that she was
gaping. She closed her mouth, blinked, then asked, “How does this help
you?”


“I spent a lifetime being told by my church to deny
my body’s physical needs, and then they rejected me for getting a body that
makes that easier.” She sneered and spat out a sharp breath. “This is
my revenge. I’m going to enjoy this body to the fullest until they stuff me
back into my old one.”


“—can’t believe you sometimes,” Ari said,
coming out of his freeze. He turned to Celia and said, “I’m fine. It’s
something I can do on purpose, so it doesn’t bother me when it happens against
my will. And it never happens when I’m in normal human mode. There’s no danger
of this happening in public.”


“Just how buggy are these software tweaks?”
Celia asked, trying to keep her fear from creeping into her voice.


“The common ones are fine,” the Mechanic said.
“Anything tried and true should be risk-free.”


“Should be?”


“Every brain is different, but I’ve never done a
common tweak that I wasn’t able to make work with a little effort. Original
tweaks or really complicated ones, they’re a different story. But being a
pioneer has never been easy, right?”


“Mine have all been fine,” Betty said.
“There were some funny side effects to your first couple of tries at
augmenting my sexual response system, though.” She turned to Celia.
“Nothing major. Mostly, I was orgasming in response to the oddest
sensations, like brushing my teeth, or folding laundry. Eventually, he set it
up so that I had a mental volume knob for it. I can turn it up and down at
will. Works like a charm.”


“I’ve never had any problems,” Ziggie said.
“But my tweaks are all fairly common.”


“What are yours?” Celia asked.


“Oh, I can sleep whenever I want, and never have to
dream,” Ziggie said. “It helps pass the time. There’s really not much
else to do, what with my daughter hiding my grandchildren from me.”


“Don’t you have a job?” Celia asked.


“Her boss fired her for being mechanical,”
Betty said. “You should have sued.”


“No, he was right to fire me,” Ziggie said.
“Frankly, I should have resigned.” She turned to Celia. “I
worked in industrial espionage. My new body was a liability. It made me
blackmailable, and that’s no good in my line of work.”


“Ziggie uses her job skills to vet our group’s
applicants,” the Mechanic said.


Ziggie grinned and patted Celia on the knee. “You
have the cleanest record of anyone I’ve investigated. You should be
proud.”


“She’s neglecting to mention her custom tweak,”
the Mechanic said. “I removed her stomach fullness trigger, and Tinker
augmented her digestive system. She can eat however much she wants to without
discomfort.”


“I miss baking for the grandchildren,” Ziggie
said.


“Oh, I know,” Celia said. “I used to cook
for my wife all the time. But doesn’t eating seem pointless to you now?”


Ziggie shrugged. “After a lifetime of doing it, no.
It’s a real comfort. You might want to try it.”


“You don’t need to eat,” Ari said. “I don’t.
I don’t eat, or sleep, or blink, or even breathe unless I need to talk. You’re
a machine now. You should live like one.”


Celia leaned forward another few centimeters.


“There are so many tweaks you can do,” he said.
“I also can switch my senses on and off at will, and access the nets
directly through my brain.”


“So, what tweaks do you want?” the Mechanic
asked.


“Hey, we didn’t vote,” Betty said.


“This isn’t a vote, it’s a test,” the Mechanic
said. “I think it’s pretty clear that she passed.”


“Don’t we have enough sad-sacks in the group? No
offense, Celia, but—”


“No one changes themselves because they’re
happy,” Ziggie said. “You were just as sad as her when you joined.
Sadder, even.”


“Go ahead and tweak her,” Tinker said.
“Just put in a remote undo function in case the larger group decides not
to let her in.”


“Pick something fun,” Betty said. “Like
orgasms at will.”


“Whatever you choose, just pick a couple of tweaks
for now,” the Mechanic said. “It’s best to take it slow, especially
at first.”


Celia bit back bitter disappointment. She was supposed to
wait? After getting this close? Why had he shown her this if he hadn’t meant
for her to have it all now? And a remote undo? He could just take it away like
that?


She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. No, she
didn’t have to do everything at once. And the remote undo would only be
temporary, wouldn’t it?


“So, what do you want to start with?”


She opened her eyes and looked over at the Mechanic and
his half grin. What did she want to start with? There were so many more
choices than she’d realized.


“What do you want out of this?” Ari asked.


She let out an involuntary sigh and said, “I want
the pain to go away. I want to stop missing her. Machines shouldn’t need
people.”


Betty snorted.


Ari glanced over at Betty, moving nothing but his eyes,
then turned his gaze back to Celia. “Have you ever been through a
lockdown?”


“Yes,” she whispered.


“He can tweak you to experience them at your
command. That was one of my earliest tweaks. I would do it whenever I thought
of my children, and it would help me get through the worst of the pain.”


“What happened to—”


“My wife took them away. We tried to keep my new
body a secret from them, but my mother ignored our wishes and took them to
visit my frozen body. They handled it badly.”


His face remained a mask. If he still hurt, no one could
tell but Ari himself. And in lockdown, she wouldn’t be able to show her pain
either. Maybe if it got locked up with her, it would stay contained, small,
manageable.


She turned to the Mechanic. “I want that.”


He grinned. “Nice and easy. Anything else?”


“Eating. It’s so pointless.”


“Got it. I can set it up so your body only pesters
you for food and water when it really needs it. Your body still needs building
material for hair and nails and mucus and things like that.”


“You won’t need to eat often,” Ari said.
“I eat perhaps once a week, and have one glass of water every
morning.”


“Good.” She nodded nervously. “Okay, do
it.”


The Mechanic handed her another plastic business card.
“Hold this.”


“Why do I still—”


“I can’t hack your body without some sort of
permission, and this card is wired to give it to me. You keep it, okay? It’s
your body, so you should control access to it.”


This was it. The true beginning. Things would be better
from now on.


She watched the Mechanic’s fingers working at the air.


“You know, you can still change your mind and get
some fun tweaks instead,” Betty said.


Celia shook her head. “This is what I want.”


“But it doesn’t have to be. Choose the good life.
It’s what all those rich bitches are doing when they sneak off to Dubai to get
their new bodies, so why shouldn’t we?”


“Because we’re not like them,” Ari said.
“Because we had no choice but to take these bodies, no matter what the
risk.”


Betty snorted. “Big deal. So Chelsea Slaughter got
scrambled. That doesn’t mean—”


“You’re done,” the Mechanic said, and shot a
nasty look at Betty. “Want to test it out?”


Ziggie reached out and took Celia’s hand. Only then did
Celia realize it was shaking. “You’ll be fine,” Ziggie said.
“More than fine.”


Celia looked to Ari, who nodded.


Betty crossed her arms over her bosom and looked away.


Celia turned to the Mechanic. “So what do I
do?”


“I’ve put a control panel in your brain,” he
said. “Just think ‘control panel on’ and it should come up. To make it go
away, think ‘control panel off.’ “


Celia closed her eyes and forcefully thought the words.


In front of her floated a board with a series of buttons
on it. All were greyed out but one, which was labeled “lockdown.” In
the very center of her vision was a pointer.


“Okay, you see the pointer, yes?”


She nodded.


“Move it over the lockdown button and press it. Just
press it with your mind. It’ll make sense when you try it, trust me.”


She opened her eyes and tried to stare at the group, but
the control panel hovered semi-opaque between them, forcing her attention to
it.


“Ready to test it?”


“There’s no chance this’ll be buggy?”


“There’s always a tiny chance. That’s why I need you
to test it now.”


Celia closed her eyes, swallowed back her fear, and
pressed the button.
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She only stayed in lockdown for a few seconds, just long
enough to test that it was working properly. It was. She couldn’t wait to get
home to try it out longer. This was a private thing. It wasn’t meant to be
shared. She thanked everyone, said her goodbyes, and let the Mechanic walk her
back to the bus.


“Your body will flash reminders for you when you
need to eat or drink. It’ll look a lot like the control panel.”


“I’ll keep an eye out for them.” She put in her
request to the MBTA. It replied that it would hold a Waltham-bound bus for her
in Central Square provided she caught the next westbound bus.


“If you have any questions, I have a box you can
leave notes in. I’ve just mailed you the IP. My path to it is untraceable, so
if you decide to blab, or if they get a subpoena to go through your files, they
won’t find us.”


“Wait.” She stopped, her breath steaming in the
air between them. “What if they subpoena you, or Tinker? What happens to
me?”


He stepped back to let a pair of pedestrians walk by.
Once they were out of earshot, he turned back with a smug grin. “They’ll
never get our records. Everything’s triple-encrypted, and I can run a purge
with a flick of a finger. You’re fine. Besides, Tinker and I would never betray
any of you.” His grin melted away, replaced by something that looked
uncomfortably like reverence.


Celia’s shoulders stiffened, and she looked down at the
sidewalk. “Um, I should go. There’s a bus coming.”


“I’ll be seeing you.”


She left him standing on Vassar Street and jogged to Mass
Ave. to catch her bus.


 


Celia lay in bed, the control panel floating in her
vision, the pointer hovering over the lockdown button.


A small voice in the back of her mind screamed that this
wasn’t healthy. 


“I know,” she murmured back at it. “I know.”


No.


The voice was right. It was about time she listened to
it. This path she’d chosen — the only word to describe it was
“crazy.” She was becoming the kind of person that would have scared
her back when she was in her old body.


She scrubbed her face with her hands, thought
“control panel off,” then reached for her glasses.


It was about time she tried to do the healthy thing
again.


Celia surfed to the public information banks for the
greater Boston area and looked up Rivka’s public IP. It was illegal to put
filters or blocks on public IPs. Rivka would get this message whether she liked
it or not. Celia copied the address into her shortcut list, then pulled up a
blank mail screen and a holographic keyboard and started typing.


 


Rivka,


 


Please don’t shut me out like this. I need you to come
home. You can have our bedroom and I’ll move into the guest room. Don’t worry —
I won’t pressure you to treat me like your lover. Just be my roommate. Just
come back. You have no idea how hard this is to handle alone. You have no idea
the things I’ve done.


 


Celia deleted the last sentence, then covered her mouth
with her hand and reread her words. God, she sounded so desperate.


Well, she was desperate. She’d drilled a hole
clean through her arm and gotten involved with an illegal group of bioandroid
body hackers. She might as well sound desperate. 


She started typing again.


 


If you come back, I promise to forget all those things
you said about me being a copy when I’m put back into my old body again.


 


She deleted that as well. That would just make her
defensive. She didn’t want to face a defensive Rivka.


Maybe this would be better.


 


Please, Rivka, don’t throw away seven years so easily.
Please give me another chance. Even if you don’t think I’m really your wife,
please keep me company until my body is cured. Please help me build happy
memories to give to that body when it wakes up.


 


She signed her name to the letter and sent it to Rivka’s
public address, and immediately received autoconfirmation of receipt. She went
in and tweaked the filters on both her public and private boxes so she’d be
alerted the moment a reply arrived.


She set her glasses by the bedside table, lay down, and
closed her eyes. She didn’t need lockdown. Not if she got Rivka back.


 


By morning, there was a message from Trini, but no reply
from Rivka.


That was all right, though. Rivka usually slept late
without Celia to wake her. And besides, it would probably take her some time to
think about what to write in reply.


She skimmed Trini’s message — an apology for being too
busy to call and a promise to make up for it when she was done in Madagascar —
then deleted it.


Celia jogged down the stairs and looked in the
refrigerator for something to satisfy her stomach.


Right, she didn’t need to do that anymore.


She drummed her fingers on the refrigerator door, then
closed it. Not eating would save her money in the long run, which was a nice
bonus.


But maybe she should keep acting like she used to so when
Rivka came back, she’d still be in the habit of seeming human. She grabbed the
refrigerator door handle again.


And stared at the knuckle she’d opened a little over a
week ago to see her artificial parts.


She let go of the handle when the pain of her grip cut
through her reverie. She stared down at her palm and watched the red line fade
back to tan.


Why did she need pain?


She rested her head against the refrigerator door, palms
pressed against the flat surface. No, she’d eat when Rivka came home — she’d
cook a big celebratory dinner for the two of them. Until then, there was no
point in sticking food in a machine.


She downed a glass of water, refilled it so she could
water the plant, then went upstairs and sat at her desk to wait for Dr. McElvoy
to call. The African violet’s leaves seemed to be bouncing back, although the
petals had fallen off of all the flowers and there was no sign of new buds. She
sighed and swept the dried-up petals into the trash.


Dr. McElvoy’s call came through just as she was
straightening back up. “Good morning, Celia.”


“Good morning, Dr. McElvoy.”


“You seem rather well this morning.”


“I do?” She flitted her hands to her face, then
dropped them back into her lap when she realized how silly a gesture that was.


“So, did you manage to get out of the house this
weekend? Meet any new people?”


The answer was yes, but she couldn’t tell him that. The
Mechanic was monitoring this conversation. He’d shut her out if she even hinted
at what happened. And if Rivka turned her down again, she’d need him more than
ever. God, this made her head hurt.


Wait, no, she could still tell the truth, just a
different truth; one Dr. McElvoy might actually be able to help counsel her
through. “Actually, I’m trying to get my wife back.”


Dr. McElvoy raised his eyebrows. “Really?”


“Yes. I sent her a letter.”


He looked impressed. “Well, I wish you luck. But it
sounded to me like she wasn’t interested in reconciliation.”


“We’ve hardly tried. It’s only been a week and a
half.”


“That’s true, yes. But, I’m curious as to why you
want her back after how she’s treated you.”


She blinked back tears. “Because I vowed to spend
the rest of my life with her, and I’m not giving up on that without a
fight.”


“Celia, you do realize this could go badly.”


She flung her hands up in front of her face. “I
can’t think about that right now. I just — I need to think positively.”
Without meaning to, she thought “control panel on,” and the red
lockdown button hovered in front of her. She closed her eyes and thought
“control panel off,” but “control panel on” repeated
through her mind like the proverbial elephant in the corner, and the button
blinked at her, tempting, daring.


“No,” she muttered.


“What’s that?”


Celia covered her face with her hands. “Nothing. I’m
just — Nothing.”


In a gentle voice, Dr. McElvoy said, “I do genuinely
wish you the best of luck in wooing your wife back, but you need to prepare
yourself for disappointment. I don’t want to see you picking up a drill again
and — hold on.”


She dropped her hands into her lap and finally succeeded
in shutting the control panel off. Looking up, she saw him reading from his
lenses and tapping at the air.


Dr. McElvoy winced and drew a breath in through clenched
teeth. “I hate to cut you off now, but I’ve got a patient that needs
me.”


“The bioandroid who’s checked into your mental
ward?”


He stared at her, mouth hanging open. “How did you
know about that?”


Damn. That would teach her to say anything unrehearsed.
“I… I read about him online. I did some research after my… incident to
see what might be happening to me.”


Dr. McElvoy closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “We tried so hard to keep this quiet.” A sucking sound escaped
his lips, and he shook his head and looked back up at Celia. “Don’t worry,
I don’t think you were ever in any danger of becoming what he’s—” He
stopped and cleared his throat. “Good luck with your wife, and I’ll talk
to you Thursday morning.”


“Not tomorrow?”


“It’s our annual audit tomorrow, so I won’t be
available.” He glanced up again. “I really have to go.”


The connection winked shut.


She immediately got another call. The Mechanic.
“Spying again?” she asked.


“Well, yes. I thought you might want to know the
real story of what happened to Garytron.”


“Garytron?”


“The mechanical they have locked up in the
hospital.”


She nodded. “Yes, I would.”


“I’ll meet you for lunch. You’ve got a privacy café
in Waltham, right?”


“The Morrigan. It’s on Moody Street, close to the
river.”


“I’ll be there at noon.”


“Wait, I—”


But the connection was already closed.


“—have a meeting,” she finished. No, she had a
meeting to leave early. There was no way she was missing this. But she’d have
to have a little talk with the Mechanic about his assumptions about her
availability.


 


“You never used to skip out of meetings early,”
Mansour griped. It was 11:45, and if she walked quickly, she could just get to
The Morrigan in time.


“I didn’t used to work from home so much,”
Celia said. “Things come up when you’re not in the office.”


That looked like it hit home. Good? Not good? Ugh. She
should have kept her mouth shut.


“Well, we’re pretty much done with you anyway. Why
don’t you come in for the Thursday meeting?”


Could she face everyone? Then again, if she stayed home,
how would that look? Plus, the longer she stayed away, the harder it would be
to work up the courage to finally go in. She couldn’t work from home forever. “I’ll
see you then.”


She closed the connection from her end, then grabbed her
coat and headed for the door as she checked her messages. Still nothing from
Rivka, but she’d be at work now and wouldn’t be able to write a decent reply
until the commute home. Well, maybe at lunch, but she wouldn’t be taking her
lunch break for half an hour yet.


As she walked down Moody Street, she got a text from Mt.
Auburn Hospital. With a flick of her finger, she called it up.


 


It has come to our attention that the protesters outside
of our hospital have been photographing all people entering and leaving the
building and posting their photos online as ‘potential bioandroids.’ Your photo
is among those on their site, along with the photographs of over a thousand
other people. They have also been photographing and posting license plates. If
you are a returning visitor and would like to keep them from photographing your
next visit, we would be happy to arrange a ride for you to the hospital in one
of our cars at no cost to you. Mount Auburn Hospital remains committed to
providing the highest standards of care, and that standard of care includes the
well-being and safety of our patients.


 


There was contact information for the ride program
appended to the email.


Celia swallowed hard and sent out her searchbots to find
the protesters’ site. The photographs were arranged by date, and the first date
was the date she had been brought to the hospital in lockdown. She flipped
through the photos and found hers, with a note underneath: “Seen leaving
hospital — no photo of her entering.” And there was a link for people to
use to fill in her name if they knew it.


“You’re late.”


Celia switched off her glasses with a start. The Mechanic
was leaning against the doorframe of The Morrigan and shaking his head
disapprovingly.


She flipped her glasses on briefly and looked at the
clock. “One minute late. Besides, you were late last night.”


“Eh, whatever. Let’s go in. You need to hear this
story.”


“Hold on, I…”


Did she want to bookmark that site?


No, she really didn’t. Besides, like the hospital said,
there were over a thousand photographs on it. There was no way people would
figure out what she was from that one photo. If she bookmarked it, all she’d do
was obsess over it. Or look to see how often they’d photographed Rivka coming
in to visit her frozen body.


“Never mind.”


They entered the Morrigan, and the attendant handed them
lead-lined cases for their glasses and took their coats. The locks on the cases
clicked tight and wouldn’t unlock until they were ready to leave. As they
waited to be seated, Celia read the sign posted just inside the door:
“Pursuant to the laws of the Commonwealth, this is a fully licensed
privacy café. No recording devices are allowed in at any time. Anyone found
possessing a recording device will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the
law.”


A waiter escorted them to a walled booth and put paper
menus down in front of them. “I’ll be back once you’re ready,” he
said, and closed the booth’s accordion doors. The white noise generator turned
on with a hiss. Even if someone did manage to sneak in an audio recorder, the
white noise would protect their conversation from it.


Celia placed her glasses case in front of her and folded
her hands behind it.


“Are you eating?” the Mechanic asked. “You
still can if you feel like it.”


“No, I’m fine.”


He scanned the menu, hit the red call button on the wall,
and said, “I’m just going to have a little something.”


The booth’s lights blinked to warn them that the waiter
was approaching. Several seconds later, he opened the door, and the white noise
switched off. “Yes?”


“I’ll have a Guinness and a baked haddock
sandwich,” the Mechanic said.


He turned to Celia. “And for you?”


“Oh, I ate already. I’ll just have a glass of water
with some lemon.”


The waiter left, the hiss of the white noise returning.


“So, ‘Garytron’?” Celia asked. “What kind
of a name is that?”


“One of his choosing,” the Mechanic said.
“We all thought it was silly, but he said it made him feel even more
mechanical to take a robot name. He was Gary before, as you probably
guessed.”


Celia nodded. “Dr. McElvoy said something about
him… well, becoming something.”


“Garytron was hard-core. Mechanical all the way. It
was an honor to work on him. It truly was. I mean, what he did to better himself
made Ari’s tweaks look like child’s play.”


The lights blinked again, and the Mechanic fell silent as
the door opened and the waiter brought them their drinks. Once the waiter left,
the Mechanic took a long gulp of his beer and sighed. “I miss him so much.”


Celia leaned forward, trying to ignore the butterflies in
her stomach. She’d have to ask if he could get rid of them for her. Well, if
she didn’t get Rivka back. “What happened?”


The Mechanic leaned back and stared at his beer. “He
had it rough from the start. His wife and children left, and when he told his
mother why, she had a heart attack. She survived it, but that was enough to
make him realize that human emotions were killing him, so he came looking for
us. And we helped him.” He took another gulp from his glass. “We made
him expressionless, like Ari. He stopped sleeping, stopped eating, stopped
breathing. He had lockdown, like you, only he had his set to switch on
automatically whenever he was alone.”


“That’s… wow. That’s pretty extreme.”


“Yeah. Eventually, he quit his job, sold his condo,
and joined us full time.”


“You can do that?” Celia whispered. 


“A few do. Not many. It’s a pretty big commitment to
drop out of society like that. Once he did, Tinker changed his body so he’d
look like he felt. She took off his skin and plated him with steel.”


Was that excitement crawling through her belly, or
horror?


“He was exquisite. A real machine. Absolutely
perfect.” He pulled his lips thin and swiped a finger along the bottom of
one glittering eye. “And they took him.”


The lights blinked, and the Mechanic hastily dried his
eyes and waited for the door to open. The waiter put down a large plate, and
the tantalizing aroma of freshly cooked fish filled the booth.


She’d have to ask about getting her mouth watering reflex
shut off. She squeezed her lemon into her glass and took a long gulp of water
to try to distract her taste buds.       


“Do you need anything else?” the waiter asked.


“No, I’m fine,” the Mechanic said.
“You?”


“All set,” Celia said.


When the door was closed again, she asked, “So why
did they take him? For voiding his contract?”


The Mechanic lifted the top half of his bun and pulled
the tomatoes off of the fish. “They didn’t know about that until they
hauled him in. He was arrested because he started missing child support
payments. We didn’t know he was having money troubles. He was a good enough
hacker that he was able to cover them up, even from me, but apparently, he
wasn’t good enough to figure out how to siphon money from elsewhere to cover
his debts.”


“You mean he wouldn’t steal.”


“It’s only stealing if someone doesn’t deserve it.
There are plenty of corporations that could use a little asset
liberation.” At her shocked look, he said, “Don’t worry, I’m not
involved in anything like that. Anyhow, they issued a warrant for Garytron’s
arrest. Next thing we knew, we’d all gotten messages saying that he’d arranged
to be brought somewhere where no one would connect him to us once the court
order to activate his GPS came through. He was picked up in a cabin in
Cochituate State Park. We think his brother drove him out there. He turned
himself in so none of us would get caught.” The Mechanic picked up his
sandwich and took a huge bite.


Celia was astonished that he still had an appetite after
what he’d just said. “But if they have him in custody, aren’t you in
danger? They have to have your faces on record by now. I mean, can’t they just
download all of that from his mind?”


The Mechanic shook his head as he chewed. Once he
swallowed, he said, “First, no matter how badly you void your warranty,
that’s illegal. You can’t download a biological human’s memories, and it’s
illegal to treat bioandroids any differently. But just to be safe, I gave
Garytron a tweak, at his request, to fuzz out all the faces and voices and
names he’d added to his memories since getting his android brain. He gets to
keep his memories of what happened and what was said, but not any of the
identifying marks associated with them. So even if they do break the law and
break into his mind, they won’t get anything incriminating. So, McElvoy says he
doesn’t look human. Interesting.” He took another huge bite.


“He certainly insinuated it.”


“I’d have figured they’d have forced him back into a
human-looking body again.” He shook his head. “We’re all really
worried about him. Do you think you could get more information from your
shrink?”


“I — I guess I could try. But I’m not sure how to do
it without raising suspicion.”


“Yeah, that’s the tough part. Still, if you could
try, we’d really appreciate it. I mean, they’re holding one of us prisoner for
just being himself. We have to know what they’re doing to him. God, I miss
him.” The Mechanic set his sandwich down and rubbed his face. “At
least we still have 1101.”


“Who’s 1101?”


“You’ll meet it later. In the meantime, I’ll see if
I can’t find some information on Garytron on the nets so you’ll be able to ask
questions without making McElvoy suspicious. And if I can’t find any, I’ll
plant some.”


Celia swallowed hard.


“Damn it, we shouldn’t have to do this.” He set
both hands flat on the table. “Celia, there’s a war being waged against
our way of life. They’re legislating what we can and cannot do with our own
bodies, and that’s not right. Not in America.”


Celia fingered her neckline and said nothing.


He picked his sandwich back up and jabbed it at Celia.
“We should all be able to mechanize if we want to. There’s no reason for
us to have to be stuck in flesh bodies, and there’s no reason our replacement
bodies should be so slavishly human.”


“But you’re perfectly healthy. I don’t understand
why you’d want a mechanical body.”


The Mechanic nearly dropped his sandwich. “How could
you say that?” he said, setting it back on the plate and fumbling to stuff
the fish back inside the bun. “That body you’re in is the height of human
achievement!”


Celia crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “I’d
rather have my old one.”


“That’s the stigma talking. Once you’re in this body
for a while, you’ll never want to go back. Give it time.”


“I lost my wife, my coworkers won’t look at
me—”


He waved a hand dismissively. “People will get used
to it. They’ve gotten used to marriages like yours, after all.”


Celia winced. “Not every state acknowledged we were
married.”


“Still, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have the
ability to modify our bodies as we see fit.”


“Well, that wouldn’t be fair. Not everyone can
afford to change their bodies. You’d be creating a whole new class of haves and
have-nots.”


“The fairness issue is bullshit. We have the
technology to make ourselves better, so we should. We can do it legally through
plastic surgery, so why not through mechanics? So what if not everyone wants or
can afford a replacement body? Does that mean progress should grind to a halt?
Hell, the body you’re in is only available to those who can afford it. Does
that mean you shouldn’t be allowed to have it just because you’re lucky enough
to have the means?”


If she hadn’t sprung for this body, she’d still be
married. “You’re changing the subject.”


“Just making a point about progress. People without
means always get left behind.”


Celia lifted her chin. “Well, if you feel that
strongly about it, then why don’t you go to Dubai like Chelsea Slaughter and
get your own replacement body?”


He scowled. “The Dubai doctors are hacks. They’re
only interested in making rich people look young and beautiful forever. They
don’t understand the full potential of bodies like yours.”


“But if you had them do the transfer, you could come
back here and have Tinker fix you up the way you want to. You wouldn’t be bound
by the same rules that I am.”


“No. It takes connections to get back into the U.S.
after one of those procedures; connections that I don’t have. Never mind the
fact that the quality is terrible. I don’t care what Chelsea says. Screaming
until people’s ears bleed and then clawing at their faces when they try to get
you to stop is not acceptable. They should have switched her off and tried
again. Hell, maybe the rumors are true and the Dubai doctors accidentally
damaged her flesh brain and can’t make a new copy. No, you couldn’t pay me to
put my brain in their hands.”


“Well, I’m sorry you can’t be like me. I can see how
much it means to you.” She didn’t really mean it. She didn’t think that
just anyone should be handed a body like hers. She’d had to suffer to get it,
and she couldn’t see what the Mechanic had done to earn one for himself.


The Mechanic looked down at his half-eaten sandwich and
shrugged. “Some day, society will catch up to technology. Some day, we’ll
realize just how much we held back human progress by not moving out of our
flesh bodies and into far superior mechanical ones. I just hope I’m alive to
see it.” He picked his sandwich up again and squared his shoulders.
“So, how did your lockdown go last night?” He stuffed nearly half the
remaining sandwich into his mouth.


“Oh, I didn’t use it,” Celia said, then wished
she’d lied.


Through a mouth filled with food, the Mechanic asked,
“Why not?”


“I just… I didn’t feel like it.”


“Because of your wife.”


She glared across the table at him. “I really wish
you’d stop spying.”


“Can’t.” He took a big gulp of his beer and
swallowed down his mouthful of food. “She won’t take you back, you know.
And even if she does, that’s no reason to give up on being fully
mechanical.”


“I don’t think she’ll want me if I act
mechanical.”


He shrugged. “Her loss. Besides, there are plenty of
people who’d love to be with you.” He crammed the remainder of the
sandwich into his mouth.


Celia shuddered. “I’m not interested in fetishists.
It’s not sex I want. It’s love.”


He held one finger up as he chewed, then after
swallowing, said, “I’m not talking fetishists. I’m talking about people
who love mechanicals.”


“I fail to see the difference.”


“You will. Give it time. Oh, so I saw that Mount
Auburn photo site.”


Celia’s mouth went dry, and she clutched her water glass
tightly with both hands. “Is that… is that a problem? That I’m on
it?”


“A lot of people are on it. You should be fine. I’ll
be keeping an eye on it, though.” He looked up at the small wall clock in
their booth. “Crap, I’ve got class in less than an hour. Look, I’ll
contact you shortly. We’re having a gathering of the full tribe, and it’s time
you met everyone.”


A thrill ran up Celia’s spine. “Really? I’m not
provisional anymore?”


“Not anymore. Friday night. I’ll pick you up at your
place. Is eight okay?”


Celia tapped her temples, looking for her glasses so she
could check her calendar. “Shoot. Um, it should be.”


“Great.” He opened the door and slid out of the
booth. Celia followed, clutching her glasses case tightly in her hand. The door
attendant gave them their coats, then unlocked the cases. Celia slid on her
frames, did a quick confirm that her calendar was free on Friday night, paid
for her water and lemon, and said her goodbyes.


As she started walking down Moody Street, her public box
flashed.


Rivka.


She gripped a lamppost tightly in one gloved hand as she
opened the message.


 


I’m sorry, but I can’t. Please understand how awkward
this is for me. I want you to be Celia, but you can’t be. Celia’s in stasis,
and she can’t be two places at once. I know I’m jeopardizing any possible
future relationship I might have with my wife by doing this, but right is
right, and wrong is wrong. I’m so sorry.


 


Celia’s hands went numb. Her whole body went numb. She
stumbled home, lay down on the living room floor, and went into lockdown.


Rivka was right. She wasn’t Celia. The Celia she’d
married couldn’t do this.
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She tried sending another message the next morning. Rivka
sent the exact same reply. She tried again that evening and paced the living
room as she read Rivka’s response.


 


I don’t know how many times I can say “I can’t”
before you’ll understand. Please, don’t force me to take out an electronic
restraining order on you.


 


Celia immediately hit her lockdown button.


Her frozen body toppled toward the ground, and she
smashed her temple against the corner of the coffee table before she came to
rest on the carpet.


She lay immobile on the floor, one leg still jutting out
mid-stride, a pinpoint of agony bursting from her temple. Stupid, stupid… oh,
she should have looked first, should have laid down on the floor before hitting
the button, should have known better than to try to be impetuous. Why did she
think that Rivka would want to come back to someone this monumentally dumb?


She felt the intense need to sob and switched the control
panel off. She wasn’t going to cry over Rivka. She wasn’t. And in lockdown, she
couldn’t. Rivka didn’t deserve her tears. Not after threatening her with a
restraining order. No, no more crying for Rivka.


She stayed in lockdown until she felt dry inside, and
then hit the button to shut it off. Her outflung leg dropped to the floor.


A pent-up breath escaped her artificial lungs, and she
probed her aching temple.


The skin was ripped.


She called up the IP for the bioandroid program, then
stopped herself. No, she couldn’t go to them. They’d want to know why her alarm
hadn’t gone off. And then they’d know everything.


She needed to find another way to get fixed, and fast.
She called up the Mechanic’s private box and left a text message.


 


Accidentally ripped skin on my face. Need repair. Have
therapy tomorrow morning and then need to go into work for an in-person
meeting.


 


God, she was stupid.


She plodded upstairs and surveyed the damage in the
bathroom mirror. The rip wasn’t big, but it was noticeable. There was no way
anyone would look at the shiny white surface peeking through the bloodless
wound and mistake her for human. Maybe she could cover it with her hair. She
took off her omnipresent headband, pushed a curly hank of hair forward, and
banded the rest of it back. Well, it wasn’t fashionable, but it would do, at
least to get her through her therapy session.


Celia let out a sigh and undid the rest of her hair,
letting it hang around her face in unruly curls. She’d never liked it down, but
Rivka had said it made her look like an angel.


She closed her eyes and curled her fingers into claws.
No. She was not going to cry for that woman.


The doorbell rang, and she felt a sting of fear. Had
someone traced her here from the Mount Auburn photo gallery? Wait, wouldn’t the
Mechanic have warned her? She checked the door camera and saw a group of
children in skeleton masks clutching pamphlets in their tiny hands. 


It was just Halloween. Working from home so long, she’d
lost track of the date. She switched off all the lights and made her way up to
the bedroom. She wasn’t interested in accepting fistfuls of religious tracts
all night. Maybe if she made it look like no one was home, kids would skip her
townhouse entirely.


She set her glasses to beep loudly if any calls or
messages came in. Then, even though it was still early, she went to bed and
started preparing herself for her morning counseling session. If all went well,
it was going to be a doozy.


 


Come morning, there were no messages.


Celia downed a glass of water, dropped another note into
the Mechanic’s box, then sealed the rip with a small piece of transparent tape.
Damn it, why hadn’t he called back?


She carefully arranged her hair to cover the tape and
waited for Dr. McElvoy’s call.


Two minutes before her session start time, another call
came in. The Mechanic. “I screwed up,” she said. “Can you help
me?”


“Sorry, I was cramming for an exam last night and
didn’t think to check the box. I’ll forward your note to Tinker and stick her
drop box in your shortcuts so you can contact her directly next time. How bad
is it?”


Celia lifted her hair and pointed.


The Mechanic crinkled his nose. “Not as bad as it
could have been. Still, maybe you should stay home until you get it
fixed.”


Oh, the thought of having an excuse not to go in and face
everybody was just too alluring. Damn it. “No, I have to go.”


“Hopefully Tinker can squeeze you in before that.
Shit, McElvoy’s calling. See if you can get him to tell you more about
Garytron. Did you read the info I dug up on him for you?”


“Yes, I’m all set.”


“Excellent. Good luck.”


He disconnected before she could reply.


“Damn,” she whispered, then carefully placed
her hair back over the tape before opening the new connection. “Good
morning, doctor. How did the audit go yesterday?”


He tried to smile, but came out more like a grimace.
“They were very thorough. Very, very thorough.”


“Do they know about my little incident?”


McElvoy’s wince spoke volumes. “Well, yes, but they
don’t know which client it was. We may have to report everything to the
government, but we still get to maintain patient confidentiality.”


“Well, that’s good. But will the fact that I did
what I did hurt your program?”


“It shouldn’t. Not if you keep doing well. So long
as no other patients have incidents of their own, my job — ” another wince
“—I mean, the program should be fine. But enough about the program. How
are you doing?”


She shrugged. “I’m okay.”


“I sense a note of defeat.”


“Rivka’s threatened to take an electronic
restraining order out on me.”


“Why? Have you actually threatened her?”


“No. I’ve just begged a little. All I’ve threatened
is my dignity.”


“Then she has no legal leg to stand on. But I’m sure
the fact she said that has to have stirred up some negative emotions in
you.”


Celia rubbed one eye, careful to keep her hank of hair in
place. “You could say that.”


“You haven’t been thinking about hurting yourself
again, have you?”


“No, I didn’t mean that. I meant… well, I just
meant that ‘negative emotions’ seems kind of dry, considering.”


He nodded. “I understand. Maybe you should stop
trying to contact her, at least for now. Give her a little time.”


“If I give her a little time, she could find someone
else.”


“I wouldn’t worry about that. She’s been visiting
your body every day, and I don’t think she’d do that if she were planning on
dating someone else.”


No, but she would if she were planning on ignoring the
walking, talking version of Celia and staying loyal to the frozen one. Celia
felt a pang of jealousy for her flesh body, and shook her head to try to
dislodge it.


“So, have you been getting out?” he asked.


Time to placate him with half of the story. “I had
lunch with a friend yesterday.”


“Really? Who?”


Great. He would ask that. “Someone new. I met him in
a virturoom. He seems nice.”


“Virturooms can be meat markets, you know. Are you
sure he only wants you for a friend?”


“He knows I’m only interested in women.” And if
he hadn’t before, he certainly did now, the little snoop.


“Do you have plans to see him again?”


“Well, I’m getting together with some of his friends
over the weekend.”


“Excellent. That’ll give us something to talk about
in Monday’s session.”


Hopefully, the Mechanic wasn’t steaming at this, but if
she didn’t convince McElvoy that she was getting better, then she’d never get
out of these daily sessions. “So, I’m curious,” she said, trying to
sound blasé. “How’s your patient?”


“I can’t talk about other patients.”


“I was just wondering if he was doing any
better.”


“Which ‘he’ do you mean?”


“The bioandroid in your psychiatric ward. On
Tuesday, you said he didn’t look human anymore.”


McElvoy reared back from the camera. “I most
certainly did not. That would break every rule of patient
confidentiality—”


“You know, maybe you just hinted it,” Celia
said. “I must be mixing up what I found online with what you actually
said.”


“For the love of…” He sagged in his chair.
“What did you find out there?”


Celia had been rehearsing this conversation all night.
“Oh, just that his name is Gary, and that he’s covered in metal. Someone
even posted a blurry photo of him to the alternets.” She put on her best
concerned face. “I didn’t realize some people got that bad.”


Dr. McElvoy sighed. “I really can’t discuss
specifics of his case with you.”


“I know. I just… I mean, that could have been me
if you hadn’t helped me.”


“Trust me, it couldn’t have been. This
patient…” He sighed again and slumped forward onto his elbows.
“We’re talking in generalities now, Ms. Krajewski.”


“I understand.”


“Patients that rebuild their bodies are a real
challenge. We haven’t dealt with many, so we’re not quite sure what to do to
help them. Whenever one of us deals with one, we share our notes with everyone
else in the business so we can try to build a body of knowledge on what works
and what doesn’t work for patients with Biomechanical Dysmorphic Disorder.
That’s the latest candidate for the name of the condition, by the way. We’ll
see if this one sticks.”


“So… ” she took a deep breath,
“generalities, right?”


“Yes, generalities.”


“Why wouldn’t a hospital force the patient to look
human again?”


“Because the few times that was tried, it made
things worse. The current thought is that we should let them keep the bodies
they’ve chosen and work with them to convince them that the choice they made
wasn’t a healthy one. Then, once they come to agree with us, they can make the
decision themselves to go back to their original appearance.”


“There were a lot of conditionals in there.”


“I know. Like I said, we don’t have a lot of
experience. I don’t even need all the fingers on my right hand to count the
number of patients with this condition in the U.S.”


By the weekend, Celia guessed that she would personally
know more people with “Biomechanical Dysmorphic Disorder” than he
did.


“What happens if a patient chooses to keep his
altered body?”


Dr. McElvoy straightened up. “He can’t. When the
patient’s biological body is cured, legally, he has to go back into it
immediately. And when a cure seems imminent, there’s a certain amount of
pressure on the hospital to make sure that the patient is mentally ready for
the transfer.”


A certain amount of pressure. That would explain a lot.


“What about the clause in the contract that states
that in the case of damage to the memory core of the replacement body, the new
memories won’t be transferred back into the biological brain? Does that mean
you won’t transfer the memories they made in those bodies?”


Another sigh. “It’s up to the hospital board to
determine what constitutes damage. You know, I really should stop here. I know
we’re speaking hypothetically, but—”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just…”
She fished for a lie. “Well, that could have been me.”


“I sincerely doubt it.”


Part of her hoped he was right. But only a part.


“Look,” he said, “why don’t we skip
tomorrow’s session? Have fun with your new friends this weekend, and try not to
think about your ex-wife. Give her a little time, and if you still think she’s
worth pursuing, try again in a week or two. Oh, and I think we should talk
about repressed anger in our next session.”


“Why?”


“You’re a smart woman. Think about it and I’m sure
you’ll figure it out.”


She most certainly did not want to think about it.
“I’ll talk to you Monday.”


The connection closed, and the Mechanic immediately
called. “Good job,” he said. “That’s the most anyone’s managed
to find out about Garytron. Did it sound to you like he was saying that his
body’s been cured?”


“That’s exactly what it sounded like to me. Any news
from Tinker?”


“She’s probably still at work. Maybe if you use glue
it’ll be less obtrusive.”


“Can she still fix me if I’m glued up?”


“If Tinker can plate someone in metal, then she
should have no problem dealing with a little glue. Don’t forget to bring your
permission card so she can switch off your pain while she’s fixing you up,
unless you want to feel it, which is cool. Later.”


Celia looked at her clock: 8:23. The meeting wasn’t until
10:00. She logged in to the work hub, signed out a day office, and tried to get
one of the employee parking spaces in the building’s garage, but it was already
full. Great. She went to the MBTA hub and put in a request.


There had to be glue somewhere. Probably the kitchen. She
went downstairs and rifled through all the drawers, but came up empty. She knew
there wasn’t any in her home office. Maybe in the basement.


She found it in a bin next to the taped-up box of Rivka’s
little bottles.


Celia drummed her fingers on the box.


Repressed anger?


Hmm.


She peeled off the tape and pulled out a small glass
bottle. It felt cold and heavy in her hand.


She tossed the bottle a few inches into the air and
caught it, then looked at the far wall.


If she did get Rivka back, she’d just have to remember to
clean up so Dizzy didn’t cut his paws on the glass when he came down here to
use the litter box.


With a pitch perfected through years of Little League,
she hurled the bottle against the far wall. It shattered into tiny fragments
that glittered in the stark basement light.


Maybe if she got metal hands someday, she’d be able to
break the rest in her fist.


A small smile crossed her face.


She picked up the glue and jogged up the stairs to the
bathroom. She wasn’t going to let a stupid little rip stop her.


 


“Traditional Values to Keep America Strong!”


Celia groaned and pushed the political ad to text-only as
the trolley car descended underground. This close to the election, even the
Traditionalist candidate was shoving ads her way. And thanks to campaign ad
reform, she had to skim past all of Tam Galloway’s revolting positions to get
to the OK button to make the ad go away. No to federalization of same-sex
marriage, no to expanding the bioandroid program, no to wasting tax dollars on
space exploration. What did he say yes to? She was afraid to find out.


The ad vanished, and she went back to looking at the
pamphlets the children had left on her doorstep the night before. It looked
like the Baha’i and the Ismailis had gotten in on the fun this year. Lovely.
Her mother used to tell her that the holiday had been all about candy when she
was a child. Somehow, that seemed more wholesome than proselytizing.


Tinker’s call distracted her from the pamphlets.
“Sorry I didn’t call sooner. I’m on break now. How bad is it?”


Celia put her hands inside her coat so no one could try
to read her fingers — the last thing she needed was for someone on the subway
to record and decipher any of this — and typed, “Not too bad. I’ve glued
it and covered it up with my hair.”


“Good, good. I get off shift at noon. Can you be in
Allston by 12:30?”


“I think so. If the meeting runs long, I might be
late.”


“Late is fine. I’ll send directions.”


“Great. Thanks so much.”


And here was her stop.


She emerged from the subway station and stared up at her
office building, towering behind the old Boston Public Library. She suspected
it was too much to hope that this meeting would go well.


But it would go even worse if she weren’t there.


She squared her shoulders, turned her collar up against
the November chill, and headed to the office.


 


She should have stayed home. 


The meeting was awful. Most of her coworkers wouldn’t
look her in the eye. One even fingered a set of rosary beads. She’d never seen
him with them before. Emmaline was working from home today, taking care of a
sick child, and did her best to be supportive as she videoed in, but it wasn’t
the same.


To make matters worse, Mansour took her aside into his
office when it was over. He stood behind his desk, hands on his hips, and said,
“I’m concerned about the Benton book.”


“Well, it’s a difficult revision. You’ve given me an
impossible schedule, and Benton’s doing sloppy work.” All because he was
dealing with a personal tragedy that twisted Celia’s fake guts into knots
whenever she thought about it.


“I just don’t feel like you’re working hard enough
on this project.”


“Have you been looking at the hours I’ve
logged?”


Mansour sat in his expensive chair and looked up at Celia
with clear disapproval. “I’ve seen you log more hours on other projects.
And that was when you had a wife at home.”


“How—” She stopped herself before she managed
to get a full “How dare you?” out. She shook her head, teeth clamped
tightly together, and sat down across from him in a cold metal chair. She
wrangled her anger back as best she could and said, “Mansour, please keep
my private life out of this.”


“Look, all I’m saying is that I’ve seen you do
better work on tighter deadlines with crappier author material. I’m not sure
what the problem is here. I mean, I thought your new brain was supposed to work
just as well as the old one.”


“This is not—” She clamped her mouth shut again
and balled her hands into fists below the chair. Damn this man! She couldn’t
afford to lose this job. Not now.


No, if she could fake it with McElvoy, she could fake it
with Mansour. She took a deep breath. “Mansour, the divorce has been
really difficult. I know I shouldn’t let it affect my work, but…” She
shrugged. The pain she was feeling was real enough, and hopefully he’d pick it
up through her eyes.


He screwed his mouth up, then shook his head. “My
first divorce did a number on me, too. I didn’t even see it coming.”


“I didn’t either. I couldn’t. She divorced me when I
was unconscious in the hospital.”


“Man. That’s rough.” He squared his shoulders.
“Right. Do you think you can still meet the deadline?”


Celia called up her work planner, waved off an ad for
project management software, and studied the dates. “I don’t know. It
really depends on the quality of the remaining chapters. You’ve seen how bad
some of them have been. Could you put a second person on the project with
me?”


He shook his head. “I don’t want a final manuscript
of uneven quality. Your work’s top notch, and we need the entire finished
product to be that good. Besides, I don’t think we could get anyone up to speed
on this project in time.”


“So it’s still all on me,” Celia said. She
patted her hair to make sure it was still covering the glued skin.


“Sorry.”


“Could we do a staggered release of the chapters as
they’re finished? Maybe let the last few chapters slip past the pub date?”


“I don’t think marketing will get behind that. Too
many profs have been burned by staggered releases gone wrong.”


“Benton’s got a good reputation in the market—”


“So does Topsfield. And if his revision’s out on
time, and ours isn’t…” He shrugged.


Mansour was asking the impossible of her, and he knew it.
But he’d asked the impossible of her many times in the past and she’d
delivered. Maybe she shouldn’t have set the bar so high. Celia let out a sigh
and slumped back in her chair. “I suppose that’s all I can ask.”


Mansour laced his hands behind his head. “You know,
you still seem the same.”


“Well, yes.” And if he’d only kept his mouth
shut, then no one else would have known the difference. And she wouldn’t have
had to spend the staff meeting worrying that someone was filling her name in
underneath the picture on the protest site.


He rocked back in his chair. “Anything else?”


She shook her head.


“Okay. Well, see you next time you feel like coming
in.”


That wouldn’t be any time soon. She left Mansour’s
office, calling up her MBTA confirmation. She had to be back in Copley Square
by 11:43, which meant she had half an hour to kill. She had the work hub guide
her to her day office. She had some ideas about the last chapter she’d worked
on—


“Celia!”


She turned and looked up at the woman towering over her.
“Oh, hi Shandra.”


Shandra shot her a radiant smile, her teeth dazzling
white against her nearly-black skin. “How are you doing? We haven’t seen
you here in a while.”


“Oh, I’m just here for a meeting. I still mostly
work from home.”


Shandra jerked her thumb at Mansour’s door. “He
finally let you come back in?”


“Well, yes.” Celia looked around and saw heads
popping out of offices up and down the hallway. She could feel her cheeks
growing warm. “Um…”


Shandra planted her hands on her hips, fixed one of the
peepers with a harsh stare, and barked, “Did you mother teach you to be a
bigot? Did she?” 


Every head disappeared.


“Come on, let’s talk in private,” Shandra said,
and took Celia by the arm, leading her to a nearby empty office. Shandra closed
the door and sat on the edge of the desk, dropping her height from Amazonian to
merely tall. “So, how does the new body feel?”


Celia wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “You
know, I’d really rather not—”


Shandra wrinkled her perfect nose. “I’m sorry, I’m
prying. But… well, I envy you.”


Celia’s eyebrows shot up.


Shandra winced. “I know, I know, it sounds crazy.
But really, does it feel just like your old body?”


“Well… yes, more or less.”


“Hunh. I thought it was supposed to be a perfect
copy.”


Celia shrugged, wondering why she was letting herself be
dragged into this conversation. “It is in all the important ways.”


“What unimportant things did they miss?”


“Well, I don’t lose my appetite anymore when I’m
upset, and I don’t need to go for a morning run to help my body wake up. Things
like that.”


Shandra tapped on her full lips with an elegant
fingertip. “Fascinating. It sounds like all the discrepancies are in your
favor. I would love to have a body like that.”


Celia stared agog at what looked to her to be a perfect
body. “But why?”


Shandra grimaced and crossed her slender ankles.
“Oh, I’m going to sound so vain, especially considering what you went
through to get yours.”


Despite herself, Celia was interested.


“I’m sick and tired of working so hard to maintain
this body,” Shandra said. “I would give anything to be able to lie on
the sofa and eat doughnuts all day and still look good, or to have skin that
never blemished, no matter what. It would just be so much easier to replace my
body with a mechanical one and never worry about any of that again.”


“But you can get all that medically. There’s plastic
surgery, metabolism overhauls, skin treatments—”


“Medical fixes are all temporary. Too
temporary.” She looked down at her feet, her voice dropping an octave.
“Frighteningly temporary. To be honest, vanity’s only a small part of
it.” She looked up and fixed Celia with a gaze of frightening intensity.
“Celia, I don’t want to die.”


Celia’s groped behind her for the doorknob. This
conversation was getting too weird, too fast, and if it got any weirder, she
was going to bolt. “Everybody dies, Shandra. It’s natural.”


Shandra hopped off of the desk, rising again to her lofty
height. “But we don’t need to anymore. Not with bodies like yours.”


Celia faked a laugh, desperately trying to break whatever
spell Shandra was under. “I think eternity would get boring, don’t
you?”


“No. God, no!” Shandra stepped forward, and
Celia shrank back against the door. The knob pressed into her spine. “I
want to live to see the lunar colonies open to civilians, and the Mars colonies
take root.”


“But we’re almost there—”


“And did you hear? NASA wants to terraform one of
the Jovians. It’s going to be a one-hundred-year project, and I want to live to
see how it turns out. I want to be alive when they finally figure out how to
communicate with the sea creatures of Europa. There’s a cryo-ship that’s due to
leave the solar system in the next twenty or so years to visit an extrasolar
planet, but we won’t hear back from them for three centuries. I want to be
there to see their report. Celia, so many incredible things are happening that
I don’t want to miss, and I don’t have to. Not when we can live in bodies like
yours.”


Celia gaped up at her coworker, who was practically
glowing with an unholy fervor.


Shandra shook her head and stepped back. “I’m sorry.
I told you it would sound crazy. That’s why I tried the vanity angle
first.” She smiled at Celia, and looked entirely herself again. “I’m
sure I’m not the only person who feels this way.”


“But… but it’s not natural.”


Shandra raised one slim eyebrow. “Neither are
you.”


Celia stared down at the floor and said nothing.


“I hear the Philippines is gearing up to offer
people bioandroid bodies,” Shandra said. “It sounds like it’ll be
much cheaper than going to Dubai.”


“It’s dangerous,” Celia whispered. “You
heard what happened to Antoine Benton’s wife.”


“Only because they couldn’t pull her out again to
redo the brain copy.”


“And Chelsea Slaughter.”


“I’m not that vapid. Crazy, yes. Vapid, no. If I
come out buggy, I’ll make sure they’re contractually obligated to redo the
scan.”


“It sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into
this.”


“I’m making you uncomfortable. I’m sorry.” She
reached out and touched Celia lightly on the arm. “Thanks for taking the
time to talk to me about this. If I have any other questions, can I call you? I
want to make sure I know what I’m getting into before I run off and do
something I can’t undo.”


“Uh…” Celia shifted her weight and fumbled
for a polite way to say no.


Shandra raised her hands. “Say no more.”


Celia escaped from the room, trying not to notice the
heads peeping out of offices as she walked by. Shandra wanted to bring this
upon herself? Willingly?


She canceled her request for a private office and headed
for the subway. She could work just as well on the front steps of Tinker’s
warehouse as she could here. At least there, if people stared at her, it
wouldn’t be because they knew they were looking at a machine.
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Tinker’s workshop took up a corner of the top floor of an
old factory building that had been converted to artist studios. She said they’d
had no problem with her declaring robotics as her art. “What could get me
kicked out is the fact that I live here,” she said. “That’s a big
no-no.”


“Why don’t you get an apartment?” Celia asked.


Tinker sighed and flicked her hair out of her face.
“Well, dock work doesn’t pay so well, and there’s only so much I want to
be beholden to the Mechanic. He’s the money behind this group, you know.”


He didn’t look like someone with money.


Tinker gestured to a chair. “So, let’s see the
rip.”


Celia sat down and pulled her hair back from her face.


“That’s an easy fix. Good glue job, by the
way.”


“Thanks.” 


Tinker rummaged through her drawers, and Celia killed
time by looking around the large room. The outer walls were bare brick, with
massive windows going from just above the floor nearly all the way to the high
ceiling. The white inner walls that delineated Tinker’s corner of this floor
were clearly not part of the original factory, but products of its conversion
to twenty-first century space. The curtained-off inner corner must have
contained the bathroom, because Celia didn’t see any other place for it. Along
the walls was an assortment of metal sculptures, all with a decidedly robotic
bent. “You really work on us in here?” she asked. “It hardly
seems private.”


“The windows are modern, so I can opaque them,”
she said. “Usually I do the prep work here, then bring it and my tools
with me off site to do the actual modifications, unless it’s a full-body job,
like for Garytron or 1101. Those I do here. Ah, here we go.” From a
drawer, she grabbed a knife, a black plastic strip, and what looked like a
variant of the adhesive probe they’d used at the hospital when Celia had cut
herself.


“How did you sneak them out of here when you were
done?”


“That’s the beauty of it. They walked in here
looking human, and I brought out what looked like human-sized sculptures. They
both went into lockdown so they’d be completely immobile, and I carted them out
on a dolly and loaded them into a rental van.”


“What’s 1101 like?”


“You’ll meet it tomorrow.”


” ‘It’?”


“It’s discarded gender.”


“Really. What was it before?”


“That’s up to 1101 to say. I know the answer,
obviously, but it’s my friend, and it trusts me to keep my mouth shut. Do you
have your permission card?”


“Oh, yes. Hang on.” Celia unzipped her jacket’s
inner pocket and pulled it out.


“Good.” Tinker stuck the sliver of black
plastic to the side of Celia’s permission card. “The Mechanic made this
for me. It switches off your pain. Let me just test it to make sure it works on
your model.” She pinched the tip of Celia’s nose with her fingernails.


“It works,” Celia said, and rubbed her nose. It
was rather disconcerting to feel sharp pressure without accompanying pain.


“Good. Now hold still. This’ll only take a
minute.”


She was right. It didn’t take long. First, Tinker sliced
the skin back open and cleaned the glue off of it with a solvent. Then, she
used the skin sealer to join it back together. When Tinker was done, Celia
admired the results in the mirror. It was flawless. “The program techs won’t
be able to detect this repair, will they?”


“If they decided to do a molecular scan of your
body, then yes. But there’s no practical reason for them to do so. I wouldn’t
worry about it.”


“Thank you so much.”


“Anytime. Frankly, they make your skin too fragile.”


Celia put the mirror down. “Can you toughen it up
for me?”


She drummed her metal fingers against her metal thigh.
“I think so. No one’s ever asked for that before. The only way to make it
reversible would be to replace your entire skin. If I change the skin you’re
currently wearing, they’d notice the difference in your annual checkup. Or when
your flesh body got cured.”


“Too bad Garytron didn’t get the chance to
reset.”


“It’s his own damned fault. If he’d just come clean
to us, we could have—” Tinker shook her head. “Poor bastard. We’re
still trying to figure out how to bypass your GPS. Garytron would still be out
here if it weren’t for that.”


“Didn’t he want to go back to his body
eventually?”


Tinker narrowed her eyes down to tiny slits, visibly pondering
her answer. “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t think he did.”


“Has anyone from your group been cured?”


Tinker leaned against her workbench and wrinkled her nose
to push up her clear plastic frames. “Nope. I mean, there’s really no
hurry to fix your bio-body once they get it into stasis. The average wait time
is something like five years, isn’t it?”


Celia looked down at her hands, her mechanical hands that
still seemed so biological to her. At the hospital, they’d warned her that
she’d likely be in this body longer than most, what with the low priority her
one-person condition warranted in the queue. Would she want to go back to her
old body after all that time? Could she?


“Anyhow,” Tinker said, “I’m happy to fix
you up whenever you need it, or if you like, I could build you your own skin
sealer and have the Mechanic write you up a repair subroutine so you can handle
it yourself.”


Celia looked back up. “Um, thank you. I’ll have to
think about that.”


“Don’t worry,” Tinker said. “You’ll find
out soon enough if this is something you’ll need or not. Not every mechanical’s
meant to be a cutter.”


A cutter. Oh god. She didn’t even want to think about it.


“Do you want to stick around?” Tinker asked.
“I might have some beer somewhere if you’re still into that.”


Celia gathered up her coat. “I really should be
getting home. I have a lot of work to do.” Which was true. When she let
herself think about the textbook’s deadline, it frightened her. This was not
the time to fail.


“Fair enough. See you tomorrow evening?”


“Yes, definitely.”


She fled for the subway, placing her request to the MBTA
as she walked. A cutter. Troubled teenaged girls were cutters. Not quiet,
responsible, grown women like Celia.


But with a repair subroutine, and no pain…


No.


She wrapped her arms tightly around herself to drive off
a chill that couldn’t be fully attributed to the blustery November winds.


 


Celia pondered asking to have her sleep shut off for her
next tweak. Then she’d be able to get more work done. But the timestamps on the
files would give her inhuman schedule away. Maybe she should ask the Mechanic
if he could hack those for her. It was the only way she could think to get this
revision done on time.


But even with sleep, she managed to finish final edits on
chapter four before the Friday night gathering rolled around. She hoped that
would satisfy Mansour, at least for now.


Eight o’clock, the Mechanic had said. Celia sat in her
living room, smoothing her hands over her vertically striped black and grey
caftan. It was one of her more daring outfits, with a scooped neck, silver
buttons, and slits up the sides that showed off the slim crimson leggings
beneath that were a perfect match for her head scarf. For this time of year,
she was showing a lot of curves and a lot of color. But she felt the need to be
bold with these people, even if she knew her clothing was impossibly tame by
their standards, if the clothes in the virturoom had been any indication.


At seven minutes past eight, she received an incoming
call. It was the Mechanic. “I’ll be at your house in a minute. I’ll pick
you up in your garage. Leave your glasses at home.” The connection winked
off.


She let out a long breath, opened her garage door, then
took off her glasses and set them on the coffee table. She hadn’t left home
without them in years. Decades, even. It felt dangerous. Exciting.


A horn honked from downstairs.


She grabbed her coat, felt to make sure the permission
card was still in the pocket, and headed down the basement steps to the garage.


The Mechanic was sitting in Rivka’s space in a private
car large enough to have both a back seat and a trunk. If he could afford the
parking fees for a car that size, she was no longer surprised that he could
afford to finance his little group of mechanicals. He gestured to the back door,
and she climbed in. “Why do you want me back here?” she asked.


He shot her a sheepish look. “Well, you’re new, and
I can’t have you knowing our meeting location just yet, so I need to take some
precautions.”


“Precautions?”


He held up something Celia couldn’t identify — a matte
black object that moved like rubber, but had a fabric-like texture. “A
sensory deprivation hood,” he said. “You won’t be able to hear or see
a thing in it. I need you to lie down on the back seat and put this on. I’ll
put you into lockdown, cover you with a blanket, then release you once we get
there.”


Celia gingerly took it from his hands and held it with
her fingertips. “A hood? I wouldn’t tell—”


“We can’t take that chance. Not until we know you
better. You’re going to learn too much tonight, and we really don’t want to
have to find a whole new meeting place if you freak. Do you have your
permission card?”


“Yes.”


“Good. You’ll need to hold it so I can set the
lockdown.”


She fumbled for it with shaky hands, then set it on her
lap.


“Um, there’s a front and a back to the hood. See
where the bumps for the nose and chin are?”


She turned the hood, searching the fabric for… ah,
there.


Goose bumps prickled her flesh, but she swallowed hard
and pulled the hood over her head.


It clung to her face like skin. No, tighter than skin.
More intrusive than skin. The darkness and silence were absolute, and a shock
of fear ran through her. He wouldn’t ask her to do this without reason. He
wouldn’t hurt her, would he? She couldn’t believe she’d gotten to a place where
she’d voluntarily make herself blind and deaf at someone’s whim.


She picked up her permission card, felt along the back
seat, and lay down. The Mechanic’s hands guided her into place. A blanket fell
over her, and then she was immobile, locked solid, no breathing, no movement,
no sight, no sound.


She was completely helpless. Completely vulnerable.


The thrill that ran through her was a mixture of fear and
desire.


Desire? Where did that come from?


A pair of belts fastened around her body. The car backed
out of the garage, and she slid forward, stopped only by the belts. She felt
the car turn onto the road, and she slid again. The thrill shot to her groin.


What was going on? This kind of thing, this… kink had
never enticed her in the past. Did all mechanicals feel this way, or was she
perverting the perfection of her new state of being by getting a cheap sexual
thrill from it? Oh god, did the Mechanic know? Would he pull over and—


She tried to pull up her control panel, but it was
blocked.


She couldn’t shut off this lockdown.


She was trapped.


No, he knew she wasn’t interested in men. He wouldn’t do
that. Besides, he practically worshipped her. But what if he worshipped her in
a stalker kind of way? What if—


Thoughts of Tinker making love to her in this state
drifted through her mind, and if she had been breathing, the breath would have
stopped in her chest. She pictured those mechanical hands roaming over her
naked skin, slipping between her thighs, the cold metal—


No, she couldn’t think this way. This was wrong. Dirty.
Perverted.


She wanted to groan. She wanted to cry. She wanted to sit
up and rip the hood off. She wanted a pack of anonymous women to ravage her
while she lay helpless in the back seat. She wanted her old life back. She
wanted to dive head-first into this one. She wanted someone to sit down and
tell her which of these feelings were healthy and which she should run away
from.


Instead, she lay helpless in the back seat of the
Mechanic’s car, the belts tightening against her with each turn, each brake.


And then the car stopped.


She felt her lockdown lift, and she tightened her arms
around her chest, across her suddenly rock-hard nipples. When she clamped her
legs together, her underwear was damp against her skin.


Hands undid the seatbelts and helped her into a sitting
position. She tried to shake her horrible arousal off. The off switch for her
lockdown had become an on switch for her body to finally react to it. She
reached for the hood, desperate to free herself, but hands moved hers away, and
she felt herself being guided to her feet, then led along a rough surface. She
kept her arms wrapped tightly around her traitorous body, willing it to stop
acting this way, but it wouldn’t, and another flood bloomed between her thighs
as she imagined a room full of hooded bioandroids, all feeling each other with
mechanical fingers, stroking, probing, exploring—


There were fingers at her neck, and she joined in and
tore off the hood.


She blinked and stared at the Mechanic, the cold jolt of
November air helping chill her back to sanity.


“Oh dear, your hair—”


She jammed the permission card back into her pocket
before reaching up and frantically patting her hair back into place, grateful
for the distraction from her bewildering libido. This was wrong. She had to
leave. Oh god, she wanted those fantasies to come true.


No, that wasn’t why she was here. She closed her eyes and
tried to compose herself.


“Nervous?” the Mechanic asked.


“Yes,” she said, although certainly not for any
reason he suspected. Or so she hoped. She’d never felt like this before. This
wasn’t her.


Well, she wasn’t the old her anymore. She’d become an
entirely different person these past few weeks. Maybe this was part of the
person she was becoming.


Again, the thrill that passed through her was equal parts
erotic and terrifying.


She let the Mechanic lead her into an old warehouse. They
got to an oversized manhole cover, and he slid it aside, revealing a
rickety-looking spiral staircase leading underground. A string of tiny lights
wound around the railing to illuminate the way. “There are other ways
in,” he said. “This is just the hardest one to trace.” He
gestured down. “Mechanicals first.”


She put a foot on the first step to test it, and when it
seemed solid enough, started down. As she approached the base of the staircase,
a series of lights went on to her right, brightening a bare brick tunnel. She
waited for the Mechanic to join her, and he led her along the lit path. A short
distance away, jazz music was playing. It sounded like Shirley Horn vocals over
a modern band. The Detroit Diggers, if Celia remembered correctly. Well, at
least these people had good taste in music.


The lights stopped at a worn metal sliding door. The
Mechanic pulled the false front off of a nearby brick, revealing a biometric
scanner. He placed his thumb on it, and the door unlocked with a clank. He put
the false front back on the brick and turned to Celia. 


“Ready?”


Not trusting her voice, she nodded. If this did end up
being a giant orgy…


She’d probably stay. And that was what scared her.


The Mechanic slid the door open with a squeal of metal on
metal.


The room was just dark enough in the corners to give it a
clandestine thrill, but a lot of effort had been put into dressing it up. There
were a series of magnetic click sofa modules throughout the room, a handful of
multicolored easy chairs, several low tables, and twinkling lights strung
everywhere. No windows, of course, and all the walls were naked brick, but
still, it felt oddly homey.


And then there were the people.


Celia no longer felt the least bit daring.


Ari, Ziggie, and Betty were all there, as was Tinker. Ari
sat nude and immobile on a three-segment click sofa, with Ziggie sitting next
to him dressed in a long, loose shirt and pants, crocheting what might have
been a hat. Betty looked old-fashioned naughty in a very tight, very short,
very red sleeveless dress and spiked heels that buckled around her ankles. A
large dragon flew up her back. Was that a real tattoo? Celia didn’t think
people got those anymore. Could bioandroids even be tattooed? She couldn’t
imagine the pre-bioandroid churchgoing Betty having a tattoo.


Tinker was also wearing something scandalously short, but
not nearly so tight. Her green racerbacked sleeveless dress showed off the scar
tissue where her mechanical arms met her body, and her mechanical legs were
also bared and shoeless. Without her flesh gloves, her fingers were spidery and
delicate, and Celia had to catch herself from gaping as she watched Tinker’s
thumb split into two digits like a slender metal koala hand.


And the other people…


There was a glowing silver woman, nude and completely
hairless; a young man in tight black clothes moving jerkily across the room
like an old-fashioned movie robot; the most classically stunning woman Celia
had ever seen, who she thought was a mannequin until she saw her move ever so
slightly; a tall man standing in a corner in a sheer plastic gown, a pair of
lush breasts sinking into his torso until his chest was completely smooth; and
a woman sitting quietly in the corner in a pool of darkness, wearing what
appeared to be neon.


“Let me get everyone’s attention,” the Mechanic
said. He hung his coat on a peg on the wall. Celia did the same and followed
him across the room.


Ziggie looked up and shot her a quiet smile. “Celia,
so good to see you again.”


She smiled back and flicked a nervous gaze over at Ari.


Ziggie waved a hand. “Pay him no mind. He’s
happy.”


Ari turned his impassive face toward Celia. “Clothes
are a human necessity.”


She plucked nervously at her buttons. “Well, I
suppose that’s true…”


The Mechanic turned to the center of the room.
“Everyone!”


All eyes turned toward him as the music faded, then the
gazes quickly shifted to Celia. She blushed under the scrutiny.


“This is Celia,” he said.


She cleared her throat unnecessarily. “Hello. I… I
look forward to getting to know all of you. And to getting tweaked to be more
perfect, like you.”


The group nodded and murmured approval as the music came
back up.


Ziggie patted the empty spot on the sofa next to her, and
Celia started toward her, whispering, “Why do they all dress this
way?”


Ziggie rolled her eyes. “The Mechanic’s fishing
methods aren’t very sophisticated.”


Celia gingerly sat on the proffered spot, trying not to
touch any of Ari’s nude flesh. “What do you mean?”


“He found you at a sex virturoom, right?”


She blushed. “Yes, but I normally don’t—”


“It doesn’t matter. That’s where he looks. Although
sometimes, he finds us elsewhere.” She set down her crochet. “He
found me in person.”


“Really?”


“I was trying and failing to get drunk. I suppose it
got pretty obvious what I was after the tenth shot. Frankly, I’m lucky no one
in the bar caught on but him. He marched up, introduced himself, and asked me
if I needed his help. And here I am. But pretty much everyone else in this room
got scooped up by the spy program he snuck into the Manticore doorman.”


“Myself included,” Ari said. “And it was
also my first ever visit to a sex room.”


“But what about—”


Betty plunked onto Ari’s lap and held her hands out to
Celia. “Come on, I’m going to introduce you around.” She ground her
hips into Ari’s crotch, then frowned. “You are such a stick in the mud. Or
not, as the case may be.”


She bounced to her feet, grabbed Celia’s hands, and
yanked her up with surprising strength. As she was led away, Celia looked
helplessly over her shoulder at Ziggie, who shook her head and turned back to
her crocheting.


“You need to meet my good friend Tanja,” Betty
said. She steered her toward the glowing silver woman.


“Celia! It’s great to finally meet you.” She
held out one silver hand. “We have got to make sure you don’t join the
Gloom Patrol over there. Ugh, what a waste.”


Celia murmured something that she hoped sounded
noncommittal and tried not to stare at Tanja’s naked body, but it was difficult
not to. She had no muscle definition, no texture. Her aureole were so flat they
were practically reflective. Celia flicked a quick glance down. Even her labia
were undefined. It was eerie. “Um, so what—”


“Tweak talk is boring. Let’s talk about something
more fun.” Her eyes were solid silver, with shiny spots for irises and
burnished pupils peeking out from within them.


“Yeah, like your drive over,” Betty said.
“You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”


Celia splayed her hand over her breastbone. “What do
you mean?”


Betty grinned and leaned in close. “I can smell it
on you. I’ve got boostable senses.”


Celia’s face burned, and she took one step back.
“Please, I—”


Tanja stopped her from moving away any farther by
clamping a hand on her shoulder. Were they all this strong? “I already
told you, no more Gloom Patrol.”


“Have you ever heard of love dolls?” Betty
asked.


“Y-yes. Just what I’ve read online, though.”


Tanja leaned in. “Well that’s what we
are.”


“You should try it,” Betty said. “You’d
love it. Trust me, the nose knows.”


Celia didn’t think her face could get any hotter, but it
did. “You’re both prostitutes?”


“The money’s great,” Betty said. “We do
jobs once or twice a week, and only for people that we thoroughly prescreen.
It’s perfectly safe, but it doesn’t feel it, and that’s what makes it so
exciting.” A blush crept into Betty’s cheeks, and she bit her lip and
looked over at Tanja.


“Any time you see love dolls advertised online, it’s
a fake,” Tanja said. “Just well-trained fleshies who are good at
lying perfectly still. But we’re the real deal.”


“I… I’m really not interested—”


“Oh, we don’t need you to join our business,”
Betty said. “We just want to fuck you in lockdown.”


Celia’s gaze darted from woman to woman, and she fought
back a nearly overwhelming urge to flee. This was — she didn’t really
want it. It was just a fantasy, right? She couldn’t possibly — could she? Oh
god, no. She couldn’t want this. It wasn’t right.


“Do you even have soft lockdown?” Betty asked.
“You’ll need to ask for it if you actually want to come while we’re
fucking you.”


Tanja added, “If you prefer men, I’ll bet Gyne would
do it with his male parts.”


Celia shook her head hard. “No, that’s not… I
mean, I don’t—”


A flat, robotic voice cut through the room. “She
will tell us what she wants when she is ready.”


Celia turned to the source of the voice and had to catch
herself on Tanja as her knees threatened to give out. Standing in the middle of
the room was the life-sized, jointed art school doll that she’d seen in the
Manticore virturoom. No features, no face, no fingers. It was… perfect.


Tanja gestured and said, “Celia, meet 1101.”


She heard Betty sniff behind her. “Now I know what
she’s really into.”
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Celia was too entranced to blush. How could emotions
possibly trouble someone so flawlessly expressionless? It had no face to twist
up in tears, no human timbres to its voice to give away its grief, no lips to
tremble. She could never picture its knees wobbling, or its mitten hands
grasping at its smooth, plastic chest. It was solid, steady, contained.


Perfection.


1101 raised one hand to gesture to the room, and said,
“Celia, we welcome you, and we all look forward to seeing you develop into
the machine you were meant to be.”


Oh god, Celia was swooning like a teenager. She didn’t
trust herself to talk, so she just nodded and hoped that was enough. 


1101 moved its hand to its chest. “I understand that
my appearance is shocking—”


“No,” Celia blurted. “It’s amazing.”
Her mind whirled with the implications. That could be her. Her body could be
changed that thoroughly. She’d never have to be mistaken for human again.


As if she were reading her mind, Tanja said, “Start
small. Especially if you want to stay in the world.”


“When you are ready to leave it,” 1101 said,
“I will be there.”


Celia swallowed hard.


Even standing in front of her, 1101 was a mystery. She
couldn’t tell where its voice was projecting from, or how it saw, or how it
heard. There were no visible openings in its plastic shell, no visible sensory
organs either. Her appreciation for Tinker’s skills skyrocketed. And the
creeping fear in her belly skyrocketed along with it. Would she end up like
that some day? What must it be like, being perpetually locked up in that body?
Should she be scared that the thought turned her on?


Why did it always keep being about sex?


1101 bobbed its head at her in what seemed to pass as a
farewell and walked off to speak to Tinker.


“That’s some hard-core kink,” Tanja whispered.


Celia’s face burned, and she shot Tanja a betrayed look.


“Don’t get me wrong,” Tanja said. “I’m
impressed. And hey, it gets a lot of requests.”


“Requests?”


“1101’s the ultimate love doll.”


“But how — I mean, does it have — ?”


“Orifices? No. But people rub themselves on it to
get their kicks.”


Celia looked over at 1101, then cast her gaze around the
room, suddenly seeing the outfits in a new light. “Are you all
prostitutes?” she whispered.


“No.”


“We’re rather more selective than that,” Betty
added with a sniff. “There’s us, 1101, and Gyne with a ‘y’.” She
pointed across the room at the man in the clear dress. “He can change sex.
Some clients are really into screwing someone who can change back and forth
like he does, or be both at once.”


“Am I the only one here with a day job?” Celia
asked.


“Who needs a day job?” Betty said. “Fuck
day jobs. What’s better than being paid to do what you enjoy?”


“That doesn’t explain why 1101 hooks,” Tanja
said.


“Who knows why 1101 does anything?” Betty said.


Celia gazed back at 1101, her hand fluttering to her
throat. She needed to be more like that. She needed tweaks, and now. She
needed—


Oh god, she needed clean underwear.


“Excuse me,” she muttered. She made a beeline
to the Mechanic, who was deep in conversation with Gyne.


“—slow motion? I’ve never done that tweak
before.” The Mechanic rubbed his short beard. “I’ll have to get back
to you on that one.”


“You do that,” Gyne said, then turned his solid
metal eyes toward Celia. “So plain,” he said, and glided away.


The Mechanic shook his head. “You’ll have to excuse
him. He gets a little theatrical. So, are you enjoying yourself?”


“I need more tweaks,” she blurted.


He grinned and nodded. “That’s what most people say
when they come to their first gathering. You’re feeling a little underdone,
right?”


She nodded, then gazed over at 1101.


“Yeah, 1101’s pretty awe-inspiring, isn’t it?”
He let out a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “So, what do you
want?”


“No pain,” she said. “And no sleeping
unless I want to. And…” She cast a quick look at Betty and Tanja. She
wasn’t interested. She really wasn’t. But just in case, “…soft
lockdown.”


“No problem. All of these are pretty simple. And
I’ll give you a self-repair tweak once Tinker makes a skin sealer for
you.” Celia opened her mouth to protest, and he said, “Trust me,
you’ll damage yourself accidentally, or deliberately, and you’ll need it.”


She bit her lip and nodded. He probably knew what he was
talking about. He was their expert, after all. “Thank you. Can I have
more?”


“Depends on what it is.”


She looked over at Ari. He seemed all right now, but she
couldn’t help but remember his glitch from when she first met him. “Is the
tweak that makes Ari expressionless what makes him freeze up?”


“No. Well, probably not. He was fine until I
installed the no breathing tweak. You should be fine if you just get
stoneface.”


“Can I get it, then?”


“Sure, but it’s a tricky one. I’ll stick it on the
list for later. I need to do it someplace without distractions, and this is
pretty much the opposite of that.”


She looked back around the room and saw a young man
lowering himself jerkily into a chair. “What about what he has?”


The Mechanic cracked his knuckles. “Dom’s robot
moves? It’s a little tricky, but I can do it now.”


She leapt up and got the permission card out of her coat,
then sat back down next to the Mechanic.


“Ready?” he asked


“Ready.”


Again, she felt nothing as he did his work, but her
control panel flicked on unbidden. The lockdown command button now had two
settings: “hard” and “soft.” A dial appeared to its right.
The word “pain” was above it, and it displayed settings from zero to
three.


“Three is what you feel normally,” the Mechanic
said. “I figured I’d give you full control in case you decide you like
turning it down rather than all the way off.”


The thought of liking that disturbed her more than the
thought of liking sex in lockdown.


A timer appeared with the word “sleep” above
it, and next to it, a slider marked “sensitivity.”


“Just set it however long you want to sleep,”
he said. “You’ll still wake up to things like alarm clocks and loud noises,
just like you do now. You can also use the slider to reset how easy you are to
wake up, but only to make it easier, not harder. And unless you use this to
actually set yourself to sleep, you won’t sleep at all.”


Just one more to go, and this was probably the most
important one. This was the one that would make her appear more like a machine.


And then she froze, harsh sounds stuttering unbidden from
her throat, the hand not clutching the permission card jerking in concert with
the noise. Oh god, what was happening to her? What was this? She fought to get
her body back under control, and couldn’t.


“Shit,” the Mechanic hissed. “Hang
on.”


Her body unlocked, and she sagged forward in relief.


“Sorry,” he said. “Let’s try again.”


“What was that?”


“A glitch. They happen. Don’t worry about it.”


She watched as his fingers typed furiously at the air,
her control panel flashing like a strobe light before her. Her free hand curled
up in a claw, and she stared helplessly at it as it jerked its way toward her
face.


And then it fell back to her lap. The control panel came
on full, with a new switch labeled “robot moves.”


“Sorry about that,” the Mechanic said.


Celia dropped the permission card into her lap and
pressed her hands to cheeks flushed hot with mortification. Had everyone seen
that? “Does that always happen?”


Behind her, Betty said, “That was nothing,
honey.”


She felt her face get even hotter.


“Don’t let them scare you,” Ziggie said.
“He always fixes things in the end.”


Celia looked back over at 1101.


How many glitches had it gone through to become what it
was?


Betty plunked down next to her and waggled her eyebrows.
“Want to try your soft lockdown?”


Celia’s eyes went wide, and she said nothing.


“I actually do need to test everything I just
installed,” the Mechanic said.


She gazed around the room and realized she couldn’t do it
in front of all of these people. She felt exposed, despite being the most
dressed person in the room, next to Ziggie and the Mechanic. “Can we do it
someplace else?” she whispered.


The Mechanic understood. He took her to the hall, and to
her relief, each tweak tested out perfectly. She switched them all off and
returned to the gathering.


She spent the rest of the night sitting quietly with
Ziggie, talking about nothing of consequence, and stealing furtive, guilty
glances at 1101 whenever she thought no one was paying attention. When the
Mechanic asked her if she’d like to go home, she gratefully took him up on it.
She was emotionally exhausted. She needed a little time alone to recharge. Parties
had always drained her unless Rivka was there to keep her energized.


Rivka.


She turned her pain settings off completely and pinched
the web of her thumb so tightly that her skin turned white.


“I’ll set you up with an anonymous mailbox and
shortcuts to everyone else’s,” the Mechanic said. “That way you can
keep in touch. You’re one of us now. Welcome aboard.”


She put on her coat, then steeled her courage and crossed
the room to say goodbye to 1101. “It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope to
see you again.” She was sure the tremor in her voice gave everything away.


If so, 1101 didn’t comment on it. “It was good to
meet you as well. I hope to see you at our next gathering,” it replied,
the flat, mechanical voice hiding any possible emotional inflection.


Celia couldn’t form any more words, so she let the
Mechanic lead her back to the spiral staircase. At the top, he held out the
hood again. “Sorry.”


She put it on, grateful for her thick wool coat. Her body
responded with a vengeance, becoming wildly, painfully aroused. And when he put
her into lockdown, the arousal froze with her. Every brush of the blanket,
every tightening of the belt — it all surged to her nipples and groin. It was
torture, sheer torture, imagining 1101’s mitten hands roaming over her, that blank
face rubbing between her breasts, nuzzling between her legs, the soft bump of
its chin teasing at her folds, as she lay there, helpless to respond.


When her lockdown ended, she curled into a tight ball to
hide the orgasm that tore through her body.


Oh god, how had she gotten to this place?


The blanket lifted, and she awkwardly pulled the hood
from her head. Mumbling her goodbyes, she thumbed the lock and dashed up the
stairs.


In the moonlight, the blank square on the living room
wall shone at her.


She felt guilty, filthy.


But she’d never come that hard with Rivka.


Maybe some other night she’d test her ability not to
sleep. Right now, she desperately needed to fade into oblivion. She lay down
above the covers, fully clothed, set the sleep clock for ten hours, and closed
her eyes.


 


Celia awoke to the sound of the doorbell. Her timer
showed she’d only slept for six hours and twenty-one minutes. She switched the
control panel off and blinked at the ceiling, then fumbled for her glasses on
her bedside table and came up empty. Right, she’d left them on the coffee table
downstairs. Who would be at her door on a Saturday morning?


Rivka?


She leapt off the bed, took a quick look in the mirror
and tried to pat her hair back into place. Her wrinkled clothes were a disaster,
but they’d have to do. If Rivka had come back, then she wouldn’t care about
something so trivial as wrinkles.


Celia raced down the stairs, artificial heart pounding,
and looked out the peephole.


There stood Trini, complete with an overnight bag.


Celia ducked her head and pressed her hands over her
heart. What was Trini doing here? Was she planning to stay? Oh god, Celia was
going to have to shut off all her tweaks, pretend to be normal, even in her own
house. Did she even know how to go back to her old life?


She missed that life so badly.


1101’s face floated before hers, head cocked to the side,
and Celia squeezed her eyes closed and murmured, “Go away.”


The doorbell rang again.


She could do this. She could even pretend to be happy
long enough that she might just forget she was pretending. Celia put on a
smile, pulled the door open, and threw her arms around her old friend.
“Trini! I had no idea!”


Trini squeezed her tightly, then stepped back, hands
gripping Celia’s shoulders. “Well I did try to call, but someone
wasn’t answering her glasses!”


“Sorry, I didn’t have them with me. Come in.”


Trini scooped up her bag and deposited it just inside the
door. “What do you mean, you didn’t have them with you? Don’t tell me you
left the house without them.”


“I…” Celia waved her hand, trying to flit
away the cobwebs of weirdness she’d been wrapping herself up in. “It’s
complicated. What are you doing here?”


“Finally being a good friend, that’s what.”
Trini looked Celia up and down and asked, “Did you sleep in your
clothes?”


Celia ran her hands over the rumpled fabric. “Sorry.
I’ve gotten kind of slovenly now that I’m the only one here.”


Trini glanced around the immaculate living room.
“You’re the neatest slovenly person I’ve ever known.” She grabbed
Celia’s hands, fixing her with an earnest stare. “Ceil, seriously, how are
you doing?”


Celia let out a long breath. How was she doing? Such a
simple question. Such a loaded question.


Her knees wobbled, and she sank down on the sofa, pulling
Trini with her.


“Ceil?”


Celia looked over at her best friend. “It’s been
hard. Really hard. I’ve—” She chewed on her lip, staring down at the
carpet. “I’ve been trying to make some changes—”


“Good for you! Shake things up!”


Celia opened her mouth to protest, to say that wasn’t
what she meant, then quickly closed it again.


Trini gave Celia’s hands a squeeze, then let go, resting
her hands on her knees as she turned to look around the living room. “You
know, with half of the furniture gone, now would be a good time to get your
mother’s things out of storage. What did Rivka call them? ‘Chintzy’?”


Celia felt the corners of her mouth curl up, and she cast
an impish glance at Trini. “You know, I just might.”


Trini laughed. “A real smile! Finally! Yeah, that’s
more like it.” She flopped back on the sofa and blew a great mouthful of
air out through pursed lips, her cheeks ballooning comically. “Ugh, I’m
sorry it took me so long to get here. I ran into some trouble in
Madagascar.”


Celia inched forward, guiltily grateful for the
distraction from her own problems. “What happened?”


Trini straightened her spine and placed one hand over her
breastbone. “I, Trinidad Mason, picture of saintliness—”


Celia snorted.


“Okay, picture of a formerly spotless criminal
record, just spent nearly a week in jail.”


“Jail? You’re kidding!”


“I wish. So I went to the Club Med and asked after
an old employee named Abdoulaye, and next thing I knew, I was cornered by a
pair of government goons who wanted to know why I was looking for this person.
As soon as I mentioned that I was searching for my birth father, they whisked
me off to jail.”


Celia gaped. “How is looking for your father a
crime?”


“Well, considering that one of the high-ranking
generals in the current military regime happens to be named Abdoulaye
Rajaonarivelo, and he worked at Club Med right about when my mother visited,
and suddenly there’s this Westerner with a story that might fuck up his
official biography…” Trini flipped her hands up. “Basically, they
wanted to shut me up. They only let me out when Gene Harvest paid my bail and
signed paperwork promising to expunge my visit from their corporate
records.”


Celia clapped both hands over her mouth. “Oh Trini,
I’m so sorry. It must have been horrible.”


“It wasn’t that bad, really. I had my own cell, the
mattress was clean, the toilet was reasonably private, and the food was edible.
It could have been worse.”


“But being kicked out of the country, all because
your father is—”


“Might be.”


Celia shot her a puzzled look.


“Abdoulaye is a popular name over there. Personally?
I don’t think the general is my father. He doesn’t look a thing like the guy in
the picture.”


“Then why — ?”


Trini wrinkled her nose, pushing her multicolored
half-frames up. “They’re on some racial purity bullshit kick. They’re
seeing how mixed other countries are becoming—” she gestured meaningfully
at herself and Celia “—and want to keep that from happening there. Just
the rumor of a half-Western daughter was enough to cause problems. So, jail,
then banishment.” She held up her hand. “And before you tell me how
sorry you are, seriously, I’m fine. Besides, I ended up with a hell of a story
to tell at parties.”


Celia rolled her eyes. “Fine, no sympathy. Still,
you didn’t find your dad, and I’m sorry for that.”


“Thanks. It’s not like I was expecting a relationship,
but—” She waved her hand and the hint of regret that had crept into her
features vanished. “I’ve already arranged for a full workup to see if
there’s anything weird lurking in my genes. I should have sprung for it years
ago.”


“Me too,” Celia said, pulling her feet up onto
the sofa and wrapping her arms around her knees.


“No, I understand why you didn’t,” Trini said.
“Your dad was in the genebanks. It would have killed your mom if he found
out about you once you got legally connected. Me, I had no excuse other than
being cheap.”


“Are you sure you can afford this visit, then?”


“The company’s paying for it,” Trini said.
“They’re sending me on to Guatemala for a couple of months, so I talked
them into a stopover in Boston for the weekend.”


Celia felt her heart drop. Just a weekend. She only got
to be normal again for a weekend. Funny, how she was suddenly feeling regrets
over something she hadn’t wanted just a few minutes ago. She tried to keep her
voice steady as she asked, “Guatemala now?”


Trini shot Celia a half-grin. “Apparently, they
think it’s a good idea to use someone generically brown like me in countries
with brown citizens. Besides, I am a quarter Latina, even if my Spanish stinks.
You know, they’d love you. Hang on—” Trini’s glasses opaqued, and she
tapped at the air before scowling and shutting them back off. “No job
openings. Ah, well. It’s not exactly your dream job, anyway. I can’t picture
you walking up to a stranger and asking for a swab of their DNA.”


Celia shook her head. “I couldn’t do that.”


“Well, maybe I’ll get lucky and find a gene in the
wilds of Central America that can help cure you.”


Another real smile crossed Celia’s face. “That’d be
nice.”


Trini rested a hand on Celia’s shoulder and looked her in
the eye with obvious concern. “Hey, are you okay? Really? You’re not
thinking about ditching your new body just because of Rivka, are you? Because I
sure as hell would miss you while you were gone.”


“I’m fine. This body’s fine.” Not fine enough,
but she’d take care of that in time, once Trini left her again.


“Are you really?” Trini asked, and scooted
closer to Celia. “Ceil, talk to me.”


“I—”


On the coffee table, her glasses chimed.


Celia winced and plucked them up. “I should probably
see who that is.”


Trini leaned back. “Of course.”


She put the glasses on, activating them as soon as her
identity was confirmed, and waved off a blizzard of political ads.


“Serves you right for leaving your glasses off all
night,” Trini said.


Celia shot her a look through the frames.


“Just vote early and make them go away.”


The call was from the Mechanic.


“Sorry, I have to take this,” she said.


Trini nodded and flicked on her own lenses. “I’ll
just catch up on some Guatemalan prep.”


Celia walked into the living room and typed,
“Yes?”


“Is this a bad time?” the Mechanic asked.


“An old college friend just showed up at my door. I
can’t talk, but I can type.”


“Got it. Tinker’s done making your skin sealer, so I
wanted to schedule a time for the repair routine installation. It’ll be quick.
Any idea when you’ll be free?”


“Not this weekend.”


“No problem. Just leave a note in my box when you’re
ready. Oh, and I’m adding you to our network. You’ll see your box as soon as
you end the call. Does your friend know you’re a bioandroid?”


“Yes.”


“Good for you for keeping a fleshie friend for so
long. It won’t last, though.”


“What do you mean?”


“If you’re like everyone else, you won’t be able to
deal with fleshies for much longer.”


“But you’re one.”


“Yeah, but you need me.”


A shiver ran up her spine. “I have to go.”


She cut the connection, then cast a quick glance into the
living room. Trini was still busy reading. She turned back to her lenses and
peeked into her new anonymous box. There were already two messages: one from
Ziggie, and one from Betty. Ziggie’s read:


 


It was lovely talking with you
yesterday. If you’d like to have a home-cooked meal, you have an open
invitation to come by my place in Arlington. I promise delicious food and
pleasant company without any of that bizarre sex talk that some of our fellow
mechanicals like to spout. Don’t let them talk you into anything that you don’t
feel comfortable doing, all right? Take care, and I hope to see you soon.


 


A set of directions was hyperlinked to the note, along
with a movie of Ziggie pulling a steaming pie out of the oven and holding it up
to the camera with a warm, grandmotherly smile.


Betty’s message was a video file. With trepidation, Celia
opened it.


Her trepidation was completely founded. The video was of
Betty, lying naked and immobile, with Tanja crawling robotically all over her,
jerkily stroking, licking, fondling, probing. Betty’s body would twitch every
so often, but her face remained frozen in an expression of wide-eyed,
wide-mouthed shock.


Celia snapped the video off and closed her eyes, trying
to bring her breathing back under control. This wasn’t about sex. She wasn’t
getting tweaked because of sex.


Maybe she needed to call Ziggie to remind herself of
that. Or maybe she needed to exercise more control around 1101.


Oh god, she shouldn’t have thought of 1101. Her brain
superimposed 1101’s image over Tanja’s and her own over Betty’s, and Celia
hugged herself tightly to try to get her libido back under control.


This was not normal. It was the antithesis of normal.


She was going to be normal this weekend.


No matter how much she wanted to run her fingertips over
that smooth shell and feel those mitten hands—


No.


Celia went back to her main screen and peeked into her
work inbox.


Mansour had left a full video message.


“Celia, how come you’re not online?” He sighed
and leaned toward the camera. “Benton just got back to me on the last
chapter you submitted, and he’s really unhappy. He says you butchered it. I
need to talk to you as soon as you get this.”


Shit.


She balled her hands into fists to keep them from shaking
and went back into the living room. Trini looked up through her semi-opaqued
lenses and frowned. “What’s wrong?”


“It’s work. I’m really sorry, but I need to talk to
my boss. Something’s come up.” He was going to fire her. She just knew it.
She took a look at her bank balance and quickly tried to do the math. Well,
she’d be saving money by not eating more than once a week, and maybe she could
get a night vision tweak so she could save on electricity.


Maybe she should quit before Mansour got a chance to fire
her.


Trini stood up and hurriedly smoothed her dress. “Do
you need me to leave for a while? My hotel room should be ready by now. I
really should have waited for you to call back before I got on that
suborbital—”


“No. I just — I’m just going to take it in my
office. Hopefully, it won’t take long.”


Trini slowly sat back down. “All right. But I’ll go
if you need me to.”


“I’m glad you’re here. Really I am.”


Trini shot her a grateful smile that lit up the room.


Celia smiled back despite herself, then headed up the
stairs, her smile fading fast.


 


It took forty minutes, but Celia finally convinced
Mansour that she’d done the best she could with a very shoddy chapter. She
showed him the original draft and the work she’d done on it, along with the
notes she’d sent to Benton for clarification. Finally, Mansour grudgingly
agreed that her work didn’t constitute a “butchery.”


“Damn it, Celia, you have to keep me looped in on
this shit as it happens,” he said. “I can’t help you if you don’t
tell me what’s going on.”


“I’m sorry. You’re right. I just didn’t want to
trouble you with—”


“Celia, it’s only trouble if I don’t know about
it.”


She fell silent.


“All right. I’m going to call Benton back and try to
calm him down. As soon as he gets back to you, do whatever it takes to get this
chapter whipped into shape without pissing him off again.”


He snapped his end shut without giving her a chance to
reply.


Celia took off her glasses, buried her face in her hands,
and went into lockdown. At least she had this. At least she could escape being
human when it got to be too hard. If only she could just stay this way forever.


A knock on the door startled her, and her mind screamed
at her body to jump, but it stayed rock-still. No, she wasn’t supposed to be
doing this. Not this weekend. Had it already become so automatic for her?


She’d have to be more careful, at least until Trini left
her again.


She released herself from lockdown, put her glasses back
on, and opened the door.


Trini grimaced. “I’m sorry. I was kind of
half-listening to see when it got quiet again.”


“No, that’s fine. I’m done,” Celia said.
“But I may need to deal with an author soon.”


“I’m really sorry about showing up
unannounced.”


“That’s all right. I need the distraction.”


“You’re not just saying that?”


“I’m not.” And she meant it. Because what she
was doing to herself was terrifying, and she needed a break, if only for a
weekend, before falling back in.


“Great,” Trini said. “Why don’t you put on
something that isn’t wrinkled and I’ll take you out for drinks.”


“But it’s only—” Celia checked her clock.
“Oh, it’s twelve after one already. A little early, but—”


“But I think you could use some margaritas. They’re
still your favorite drink, right?”


She’d have to explain to Trini that alcohol didn’t work
on her anymore. But not yet. She smiled back. “That, at the very least,
hasn’t changed.”


“Excellent.” Trini looked past her into the
office and frowned. “What happened to that plant?”


She followed her friend’s gaze to the poor little African
violet. Its leaves had taken on a dull grey cast, and there was no sign of new
buds. “Rivka left it in my hapless clutches.”


Trini slid past Celia, picked up the pot, and dumped it
in the trash. She brushed her hands together with a grin. “Problem
solved.”


Celia opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again.
Best not to keep torturing the poor little thing. It was as dead as her
marriage.


She turned back to Trini and faked a grin. “This
calls for a drink.”







[bookmark: Chap11]Chapter 11


 


Trini leaned over the bar and yelled, “Another pair
of margaritas!” With a huge smile, she plunked back down on her barstool
and grinned the grin of a happily buzzed woman. Behind her head, a holoscreen
showed a local news feed. There was apparently some sort of scandal involving
the winter home of the Boston Public Garden’s swans. Again. 


“This is fun,” Trini said.


Celia smiled back and slurped down the dregs of her
second apple cider margarita. “Are you sure you need a third drink?”


“Why the hell not? We walked, didn’t we?” Trini
blinked, then leaned in close, her pale blue eyes slightly unfocused, and
peered at Celia’s face with exaggerated scrutiny. “You’re stone cold
sober, aren’t you?”


Celia shrugged and pushed the basket of tortilla chips
closer to Trini in the hope that she’d eat some and let them sop up some of the
alcohol in her stomach. “Sorry.”


Trini waved a hand. “Bah. No big deal. We just need
to set a drinking date for when you’re put back.”


The bartender set two more drinks in front of them.
“You hold your liquor better than most sailors I know,” he said to
Celia with a wink.


“I have a hollow leg,” she replied, and made a
mental note to nurse this drink slowly so as not to arouse suspicion. She
wasn’t sure she could convincingly feign drunkenness. It was a shame, really.
It was actually rather pleasant to drink alcohol as purely a taste experience.


“So, how many friends did Rivka leave you?”
Trini asked.


If she hadn’t been sober already, that statement would
have done it for her. But she should have expected it. Alcohol had always made
Trini lose all tact without doing a thing to slow down her mouth. She stared
down at her wedding ring and twisted it up to her first knuckle joint before
jamming it back down and covering it with her right hand. “None.”


“That’s it. I’m putting in for a transfer to the
Boston office.” Trini’s glasses semi-opaqued, and she started typing.


Celia called up her control panel and stared at it, not
sure if the gnawing feeling in her gut was longing or fear. “I have new
friends.”


“How new?”


“New.”


“You need someone here who really knows you, Ceil.
And that’s me.”


“They know—”


“No openings right now. I’ll stick myself in the
queue and — shit!” She sighed and shut down her lenses. “The glasses
can tell I’m sloshed. I’ve gotta wait until I sober up to apply.” And
then, confoundedly, she took a large sip from her drink.


If Trini moved back here, Celia could go back to being
normal. But would Trini be enough? Could a best friend replace a lover? Hell,
would Trini stay her best friend if Celia told her what she’d done to herself?


1101’s face floated across her vision, its pain perfectly
shuttered from the world, voluntarily living life behind the ultimate mask, and
Celia gasped with a sudden longing.


Trini’s bleary eyes managed to focus like a laser on
Celia’s face. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. I’m just…” She sighed. “It’s
complicated.”


“You still miss that bitch, don’t you?”


Celia reeled from a momentary bit of cognitive dissonance
before saying, “Don’t call her that.”


“You’re better off without her if she only loves you
for your body.” Trini shoved her drink to the side and propped her elbow
on the bar, seemingly oblivious to the puddle of condensation currently soaking
into her sleeve. “You know what, though? You look like you’re getting over
her.”


“I do?”


“Yeah. You don’t have that whole despondent air anymore.”
She waved a finger in an outline around Celia, as if sketching where that air
had once been. “You know, I have half a mind to tell her exactly where she
should shove—”


“No, no. That’s the tequila talking. You’ll feel
differently when you sober up.”


“Pfft. I hope not.”


“You used to like her.”


“That was because she was good for you. I don’t
think I would have ever been friends with her if it weren’t for you. I mean,
seriously, how often did she and I talk without you around?”


Celia shot Trini a little grin. “I wouldn’t know. I
wasn’t around.”


Trini playfully cuffed her on the arm. “Ha ha.
Seriously, pretty much never. You know, it always bugged me how much she
controlled your social life.”


“I thought you just said she was good for me.”


“How did you end up with no friends?”


“They were all her friends.”


“See what I mean?”


“I wouldn’t have had a social life without
her.”


“Bullshit. You had one in college.”


“College is different. You’re trapped with all those
people. Your social life just sort of happens.”


“Fine, but what kept you from trying to make your
own friends once the two of you hooked up?”


Celia sighed and munched absently on a tortilla chip.
“Rivka was just so good at it. I hate chit-chat, I hate the whole awkward
getting to know you phase, I hate organizing gatherings… I hate all of that
stuff. So I let her do it.”


“So what about those new friends you mentioned?
Finally decided to put in some effort of your own?”


Celia nodded and downed another chip. Normal people ate,
even when they didn’t strictly need to.


“How did you find them?”


“Oh, um, online.”


Trini’s face lit up. “In that virturoom,
right?”


Well, that was convenient. “Yes, exactly.”


“Oh, Ceil, that’s great! You should have friends who
know exactly what you’re going through. Hey, can I meet them?”


And off went her heart on its own private steeplechase.
There was no way she’d want Trini to meet those people. Even with everything
the two of them had in common, it wouldn’t be enough to bridge that gulf.
“Um… well, no. We’re all pretty secretive, because of the real-life
danger issues.”


“Right, right. That makes sense.” Trini pulled
her drink closer, then noticed her dripping sleeve. She groaned and squeezed it
out. “Well, I’m glad you have people to keep you company until I get back.
Who knows? Maybe you’ll even manage to find romance.” She winked.


Memories of Tania and Betty’s video flashed across
Celia’s vision, and she blushed and turned back to her utterly useless drink.


“Looks like I hit a nerve. So—”


At the other end of the bar, a dark-haired man gestured
to the holoscreen and said, “Oh, hey, there’s a story on those
sickos.”


His bald companion snickered. “That’s one word for
them.”


Celia turned to the screen and had her glasses tune into
the audio to see what they were getting on about.


” — in Worcester, where a group of protesters from
Georgia have descended on UMass Medical Center to hold a massive pray-in in
front of the bioandroid replacement program offices.” The picture showed a
crowd of about a hundred people holding hands and singing while others marched
with signs reading “Souls Can’t Be Copied” and “On the seventh
day, God did not create ENIAC.” Her glasses popped up an
encyclopedia entry on ENIAC, but she flicked it away.


“Shit,” Trini hissed. “They’re bussing
them in now. Despicable.”


Celia wished she could still feel warmth from alcohol.
Then maybe she wouldn’t have such a deep-body chill. “I guess our local
protesters aren’t vocal enough for them,” she mumbled.


“Or violent enough,” Trini added.


The announcer continued, “The group, which calls
itself God’s Perfect Plan, will be moving their protest to Cambridge’s Mount
Auburn Hospital on Monday.”


“Hey, isn’t that where you—”


“Shh, not so loud,” Celia whispered.


Trini looked appropriately sheepish. “Sorry.
Tequila.”


“We spoke to one of the protesters this morning, and
this is what he had to say.”


A long-haired man in preacher’s robes appeared on the
screen, and the caption identified him as Reverend Jed Boseman. “Only God
can create life. By making these copies, even for humane reasons, science is
usurping the power of God, allowing soulless automata take over the lives of
God’s creations. Who knows what kinds of actions these copies will take that
the originals would never have dreamed of doing?”


“Asshole,” Trini murmured.


A small part of Celia wondered if the reverend might be
right. Biological Celia would have never dared do these things to her body.


“But these people volunteered for the
procedure,” the off-camera reporter said.


“I don’t think they fully understood the ramifications
of what they were consenting to,” Reverend Boseman said. “Sick people
with short life expectancies make desperate decisions. But what truly worries
me is not this program, per se, but what it will lead to. Oh yes, the
government says they’ll only allow these copied bodies to be created for the
terminally ill, but who’s to say that in ten or twenty years, after people get
used to medical copies, there won’t be a demand for vanity copies?”


“This is already happening overseas,” the
reporter noted.


“I don’t mean vanity bodies, I mean vanity copies.
Why have only one of yourself when you can have three, or seven, or one
hundred? This is not how God intended for things to be. We must get back to the
natural order, as was His plan.”


“Pious son of a bitch,” Trini snarled.


Celia pushed Trini’s drink closer to her to try to keep
her quiet.


The anchor came back on., “We spoke to Dr. Richard
Huntington at UMass Worcester for his reaction.”


“The legal safeguards are airtight. There will be no
vanity copies made.”


“What about overseas?” the reporter asked.
“What’s to stop Chelsea Slaughter from coming back with an army of copies
of herself?”


Dr. Huntington laughed. “I doubt her ego could stand
the competition.”


At the other end of the bar, the dark-haired man said,
“It’s about time someone did something about them around here.”


“I don’t know,” his bald companion said.
“I hate it when southerners come up here to try to stuff their morals down
our throats. It almost makes me want to start supporting those fucking
robots.”


“You have got to be kidding me.”


The bald man held up his hands. “Hey, I did say
‘almost’, didn’t I?”


“Wanna go to Worcester?”


“Nah. Cambridge is closer. Let’s show those good ol’
boys a thing or two about how to really protest something.”


“Hey!” Trini barked.


Celia pulled at her arm. “Don’t do this,” she
whispered. “Let’s just go.”


“What’s your problem?” the dark-haired man
asked.


Trini’s eyes blazed, and she planted her feet solidly on
the ground. “I happen to have a good friend in one of those bodies.”


“No offense, lady, but your friend is one sick
fuck.”


Celia looked toward the door. “Trini, it’s not worth
it.”


“So what was my friend supposed to do?” Trini
snapped. “Just lie in stasis and let life pass her by?”


“Yeah, that’s exactly what she was supposed to do.
It’s not right to get copied like that. It’s disgusting, that’s what it
is.”


“And who told you to say that? Some preacher? Some
politician?”


“Hey, no one tells me how to think.”


“Right, because that would involve you actually
thinking.”


“My friend’s drunk,” Celia said. “Don’t
mind her. We’re leaving now.” She called up their tab on her lenses, paid
it, then grabbed Trini’s coat off of the coat rack and shoved it at her.


Trini turned to Celia and said, “You’re not going to
let them talk about you—” Her eyes went wide, and she fumbled to cover.
“—your friend like that, are you?”


She saw one of the men press his finger in the air. Shit,
he’d just taken her picture.


“She’s drunk,” Celia said again, and flashed
them what she hoped came across as an apologetic smile.


The bartender’s expression grew dark. He turned to Celia
and said, “You and your friend should leave now.”


By the time they hit the sidewalk, Celia saw that her
picture on the Mount Auburn protest site now had a string of four stars after
it, indicating a high suspicion that she was a bioandroid. It was accompanied
by a picture of her from the bar, along with a location and timestamp for the
new picture.


Shit.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Trini muttered. “I
drank too much. I’m so sorry. I should never have opened my mouth.”


“Let’s just get you home,” Celia said.
“Let’s just get you some water and a lie-down.”


Machine friends couldn’t get drunk and rat you out.
Machine friends knew better. Celia was starting to understand the Mechanic’s
point.


 


Trini muttered drunken apologies the entire walk home,
then called a cab to take her to the hotel to check in. “I’ll sober up
before I come back,” she said. “I promise.”


Celia faked a smile and patted her on the arm, then
helped her into the cab.


Then she slid down the front door and tucked her knees in
tight against her body.


She’d been outed.


Oh god, she’d been outed.


Her name wasn’t on the photo yet, which was a small
miracle, but it was only a matter of time. Someone would look at those four
stars and send searchbots out to public photo banks to try to find a photo
match with her name on it.


What had the Mechanic said? That he’d be keeping an eye
on the site? Could he actually help her?


She placed a quick note in the Mechanic’s box, alerting
him to the problem and asking him to please come over that night if he could.
She needed to get more tweaks now, before he decided she was too great a risk
to the group and cut her off.


Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. This could still all
blow over, right?


And what if Trini did manage to get that transfer
to Boston?


Celia pulled up her control panel.


If Trini came to Boston, and the Mechanic managed to keep
Celia from being fully outed, Celia would have to keep her two social lives
separate, acting normal for one, changed for another.


Maybe Trini wouldn’t get the transfer. Besides, she loved
fieldwork. After two weeks behind a desk, she’d be begging to hop on the next
suborbital to some exotic location with a handbag full of cotton swabs and
release forms.


And then Celia could keep changing without interference.


Maybe this meant that she didn’t want normal after all.


There was one way to find out.


She went upstairs, lay down on the bed, and pulled up
Betty’s video.


Oh god.


Heat surged to her groin as she watched Betty lying immobile,
back arched at an awkward angle over a pillow, arms thrown to her sides. Her
eyes were wide, her mouth gaping. Tanja robotically pushed Betty’s head to the
side, then picked her up, a limp ragdoll, and deposited her on her stomach, one
arm pinned beneath her. Still, Betty gaped, her face a perfect mask of
surprise, her body occasionally twitching as Tanja stroked it, pinched it, bit
it.


Celia opened her mouth wide, flung out her arms, and put
herself in hard lockdown.


And then she was helpless as the recording continued, her
arousal frozen in place, as Tanja licked and groped Betty’s still body. Tanja
posed her like a doll, rubbed on her choppily for her own pleasure, probed her
every orifice. And every so often, when the stimulation looked unbearable,
Betty would twitch. Spasm, almost.


Celia felt swollen, like a flooded river held back by a
flimsy dam of skin. She stared at the headboard, mouth agape, arms akimbo,
helpless. She needed that to be her. She needed to let go so completely that
the ruin that was her life couldn’t possibly touch her anymore. She needed that
to be her so badly her fake bones ached.


She switched off her lockdown and arched her back as the
orgasm crashed over her.


And then she lay on the bed, twitching, arms curled
tightly around herself, eyes closed to the images that were still playing on
her lenses.


Forget normal.


Her glasses chimed, and she opened her eyes, still
dilated and light-sensitive. An incoming call registered in the upper corner of
the video.


She shut the video off and checked the ID. Benton.


Guilt settled heavily over her. She should have been
working on his book, not masturbating. She rubbed her face to try to bring
herself fully back to her body and pulled up the audio call.


“Celia, I’m glad I caught you.”


“Antoine, hi. What can I do for you?”


“Look, I just wanted to apologize for freaking out
at your boss. It was out of line. I’m just… ” he sighed again, “I’m
under a lot of stress.”


“I heard about your wife. I’m sorry.”


“Thanks.”


“How’s she doing?”


“The doctors say she’s moving up in the queue. They
should start tackling her case before the end of next year.”


“That’s excellent news, but I meant your
biomechanical wife.”


“That’s not my wife.”


“Don’t—” She covered her mouth with her hand
and bit off the rest of her comment.


“Look, this is none of your business, all
right?”


“I know, I’m sorry,” Celia murmured.
“Still, is she happy? The copy, I mean?”


“I don’t know. It’s so hard to tell anything with
her nowadays. I just want the goddamned judge to make his ruling so I can get
this over with. It’s so hard to look at her face and see someone else looking
out and—” His voice choked off. He took a deep breath. “Can we just
talk about the book?”


“Of course.” Celia dialed her pain setting down
to low and pinched her cheek hard between her fingernails.


Fifty minutes later, they had a good working plan for the
next few chapters. The smart thing would be to start working on it immediately.
And that’s what Celia resolved to do.


Right after she watched the video again and imagined 1101
in Tanja’s place.


 


Trini reappeared at around 7:00 to take Celia out to her
favorite local Thai restaurant for dinner. “I’m paying,” she said.
“Seriously, I owe you.”


“It’s all right,” Celia protested. The last
thing she wanted to do was go out. Not into a world where everyone wore cameras
on their faces and could connect her four-star suspicious image to her name.


But in the end, she caved in. It was hard to say no to
Trini.


A waiter showed them to one of the few empty tables in
the restaurant. Celia settled down and called up the menu on her glasses,
waving off the pop-up that helpfully offered to explain Thai cuisine, and
wished she’d suggested they go someplace less crowded, someplace more than
three blocks from the bar they’d been kicked out of earlier that day.
“Trini, you got a little drunk, you said a few things—”


“I said more than you realized.”


Celia placed an order for a small salad, Thai rolls, and
a golden nest, then shut down her lenses and frowned across the table at Trini.
“What do you mean?”


Trini shot a sheepish look at Celia through her own
semi-opaqued lenses. “When I got back to the hotel, I called Rivka. I
chewed her out.”


When would that name stop hurting so much?


The waiter came back with a bottle of Pinot Grigio, and
Celia looked down at her napkin as he went through the bottle-opening ritual
with Trini. When he left, Celia clutched the stem of her glass and twirled it
slowly, watching the play of refracted light on the tablecloth. “Did she
say anything?”


“No. She just sat there and took it. She
looked…” Trini slumped. “Celia, she looked terrible. I think I hurt
her. I mean, I wanted to hurt her, but when I actually did—”


“You were just trying to help. It’s okay.”


“No, it’s not. Celia, I told her she didn’t deserve
you. That she didn’t even deserve to visit your frozen body. That once you woke
up, it would be better for everyone if she weren’t there. And she agreed with
me.”


Celia looked around wildly to see if anyone seemed to be
listening. “Keep your voice down,” she begged.


“Gah, sorry.”


The waiter came back out with two salads. Celia stared
down at hers and poked it with the tines of her fork. In one drunken afternoon,
Trini had done more to destroy both Celia’s safety and what little chance she
still had with Rivka than Celia had been able to over the past couple of weeks.
She stared down at her wedding ring and watched her vision blur as her eyes
lost their focus.


“I’m so sorry,” Trini whispered. “But it’s
true. She doesn’t deserve you. Not anymore. Not after what she did to you.
Celia, I know you still love her, but you need to let go.”


The waiter seated another couple at a table just a few
feet away. “I can’t believe I didn’t take my vote back in time!” the
woman blurted. “How embarrassing.”


“I can’t believe you voted for Tam Galloway,”
her male companion said. “What were you thinking?”


“I don’t know!” The woman clearly had no sense
of volume control. “I thought it would be nice to have a guy president for
a change.”


Celia’s glasses signaled an incoming text message from Trini.
It read, “Ugh.”


Under the table, Celia opened up her own text channel and
replied, “Tell me about it.”


“Subtitles?”


“Sure.”


Celia opened up a subtitle channel on her glasses, then
unclipped the tiny camera from the corner of her frames and set it on the
table, angled up at Trini’s face. Trini did likewise. “That’s
better,” Celia murmured, far too low to hear, but if the subtitles were
working, Trini was reading exactly what she’d just said.


She saw Trini’s lips move, and the words “Universal
suffrage is overrated” scrolled across her lenses. “Did you vote
yet?”


“No. I’ll do that now.”


“Will it let you? You’ve been drinking.”


“Just a few sips, and I can’t get drunk.”


“Right, right.”


Celia typed “Presidential Vote” into her search
box and was brought to the yearly presidential ballot page. She put a check
next to Miranda Clinton’s name. A warning came up: “Please note that any
vote cast within a week of election day cannot be changed. Do you want to
continue?”


She clicked “Yes,” then closed the window.
“There, done.”


“Excellent.”


Celia turned back to her salad, spearing a grape tomato
on her fork and swirling it in the chunky ginger dressing.


“So, Rivka,” Trini said.


Celia let out a long sigh. There was no way she’d even be
able to fake an appetite at this rate. “I don’t want to talk about
her.”


“I know, and that worries me.”


Celia forced the tomato in her mouth. Maybe if she got
Trini to start eating, she’d stop talking.


No such luck. Trini switched to typing, her scroll of
text continuing unabated. “What she did to you was horrible and I don’t
know why you’re not furious with her.”


“I am angry,” Celia typed back. God, she
sounded just like Dr. McElvoy.


“So act it.”


She swallowed and mumbled, “What good will that
do?”


“It’ll help you get it out of your system
faster.”


Celia stuffed a large cucumber slice into her mouth. She
wasn’t interested in getting Rivka out of her system. If she did that, then
she’d be gone entirely.


“Look, I know it’s only been a couple of weeks. Yes,
you should mourn, but you also need to start making plans for moving on. And if
I can help—”


“My new friends are helping.”


“Are they?”


Celia picked slivers of purple cabbage out of her salad
and set them on the side of the plate. “They are.” They were helping
her change into something that wouldn’t have to hurt so badly. She grabbed her
wine glass and upended most of the contents into her mouth, wishing she could
feel the effects. “So, any luck applying for an opening in the Boston
office?”


Trini sucked air in through her teeth. “None. I could
always look for another job in the area — “


“No,” Celia said out loud.


Trini leaned forward, her expression earnest, and typed,
“Why don’t you want me to come back to Boston?”


Celia’s fingers twitched at the air, hovering above the
holo-keypad, as she groped for an answer. She was saved by the waiter, who took
their salad plates and left them a steaming plate of Thai rolls. Trini vented
them all with her fork, then looked at Celia with eyebrows raised.


Celia sighed and looked down at her little white appetizer
plate. “You love your job, Trini. You shouldn’t quit it.”


“Bullshit. Try again.”


“Seriously, I—”


“I know you too well,” Trini typed. “Why
don’t you want me to come back?”


1101’s face floated in her vision. Celia called up her
control panel, the pointer flicking from setting to setting.


Then she looked through it all at Trini.


“Because if you come back, then I won’t be able to
spend as much time as I want to with my new friends.”


“Okay, now that I’ll buy. But now you need to tell
me why your new friends mean so much to you already.”


“Because they understand,” Celia typed.


Trini’s expression shuttered tight. “Ah,” she
said.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


“No,” Trini typed. “No, that makes perfect
sense. You’ve been through something I can’t possibly relate to. I never
thought there’d be something I couldn’t help you with,” she typed. A tiny
grimace squeezed past Trini’s careful control, and was just as quickly
squashed.


“Sorry,” Celia whispered.


Trini looked up, a cheerful grin stiffly plastered across
the lower half of her face. It didn’t go anywhere near her eyes. “Don’t
be. I’m glad you’ve found people who can help you. Do what you need to, Celia.
No regrets.”


“No regrets,” she mouthed, and felt a weight
she didn’t realize she was carrying suddenly lift.


Trini let out a long breath, then picked up a Thai roll.
“Well, shall we eat before these get cold?”


They spent the rest of dinner talking about nothing of
consequence. Trini cabbed back to her hotel after settling the check, begging
exhaustion from the time difference.


When Celia got home, she checked her private box and
found a message from the Mechanic saying that he could come by any time. She
wrote back to say that now would be perfect. 


No regrets.


Less than half an hour later, he pulled into her garage.


“I’ve got Ziggie working on that protest site,”
he said. “She’s flooding it with false four-star hits and photo matches.
No one’s going to give a rat’s ass about yours come morning.”


“That’s not going to look suspicious?”


“Don’t worry, she’s a pro.” He grinned and
pulled a skin wand from his jacket pocket. “This’ll work like a charm as
soon as I get your repair subroutine installed.”


“Thank you.” She took his jacket, then gestured
toward the sofa. When this was over, she’d have to remember to send Ziggie a
thank-you note. Oh, it felt good to have people looking out for her.


The Mechanic sat down so heavily that the click sofa
started to come apart. He murmured an apology and pushed the sections together
so the magnets could catch hold again. Celia pulled her permission card from
her coat pocket and sat next to him with it clutched tightly in her hand.


He finished the installation before she’d even realized
he’d started.


“There you go. Only one way to test it,” he
said, and looked meaningfully toward the kitchen.     


“Right.” Time for a replay of the incident that
started this whole thing. Celia set her permission card on the coffee table,
let out a quick breath, and pushed herself to her feet. She walked into the
kitchen, pulled out a sharp knife, dialed her pain settings to zero, and cut
into the same knuckle.


She peeled back the fake flesh and stared at the gleaming
ceramic bone.


So different, this time. So much cleaner. So much more
perfect. But she was transfixed all the same by this visceral confirmation of her
artificiality.


“Go ahead and seal it up.”


“How do I — ?”


“It’s not something you switch on and off. It’s just
something you know how to do.”


And it was that simple. She picked up the wand and sealed
the skin back together as if she’d been doing it all her life. “Thank
you.”


“You’re welcome. That’s what I’m here for.” He
got that reverent look in his eyes again, and she made a show of putting the
knife back in the cutting block so she wouldn’t have to meet his gaze. When she
turned back, he said, “We can try that stonefaced tweak if you want to,
now.”


Her pulse quickened. Another silly fakery of humanity
that she’d put on her future tweak list for removal. “Oh. Yes, I’d like
that very much.”


Celia placed the skin sealer in the silverware drawer,
then went back to the sofa.


“This could get messy. But it’ll work in the end. I
promise.”


She nodded and gripped her permission card, staring down
at the twice-sliced knuckle that didn’t even show a scar.


This time, she knew when he’d started. This time, it
hurt. Even with her pain turned off, she felt it. Her brain was being torn
apart, ripped into fine ribbons. She pitched forward, curling around her
permission card, free hand clawing at the sofa cushions. It hurt. Oh god, it
hurt.


And then her body stiffened, head crashing hard against
the armrest, legs locked straight as boards. Her entire body quivered, then
flopped like a fish.


“Almost there,” she heard him say, and it
echoed through the mangled remains of her brain, getting louder on each repeat
until she wanted to scream to drown it out.


And then she collapsed to the floor, her body under her
control again, save for the quivering she was helpless to stop.


She felt a hand resting between her shoulder blades, a
voice asking if she was all right. She shoved the permission card deep under
the sofa.


What was she doing to herself?


“That was tougher than I thought it would be,”
he said. “They’ve made some nasty upgrades to the routing protocols on
your model.”


“Go,” she rasped.


“We need to test it—”


“Just go.”


The hand left her back, and the floor creaked as the
Mechanic rose to his feet. “You’ll feel better soon. There’s a gathering
tonight if you want to go. I can come back later and take you.”


She shook her head. She was feeling too raw, too flayed
to face anyone. Not even her people. Especially not her people. This never
would have happened to her if she hadn’t met them.


“Well, call if you change your mind.”


She had the house close the garage door after he pulled
out. Slowly, she levered herself off of the floor and stood staring at the
blank white space, at the little yellow note beneath it.


Trini’s words from dinner echoed through her head.
“Do what you need to, Celia.”


So she turned on her stoneface, turned on her robot
moves, turned off her pain, and sat in the kitchen, cutting pinstripes into her
arms.


Nothing could hurt her. Not anymore. Nothing.
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At 2:00 in the morning, she laid her head down on the
kitchen table and set herself to sleep.


At 9:34, her glasses woke her up. It was Trini.
“Hey. I’m really sorry about how I acted last night.”


“That’s—” Oh shit. She’d left all her tweaks on
before turning on sleep and the stoneface was still altering her voice. She
turned everything off, but didn’t turn pain back on. She wasn’t interested in
feeling the tatters of her arms.


“Wow, you sounded pretty weird there,” Trini
said.


“I just woke up,” Celia said, hoping that would
be enough.


It was. “Look, I’m trying to apologize, here. Ceil,
you have every right to have new friends, and I have no right to be jealous of
the time you want to spend with them. Let me make it up by taking you out to
breakfast.”


Celia stared down at her arms. “I don’t
know…”


“Come on. Everybody needs breakfast.”


She didn’t. Not anymore. “Ten-thirty?” she
asked. It would take a while to fix her arms.


“My flight’s at one. That’ll be cutting it
close.”


“It’ll be fine.”


“Okay. I’ll see you at ten-thirty” The
connection winked off.


Celia grabbed her skinsealer, went up to the bathroom,
stood in front of the mirror, and methodically fixed her arms. She’d been right
— half an hour wasn’t enough time to repair the carefully constructed ruin
she’d left them in. As it was, she barely had time to change into clean
clothes, fix her hair, check to make sure her name wasn’t yet associated with
her picture on the protest site, and put the skinsealer back in the silverware
drawer before Trini arrived.


She held up a large paper sack. “I picked up
breakfast on the way to save time. You still like blueberry pancakes?”


The aroma tickled Celia’s nose, and she found her mouth
watering despite everything. “You didn’t need to.”


“You’re still my best friend, Ceil, even if I can’t
be yours right now.”


Celia opened her mouth to protest, but Trini swept by
her, humming loudly, and put the bag down on the kitchen table. “I told
them I didn’t need silverware,” she said. “Why don’t you unfold the
plates while I get us forks and knives?”


Oh god. The silverware drawer.


“I’ll get them!” Celia blurted, but it was too
late. Trini had the drawer open and was staring into it curiously.


“What’s that?” she asked.


“It’s, um…” Shit, she couldn’t think of a
convincing lie.


Trini pulled the skinsealer out of the drawer and held it
up at eye level. “Is it something Rivka left behind? I’ll just grab a
quick pic and do an image search—”


“Don’t!”


Trini blinked behind her multicolored frames and looked
over at Celia.


She let out a long breath and decided to go with a
half-truth. “I’m not supposed to have it.”


Trini’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me that Celia
Krajewski has finally done something illicit?”


“No, it’s nothing like… look, I’ve been kind of
clumsy lately, and I’ve had a few accidents in the kitchen.”


Trini frowned. “Accidents?”


“Nothing serious. I just get shaky sometimes when I
think about Rivka and nick myself when I’m chopping things. The program gave
that tool to me so I could fix the cuts myself.”


“I thought you said you weren’t supposed to have
this,” Trini said, pointing it at Celia.


“Technically, I’m not.” Which was true.
“The contract says I need to go to a program facility for repairs. But
since it was such a hassle to keep going to Mount Auburn, they decided to bend
the rules for me.”


Trini stared thoughtfully at the skinsealer for a long
moment, then asked, “So why the silverware drawer?”


“It’s near the knives.”


That drew a chuckle from Trini. “Okay. Sorry for
prying.” She put it back in the drawer and pulled out two knives and two
forks. “So, are you going to unfold the plates or what?”


Celia sat down at the kitchen table, suppressing a huge
sigh of relief, and drew two paper containers from the takeout bag. She tore
open the paper tops on each and folded them back, creating two plates, each
covered with a steaming hot meal: blueberry pancakes for her; eggs over-easy,
toast, and soybacon for Trini. As she did that, Trini pulled out two snap cups.
One snapped apart into two full coffee cups, the other into two glasses of
cranberry-blueberry juice.


“So,” Trini said. “When are you going to
put a new painting up in the living room? That big white rectangle is like some
sick shrine to a dead relationship.”


“Maybe I’m not done mourning yet.”


Trini bobbed her head. “No, I suppose not. Still,
it’s not healthy.” She dunked her rye toast into an egg yolk and ate the
soppy result.


“I know.” Celia peeled the sugar paper off of
the top of her coffee cup and dunked it in the hot beverage.


“You know, I may have done you a favor yesterday
when I called Rivka. The way she’s treated you—”


“I know.”


“And you’d still take her back, wouldn’t you?”


Strangely, she wasn’t sure at the moment. Celia stuffed a
large forkful of blueberry pancakes into her mouth to forestall her need to
answer.


“It was a low blow, leaving you when you were
unconscious, Ceil. That’s not how you treat the one you love.”


But this Celia wasn’t the one who Rivka loved. That Celia
was in stasis. This Celia was doing inhuman things to herself. She stuffed more
pancakes into her mouth, still not trusting herself to talk.


“Look, all I ask is that your new friends take care
of you.”


Images from Betty and Tanja’s video rose in her mind’s
eye. Yes, if she wanted them to, they’d take care of her.


“And I’ll stay out of their way.”


Celia stared straight at Trini and gulped down her
mouthful. “You’re… you’re okay with that?”


Trini smiled and squeezed Celia’s hand. “You’re my
best friend. That means I have to do what’s best for you, no matter how much it
hurts.”


“Trini—”


Trini held up a hand, her eyes glittering with tears.
“I shouldn’t have said that.” She wiped her eyes on one of her bell
sleeves. “God, look at me. Only I could take your divorce and make it all
about me.”


“Don’t say that,” Celia said. “I’m being a
rotten friend.”


“I’m being a worse one.” Trini covered her
mouth with her hand, staring wide-eyed into empty space, then sniffed loudly.
“All right, let’s just eat breakfast and ditch the psychodrama.”


So they did.


There were hugs when they were finished, and a few more
tears on both sides. “I’ll call when I get to Guatemala. I’ll understand
if you can’t call back right away.”


“Have a safe trip.”


“And you,” Trini rested her fingers on Celia’s
breastbone, “you have a safe life.”


When the door closed, Celia leaned her forehead against
it. “Goodbye,” she whispered.


It was over. Normal was over.


She switched on her stoneface, climbed the stairs, and
pulled up Benton’s latest notes.


Things must have been going worse with his wife’s case.
He’d gone from sloppy to illogical. But she set herself to work anyway, logging
the changes with Mansour so he’d understand what she was up against. Like he’d
said, she was a machine. She would get him through this deadline. She would get
them both through this deadline.


 


She spent all day in her home office, agonizing over
Benton’s work. It was so convenient, having a body that didn’t need sleep, or
food, or attention. She kept her pain setting dialed to low, left on the
stoneface, and plowed through his new chapters. She had to resist the
temptation to rewrite huge chunks of text herself. How he’d managed to take a
simple revision and turn it into such a disorganized mess was beyond her.


Her glasses chimed at 7:48, a welcome distraction from
the Sisyphean task she was up against. The Mechanic. She activated her
wall-mounted camera and opened up a video connection. “The tweak
works,” she said in her flat, stonefaced voice. “Thank you.”


Through a voice-only connection, he said, “Oh good,
you had me worried there. I thought you’d be too afraid to use it after all
that. So, good news and bad news about that photo site. The good news is that
Ziggie’s campaign worked. All the user comments have been pulled down. It’s
just a collection of pictures again.”


She called up the site and saw that it now read,
“Public commenting has been disabled in light of a recent information
attack on our site.” Well, that was something. “What’s the bad
news?”


“Well, there’s two pieces of bad news. The first is
that there are at least a dozen mirrors of the last snapshot of the site before
they reset it. We’re still trying to figure out what to do about those. Maybe
nothing — none of them are on particularly reputable servers. We’ll watch and
see. The other bad news is worse. Someone in one of the pictures on the site
got bashed.”


Celia covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my god.
Are they all right?”


“Yes, but he wouldn’t have been if he were still in
his human body. His picture had a name on it, and an ex-lover decided to wait
outside his home with a baseball bat. He’s damned lucky it wasn’t a false
outing, because he would have had his brains bashed out otherwise. You want a
link?”


“No.” She shook her head emphatically. She really
didn’t need to read about that right now. Or ever, for that matter.


“They’d just broken up, and the ex-lover freaked out
when she found out she’d been sleeping with one of you.”


So, people were coming after bioandroids with baseball
bats now. In Massachusetts. Was there no place in this country that was safe?


“But that’s actually not why I’ve called. There’s a
small group getting together tonight, and they’ve asked me to ask you
along.”


“Who?”


“Betty, Tanja, and Gyne. Listen, I know they’re
kinky. You don’t have to be like them if you don’t want to. I mean, if you do,
then I’ll tweak you, because it’s your body and your choice. But I really wish
they wouldn’t sell themselves. It just seems… ” She wasn’t sure if she’d
actually heard or just imagined a soft sigh. “Mechanicals shouldn’t be
treated like things.”


Did she want to go? Memories of Betty’s video flashed
across her vision: the groping, the tasting, the twitching. She felt her
underwear moistening just thinking about it, a thrill of fear gripping her
stomach in a tight fist.


No, she couldn’t. She’d be too embarrassed. She wouldn’t
know what to do. She’d do it all wrong. She wasn’t that kind of girl. Betty
didn’t even like her.


Maybe she could just watch.


Why was she even thinking of going?


She could use a distraction.


“If you want to go, I’ll drive you there and
back,” the Mechanic said. “And until you make it through a few more
counseling sessions without spilling the beans, we need to play it safe. I’m
really sorry, but I’m going to need to put the hood on you again.”


That did it. The hood, and lockdown. Celia became
suddenly, painfully aroused, but the stoneface kept the blush from reaching her
cheeks. “Tell them I’ll be there.”


“When will you be free?”


“I just need an hour to wrap up my work.”


“I’ll see you then. Leave the garage door
open.”


The connection closed.


Celia took deep breaths to try to make herself as calm on
the inside as she appeared on the outside. Oh god, she was going to do it. She
was going to have sex with them.


Could she?


She pressed her fingers over her lips and felt the smile
through her fingertips.


Wow.


She forced herself to concentrate on her work long enough
to finish editing the chapter and write up copious notes for both Benton and
Mansour. Then she dropped her tweaks and stood in front of her closet and
stared. She had nothing that could even remotely be considered appropriate for
a gathering with these people. All her clothes were fashionably loose and
flowing. There had to be something in there that she could kludge together.
Something appropriate. Something clingy.


Of course. Her running tights.


She took off all her clothes, pulled on a green pair of
running tights, then dug an old colorful fabric band from the back of her
closet. She looped it around her neck, then crossed it at the hollow of her
throat, ran it down over her breasts, and tied it around her back. She stepped
back and took a look in the full-length mirror. Not bad for a woman her age.
Just a tiny pillow of fat below the bellybutton, but everything else looked
lean and tight. The best part was that as long as she had this replacement
body, she didn’t have to do a thing to maintain it.


Her hair. It should be loose. She pulled off her headband
and let it fluff out around her. She looked wanton. She felt wanton. Oh god,
she was going to do this, even if she didn’t understand why.


She slid into a pair of brown suede boots and pulled on
her long winter coat, putting the permission card in its pocket.


The Mechanic pulled into her garage ten minutes later.
She left her glasses on the coffee table, then stared down at her ring.
Pointedly avoiding gazing at the note or the blank spot on the wall, she pulled
the ring off and set it next to the glasses. Her left hand practically floated
from the lack of weight, like gravity depended on that slim platinum band.


Celia wasn’t ready to live without it full time, but she
certainly didn’t want it with her tonight.


She nearly ran down the stairs to the garage, then
climbed into the back seat of the Mechanic’s car, pulled on the hood, and
gripped her permission card tightly.


He helped lower her down onto the back seat and put her
in hard lockdown.


She lay there, immobile and helpless, her arousal frozen
in place through the long car ride. It was exquisite torture. It was near-perfect
bliss. Machines weren’t supposed to feel pain, but she was glad they could feel
this. Maybe Betty was right. Maybe she was owed this.


The car came to a stop, and she was released from
lockdown. She immediately switched on robot moves and stoneface, and sat up,
not wanting to remove the hood. She was a coiled spring, a tense piano wire.
She wanted to be led up the stairs and ravaged by unknown hands, not worrying
about shame or consequences.


But the Mechanic pulled the hood off, and she saw that
she was in a garage, much like her own, with a staircase leading up to what
looked like yet another townhouse. How mundane. She’d pictured something more
decadent.


“They’re waiting for you,” he said. “Just
come back down when you’re ready to go.”


“You’re going to wait here?” she asked in her
flat monotone.


“I am.”


His slavish devotion to her kind continued to give her
the creeps, but it was convenient sometimes. She got out of the car, climbed
the stairs with mechanical precision, and knocked on the door. This would be
the first time she would show her tweaks to her fellow machines. There was so
much about tonight that was going to be new.


Tanja opened the door, also moving robotically, but her
face and voice were still animated. “Oh good. Come in.” She flung her
arm out in a jerky movement to usher Celia in the door.


Celia walked into a living room with fully opaqued
windows. Soft blankets and pillows covered the floor. Gyne and Betty lounged on
the sofas, completely naked. Gyne’s penis pulsed in and out of his body, and he
had one of his breasts cupped lovingly in his hand.


“So, you do realize that by having sex with us, you
permanently disqualify yourself for the Gloom Patrol,” Betty said.


Celia jerked a nod, not trusting her voice. She
unbuttoned her jacket, tossed it aside, then kicked off her boots.


“Ooh, nice scarf!” Gyne said. “I would
love to tie you down with that.”


“No. I’m not into men.”


He grinned and gestured to his crotch. “Then I’ll
put this away for the night.” His penis retracted completely, leaving only
bare vulva. As she watched, the bones of his face subtly shifted, became more
gracile. In a higher voice, he asked, “Is this better?”


She nodded again.


“You’ll eventually get over the gender thing,”
he said. “I mean, look at me. I’m living proof that sex is artificial and
gender is all an act. You wouldn’t have caught me within thirty meters of bush
back when I was a fleshie. Now?” He shrugged. “Sex is sex. Body parts
are of no consequence.”


Betty held up a wad of black cloth. “Hood, or no
hood?”


Celia stared at the fabric, her mind a whirlwind of fear,
confusion, desire, shame, need.


She needed this. She needed to let go. To feel joy. To
embrace this body and all its potential. To live.


She needed to be someone that Rivka wouldn’t recognize.


“Hood,” she whispered.


Betty smiled and stood up, her body taut and slinky as
she crossed the room. “It just covers your eyes and ears. It leaves your
mouth free so we can play with it.”


From the sofa, Gyne held up three fingers and said,
“No penis. Scout’s honor.”


“As soon as you put this on, go into soft
lockdown,” Betty explained. “And then we’ll do what we want with you.
If it gets to be too much, just come out of lockdown. But if you stay in, we’ll
keep going.”


“There’s no shame in coming out quickly,” Tanja
said.


Celia looked at the robotic Tanja, her skin gleaming
silver, then Gyne, reclining decadently on the sofa, then turned to Betty, who
was standing so close that Celia could see the threads of sapphire, aquamarine,
and gold in what little of her irises were still visible around her huge
pupils.


This was what machines did.


Celia nodded, slipped the mask over her head, and
switched on soft lockdown.


It was out of her hands now.


Hands adjusted the hood, snapping it into place under her
chin. She wobbled, off balance, and quickly shut off her pain, just in case.
Three sets of hands helped her stay upright. She felt stroking, licking,
fingers delicately probing. And she stood there, helpless against them. No, not
helpless. She could make it stop. But that was all the power she had.


She wished she didn’t even have that.


She was posed like a doll, arms akimbo, her top removed
and the scarf trailed over her body. She was picked up, bent forward at the
waist, torso resting lightly on a chair, as her leggings were peeled down and
then jerky hands ran up her thighs.


As they brushed her pubic hair, she felt an explosion
rock through her body, her mind tossed like a loose object in an earthquake.
She wanted to gasp and collapse into it, to surrender herself to the totality
of orgasm. But that would have meant coming out of lockdown.


She could take more.


She was lowered to the floor, her mouth pried open into
an astonished “O,” and fingers probed her every opening, snaking down
her throat, up her vagina, even her anus. 


No, not her anus. She hated that. She felt herself trying
to flinch away from the invasion, her control panel flicking on with her escape
button hovering right before her eyes—


No.


She wouldn’t come out of lockdown. This was true
surrender. She didn’t have to like everything they did to her. It would be
better that way. What they did to her body was out of her control.


And it stayed that way for what felt like hours.


She was stroked, licked, finger fucked. Someone sat on
her face and rubbed themselves against her until she felt them press hard
against her and shudder. She would have smothered if she still needed air. Her
body lay flopped in whatever awkward position they’d put her in last. She was
posed, bent, splayed, arched, and all the while invaded, stretched, tasted,
groped, possessed. Someone kissed her hard, and she was helpless to respond
beyond the tremors that rocked her body whenever it got to be too much.


She didn’t think she could take any more. So she did.


Her body had a seemingly endless capacity for pleasure,
even as each shockwave seemed to fray her nerves down to the atom. She felt
like she was being torn apart and rebuilt with each orgasm, her mind dissolving
into a fine mist of pure sensory overload. And they did it again, and again,
and again.


When her body wouldn’t stop spasming, when the tremors
became constant and jarring and oh-so-overwhelming, hands smoothed all over
her, calming her, stroking her with a gentleness that set all her nerves
aflame. Fingers fumbled with the snaps, and the hood was pulled off of her
head. Light. A voice. “Come back, Celia. Come back.”


She pulled herself out of lockdown, curled into a tight
ball, and sobbed.


Bodies pressed in around her, firm, soothing, crooning
words of comfort.


“It’s all right.”


“We’re here.”


“We understand.”


She slowly came back to herself, slowly wove the threads
of her mind back together into a coherent pattern. “Thank you,” she
whispered.


A hand stroked her hair. Tanja crooned, “You needed
that, didn’t you?”


She nodded.


“It’s never going to be like that again, no matter
how much you want it to.”


“You can stay tonight if you need to,” Betty
said. “We’ve got the room.”


“No,” she whispered. “I think I need to go
home.”


“Do you want me to take you, or are you okay with
the Mechanic?”


Oh god, she couldn’t face him right now. She could barely
face the three people who’d just had sex with her. Shame started crowding in on
her, thick and black in her peripheral vision. She’d never done anything like
this before, never even dreamed of it. But she’d needed it so badly. What did
that say about her? What had she become? “Not him.”


“I’ll drive you back,” Betty said.


“Thank you.”


They helped Celia back into her clothes, wrapping her
coat around her like swaddling. Betty put on red cat’s eye frames and guided
Celia down the stairs to the garage and into her little olive green car. Betty
then tapped on the Mechanic’s window to wake him as he snoozed on his steering
pad, and he blinked up at her, eyes bleary.


“I’m taking her home,” Betty said.


“Okay, let me get the hood—”


“No. No hood. Not now.”


“But—”


“No argument.”


He nodded meekly and drove away.


Betty climbed into the driver’s seat and started up the
ignition. “Where do you live?”


“Waltham. Off of Moody Street.”


“I’d appreciate it if you close your eyes.”


Celia nodded and buried her face in her hands and felt
the car back out of the garage.


She sat there, silently, listening to the soft patter of
rain on the car roof and trying not to think about what she’d just put herself
through. It had taken three people to replace Rivka, and they’d only been able
to do so for an evening. How was she supposed to make a life out of that? How
was she supposed to look herself in the mirror in the morning? What did this
all mean? Would she be able to stand doing this again? Could she? Did she need
to? Was this healthy? Did she even care?


“Okay, you can open your eyes.”


Celia dropped her hands to her lap. They were driving
across the Moody Street bridge. “That was fast.”


“The Mechanic probably took you the long way so you
wouldn’t guess how close I lived.”


“Oh.”


They pulled into Celia’s garage. “I’m not coming
in,” Betty said. “I’m not interested in coffee and
conversation.”


“That’s okay.” She didn’t want her there.
Didn’t want anyone there. Betty backed out of the garage, and Celia used her
thumbprint to open the back door. She made her way to the bedroom and fell on
top of the covers.


If she’d still been flesh, she’d be spending a long night
staring at the ceiling.


But she could spare herself that.


She hit the sleep button on her control panel and fell
into oblivion.
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Celia woke up at exactly 7:30, just as she’d programmed
herself to.


She took a long, hot shower, longing for the days when
she knew she was sloughing off dead skin cells with the rough stroke of her facecloth.
It used to make her feel cleansed, renewed. But now, she would be the same
after the shower as before. The only difference would be that she would be
cleaner.


Tight curls still damp against her face, she padded into
her office in her bathrobe, sat down at her desk, and dropped her head into her
hands. Her life had changed so much since she’d last spoken to Dr. McElvoy, and
today’s appointment was just minutes away. What could she possibly tell him?
How was she supposed to hide all she’d done in these past four days? What she’d
gone through, what she’d done to herself — it wasn’t human. He’d see right
through that.


Damn. Her glasses were still downstairs. She was going to
be late for the call.


She ran down, grabbed them, and stared down at the ring sitting
beside them. 


How hadn’t she missed that this morning?


She stared down at her bare finger. It felt empty, light,
like it was missing a chunk of flesh. But it hadn’t until she’d let herself
think about it.


She closed her eyes and let out a sigh.


It was stupid to still need the ring, but she did.
Without it, without the mantle of Rivka’s betrayal, her recent choices felt
self-destructive, not medicinal. She slid the ring back on her finger and
headed back up to the office. Turning on her lenses, she saw a text message
from her boss. “Come in to the office as soon as you get a chance.”


It was too much to hope that he wanted to see her for
anything good.


No time to dwell on that. Dr. McElvoy would be calling
any second now. And she had to dissemble, fast.


There he was. She opened the connection and steeled
herself. “So Celia, how was your weekend?”


Half-truths were her friend. “I spent time with
friends.”


“Old friends or new friends?”


“Both.”


“In-person time?”


“Yes.”


“Excellent. So, do you mind telling me what you did
with new friends?”


Damn, damn, damn, why did she keep forgetting to ask the
Mechanic to switch her blushing off?


“Ah,” Dr. McElvoy said. “Are you sure
you’re not diving back into the dating scene too soon?”


“No, but… ” She buried her face in her hands.
“But it’s done. I did it. I can’t undo it.” At least this was
something that she didn’t need to fake.


“Don’t beat yourself up. Big steps forward usually
involve little steps back. So, how did your new friends get along with your old
friends?”


“I didn’t introduce them,” she said, then
immediately wondered if she should have lied.


“Why not?”


“I didn’t think Trini would fit in with my new
friends,” she said, which was true. “And, you know how it is when
you’re with an old friend. You have so much joint history that an outsider
would never be able to follow your conversations.”


“Maybe so, and I’m not saying that you shouldn’t
spend time alone with old friends. But you should still try to integrate your
social lives as much as possible. You could really use a strong support
network.”


“Trini’s traveling again. She’s gone so often that
it’s probably not worth the effort.”


“I can understand why you’d think that, but I still
think it’s something you should consider. However, I’d call this progress. And
even if you someday look back on some of what you did this weekend as a
mistake, at least you’re out there making human connections.”


“Well not really—” She stopped herself before
she could finish correcting him. Damn.


He narrowed his eyes. “You’re still human, you know.
If you start thinking of yourself as something other than that, then we have a
problem. What counts is what’s up here.” He tapped two fingers against his
right temple.


And that was exactly what wanted to change. “I know.
I just need to — you’re right, you’re right.”


“I’m serious. Don’t brush it off like that.”


“I know. It’s just…” She worried at her robe
with nervous fingers.


“Be honest with me, Celia. I’m not going to run off
to a judge just because you’re having some cognitive difficulties. I’m here to
help.”


She looked down at her fingers and said, “It’s just
that technically, you’re wrong. Technically, I’m not human.”


“Legally, you are.”


“Only until my body is cured.”


There was silence on the other end of the line, and she
risked a quick peek back up at him, worried by what she might find.


What she found startled her. Dr. McElvoy was staring down
at his desk, his expression drawn. After a long moment, he looked back up at
her, and in a quiet voice, said, “I can’t argue that. I mean, yes, you are
physically a machine. It would help if you could think of yourself as being
just the same as you used to be, but you’re not, and no amount of therapy will
change that.” He rubbed his eyes under his frames. “I’m sorry. You’re
just the only patient I’ve treated who’s admitted to feeling this way, with the
exception of…” 


“Garytron,” she murmured.


Oh, damn.


Dr. McElvoy leaned closer to the camera. “How do you
know what he calls himself?”


Damn, damn, damn. She needed to think fast. Something
plausible, something… anything! “Uh, my friend picked it up in
Madagascar. Their nets are completely unregulated.” He had to know she was
lying. If he checked up on her story before the Mechanic got a chance to plant
it, she was doomed. Damn it! Why couldn’t she have kept her mouth shut?


He let loose a long sigh and pinched the bridge of his
nose, jogging his glasses loose. “The Board is going to have my head for
this.”


Oh, thank god. “If it’s any help, my friend didn’t
get his real name.”


“I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before that’s
out there, too. Gary’s… I can’t talk about it. We’re at a real crossroads.
That’s all I can say.”


What she was about to ask was probably going to irritate
him, but he seemed to be more loose-lipped when he was angry. “Does this have
anything to do with the audit?”


He scowled. “We’ve only received the preliminary
report, but yes, it does.”


She sent her searchbots out to look for the most recent
information on the program and got a near-instant hit from a medical watchdog
site. “Mount Auburn Set to Lose Bioandroid Center License.” “I’m
sorry,” she said. “Was… was it my fault?”


“No. Every program has one or two cases like
yours.”


“But not like Gary’s.”


His face reddened. “No.”


She peeked at opening paragraph of the article. It looked
like Mount Auburn was going to be placed on probation and not be allowed to
perform any new procedures until certain “patient irregularities”
were cleared up. Nor were they going to be allowed to continue helping the
former Hartford patients, which would result in a drastic increase in cases for
Worcester. “Patient irregularities” — well, that was a quaint way of
describing Garytron. “So, what’s going to happen now?”


“The board hasn’t decided yet. Don’t worry. Worst
case scenario is that your case will be transferred to Worcester. I don’t know
how they’re going to handle that kind of caseload.”


“By my ‘case,’ do you mean my body?”


“No, we’d keep your body here. They don’t have any
complaints with our cryogenics facilities.” He tugged on his beard again,
let out a little “huh,” then looked up at her with a quizzical
expression. “I’m about to ask you something that you can’t repeat to
anyone else.”


“Uh… “


“Are you willing to do something a little
unorthodox?”


That was the last thing she’d expected to come out of
that man’s mouth. She stared, not sure what to say.


“Don’t worry,” he said. “You won’t get in
trouble. I’ll take all the heat if it fails. If I don’t do something to turn
Gary’s case around fast, then I’m… then the program’s in trouble.”


“You want me to talk to him?” she asked. The
irony nearly made her reel.


“We’ll call it a group session on the
paperwork,” he said. “That shouldn’t raise any red flags. Maybe I’ve
been going about this all wrong. Maybe I should introduce him to someone who’s
also had doubts to show him that it’s perfectly understandable. What do you
say? Would you be willing to give it a try?”


He had no idea what he was offering her. “Of
course.”


“I’ll propose it to him today and let you know what
he says. Let’s talk again on Thursday, same time. All right?”


“Sure.”


The connection closed.


She was going to meet Garytron, and Dr. McElvoy had been
the one to propose it. When ambition and desperation coupled, they made strange
babies.


And speaking of desperation…


She went into her mail and pulled up her boss’s summons
again.


It came with authorization to park in the company garage.


This wasn’t good.


She declined the parking, not trusting herself to be calm
enough to drive safely, and put in a request to the MBTA hub. There’d be a bus
in twenty minutes. Just enough time for her to make herself presentable.


Not good.


 


She ignored the Mechanic’s unrelenting summons until she
was safely on the bus. “What?” she typed, hands tucked inside her
jacket pockets.


“Garytron. You need to get in to see Garytron.”


“If they let me, I will.”


“Be persistent.”


“If I seem too eager, he’ll get suspicious.”


“Celia, we have to get in there. I’ll rig you with a
hidden camera so you can record it and everything.”


“What if he doesn’t want to be recorded?”


“Celia!”


She reared back against her seat, startled. He’d never
yelled at her before.


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “This is just so
important. Look, I’ll call you later.”


“Sure. Fine.”


She ended the call.


She should have kept him talking, if only to distract her
from fretting over this office summons. She had no clue what Mansour wanted
from her. She’d tried calling in, but he hadn’t answered, just shunted her
straight to his mail box.


The trip seemed to take forever, like time was stretching
out before her like taffy. She wished she could just set herself to sleep and
have the timer wake her when she got to her stop, but she couldn’t risk it. Not
on a public bus. Not where people might notice that her behavior wasn’t quite
human.


Living in between worlds was getting increasingly
difficult. She didn’t know how the others did it.


The bus let her off in Copley Square, and she stared up
at her office tower, all fifty-four floors of it, as it loomed over the Boston
Public Library. The security program in the door recognized her, picking up her
artificial DNA code through her glasses, and let her into the lobby without
complaint.


Where she was immediately ambushed by Shandra.


“I heard you were coming in today,” she said.
“Do you have a second?”


“Not really,” Celia said, weaving around the
tall woman and getting on a waiting elevator.


Shandra stepped on with her. The doors closed, trapping
the two of them alone in the car. Shandra pressed the button for the
forty-second floor. “I’m going to the Philippines,” she said.
“I’m doing it.”


Celia gaped up at her. How could she possibly..?


“I know. You think I’m crazy. And I can’t understand
how you can stand there in that perfect body and not want to keep it
forever.”


Celia twisted her wedding band and blinked back sudden
stinging tears. “My wife left me because of this body.”


“She’s a fool. Besides, if you could just keep that
body, you’d have centuries to find the perfect soulmate.”


Someone like 1101?


She barely even knew 1101. This was just a silly
schoolgirl crush. She was too old for those.


“Look, I understand how you feel, and I respect
it,” Shandra said, “but do you think you could possibly see my side
of things? I could use the support.”


“I… I don’t know.”


“I’d really love it if you came with me to the
Philippines.”


Celia stared up at her again, then turned and watched the
floors tick by. Thirty-six. Thirty-seven. Any second now…


“I’ll pay for all your expenses. Celia, please. I
could really use a little camaraderie from someone who understands.”


Forty-two.


“I’m sorry,” Celia mumbled, “but I don’t
understand.” 


She darted off of the elevator, and was immediately hit
by an incoming call from Mansour. “I need to see you, now.”


“I’ll be there in a second,” she said


But he’d cut the connection before she’d even begun her
reply.


Shandra touched her lightly on the shoulder, and Celia
shrugged out from underneath it. “I have to go.”


“Okay, but if you change your mind…”


Celia didn’t bother answering.


She stared through the glass security doors from the
elevator bay, sighed, and headed into the hubbub of MacArthur and Myers. She
made the short walk to Mansour’s office and stood silently in his doorway.


He looked up at her, heavy brows drawn together in a
sharp V. “Close the door.”


She did, and sat gingerly on the edge of a chair.


His face was set in stone, lines chiseled deep. No, this
wasn’t good.


“I got another call from Benton,” he said.
“He wants you off the job.”


“But—”


He jabbed a finger across the desk at her. “You’re
off the job, Celia.”


“I’ve been doing good work,” Celia blurted. “You’ve
seen it yourself. I’ve copied you on everything. You know I’m right.”


“Doesn’t matter. He doesn’t want to work with you
anymore. You’re a liability to the project. We have to replace you.”


Celia’s jaw dropped and she sat there, staring at her
boss, unable to collect her thoughts into coherent threads. Liability? How
could she be a liability? After all the work she’d done to polish that terrible
manuscript, how could she be anything other than a valuable asset? Finally, she
managed to croak, “What did he say?”


Mansour leaned back in his chair, arms folded tightly
across his chest. “He said he didn’t want to work with a goddamned
robot.”


“I never told him—”


“I did.”


She felt like all the air had left her lungs, like she’d
been squeezed dry, emptied, scooped hollow. “How could you?” she
whispered.


“Look, he was really unhappy with your work, asked
me if there was anything going on with you, so I told him.”


“But my work was perfect.”


“He’s the author, Celia. We need him to keep
writing. The man’s stuck with a damaged copy of his wife and he doesn’t want to
deal with any more androids. He wants to work with humans. So we’re getting him
a human to work with. And that means someone who isn’t you.”


Celia pressed her fingertips over her mouth and stared at
Mansour’s desk. She’d put in so much work, done so much to make this book
actually saleable, and she’d been dropped, just like that. Just for being
mechanical. Just because her boss couldn’t keep his mouth shut.


“I want you to take the week off,” he said.
“Think about what your future role with this company should be.”


She snapped her gaze up and stared at him in disbelief.
“Are you going to fire me?”


“You were a liability to this project. Who knows if
we’ll be able to put you on another one?”


“You can’t do that. It’s illegal to fire me just
because I’m in a replacement body.”


“I can fire you for screwing up a project.”


She opened her mouth to protest that it was he who’d
screwed it up, but closed it again and stared at the floor. Maybe she’d talk to
human resources in a day or two. Maybe she’d just leave.


“Look, I know you did good work,” Mansour said,
his voice sounding reluctantly softer. “Maybe we’ll keep you on as a
contract worker, have you do edits behind the scenes, but credit them to
someone on staff. How long ‘til you’re back in your own body?”


“I don’t know. Probably years.”


He clucked his tongue. “Crap. Well, we’ll see what
we can do. But I don’t think I can keep you on the front lines anymore.”


Sure he could have, if he’d only been able to keep his mouth
shut.


“Take the week off. I’ll talk to you on
Monday.”


She stood, knees shaky, and wished she could turn on her
robot moves to make them metal-solid. Outside, a small crowd had gathered to
stare. Shandra elbowed her way through them. “Did he just do what I think
he did?”


“I… I don’t…”


Shandra glared in at Mansour. “You just wait until
the EEOC hears about this.”


Celia grabbed Shandra and dragged her out of Mansour’s
doorframe. “Shandra, don’t,” she whispered.


Shandra shot a glare at the gathered crowd. “Learn
some goddamned manners!” The crowd sheepishly dispersed.


All but Emmaline. “Hey, are you all right?” she
asked.


“I need to go.”


“Wait,” Shandra said. “You’re really going
to let him walk all over you like that? What he just did was illegal. You can’t
let him get away with that.”


“Please, just let me go.” There was a whimper
in Celia’s voice, but she couldn’t bring herself to care about something as
trivial as her dignity at the moment.


Emmaline took Celia by the arm and led her to the door.


Shandra dogged at their heels. “Look, I’m sorry. But
about the Philippines, are you sure—”


“Leave her alone,” Emmaline said. “She’s
made it abundantly clear that she doesn’t want to talk to you.”


“Thank you,” Celia whispered.


She ducked out the glass doors, turned, and saw Emmaline
and Shandra exchanging heated words.


She had to get out of there, and fast.


Celia ducked into the stairwell, not wanting to wait for
an elevator. She ran down the metal steps, her footsteps echoing up and down
all fifty-four floors.


She hit the ground floor and took off running.


She tore down Gloucester Street until she hit Beacon,
running until she hit Massachusetts Avenue and the Harvard Bridge. Her work
shoes hadn’t been made for this. She wished she’d thought to wear her sneakers.
She hadn’t known she’d need to escape so quickly. But it didn’t matter. Her
pain was already set for low. She could barely feel the punishment to her feet,
punishment that wasn’t even real. She’d just been programmed to feel it by a
committee that felt that she needed to hang onto every stupid human response
pattern.


She slowed, breath coming hard, and started walking
across the Harvard Bridge. Every muscle was warm, and her lungs felt
super-oxygenated from the effort. Such stupid things to have to feel. It was
all fake, all because a committee had decided that she needed to pretend to be
human.


She didn’t know how much longer she could pretend.


The river. She’d follow the river. She could follow it
all the way back to Waltham if she wanted to, then make her way south to her
home. The wind over the Charles whipped her hair around her in an unruly cloud,
and she didn’t bother fighting it. She looked down at her feet, at the smoots
that had been painted on the bridge a century before and painstakingly preserved
ever since. Some stupid MIT fraternity prank that had been declared historic.
She crossed the “69 Heaven” line and wanted to scuff it out with her
shoe.


When she reached the other side of the river, she
followed Memorial Drive, steering herself toward home. The cold air bit into
her exposed skin, but it didn’t hurt. It couldn’t hurt. Not unless she wanted
it to. It seemed like such a huge oversight to program in so many other human
reactions, but not frostbite. Besides, it was only early November. The true
cold was still weeks away.


She’d been ordered to take a week off. Possibly the rest
of her career off. She’d been outed to someone who was actively antagonistic
against bioandroids. And she had a deeply misguided coworker who wanted to be
like her.


What was she supposed to do now?


Her feet carried her on, past apartments and boathouses
and office buildings. Canada geese and seagulls swam lazily by, staring at her
as if they couldn’t believe the energy she was expending by walking on land
rather than paddling up the river. She found herself explaining the
energy-saving mechanics of her hydrogen fuel cell to them out loud and stopped
herself before anyone noticed.


The old stone buildings of Harvard rose from the skyline
ahead, and she felt her step hesitating.


Harvard. So close to Mount Auburn. Her river path would
take her right behind the hospital.


Could she?


Maybe she should go in. Talk to Dr. McElvoy. Tell him
everything. Beg for help. This was more than she could handle, more than anyone
should have to handle. He could make it all better, couldn’t he?


He hadn’t been able to help Garytron.


Maybe she could just talk to him about her job.


Yes. He could help her, at least with that.


She followed the river until she got close to the
hospital, then crossed Memorial Drive and started cutting through the small
park.


Singing. What — ?


The new protesters. They’d come to Mt. Auburn.


As she got closer, she saw just how big a group they
were. So much larger than the little prayer vigil she was used to. It looked
like there were dozens, maybe close to a hundred people there, holding hands,
swaying, and singing some hymn that Celia couldn’t recognize. They had to be
some flavor of Protestant. They were far too showy to be Catholics.


She crossed Mount Auburn Street and stood on the opposite
side of the road from the protest. Police kept them from blocking the main
entrance and the driveways, but beyond that, stayed out of the way. The
protesters sang, arms lifted to the sky, as if in divine agony.


What if they were right? 


Was there such a thing as a soul? And if so, was Celia’s
frozen along with her body? Was she just a pale copy, an abomination? They
seemed so sure of themselves, as if they knew for certain that god was on their
side.


Celia had never believed in any god, despite her mother’s
token attempts at bringing her to mass. Now, it seemed like it would be such a
comfort. She could just let go, let someone else do all her thinking for her,
surrender herself to a higher power and live its plan, rather than fumbling for
her own with no guidance save her fear of oblivion.


Maybe they were right. Maybe she should listen to them
and switch herself off.


But if she didn’t have a soul, then how could she feel
such pain?


She blew her breath out through pursed lips until she
felt hollow.


Dr. McElvoy could help. That was his job. They’d talk,
and he’d help her sort all of this out. Celia started to cross the street, then
stopped as she saw a bus pull up to the curb and disgorge passengers.


As it pulled away, she saw the unmistakable form of Rivka
bustling through the corridor of protesters to get to the main hospital
entrance.


Emotions too complex to quantify coursed through Celia,
filling the hollowness and spilling out in a cloud around her.


Something had to be done.


She squared her shoulders, walked through a crowd of
people who hated everything about her, and followed Rivka into the building.


Celia’s footsteps were sure. She knew exactly where her
ex-wife was going. She was going to visit Celia’s frozen biological leftovers.
She was going to cheat on her walking, talking wife.


Maybe her emotions weren’t that complex after all.


She turned a corner just in time to see Rivka pressing
her thumb onto a biometric pad. A green light flashed over the door to the cold
storage room, the lock opened with an audible click, and Rivka walked in.


This was it. Celia let out a long breath, caught the door
before it closed, and marched in behind her.


Rivka was kneeling in front of a row of metal stasis
chambers, her hand resting on the one nearest the floor, head slumped almost as
if in prayer. “This is going to be my last visit,” she murmured.
“Trini’s a good friend to you, baby. She’ll be there for you when you wake
up.”


“Unlike you,” Celia said, the venom in her
voice surprising even her.


Rivka whirled around, hands clapped over her mouth, and
paled. “I didn’t see — how did you get in here?”


“So, you only love me for my body, do you?”
Celia snapped. “I mean, why else would you be here, visiting that hunk of
frozen meat, instead of staying with me?”


“That’s not a hunk of meat! That’s my wife!”
Rivka surged to her feet, eyes blazing, showing the heat that had once
attracted Celia to her, oh those many years ago. 


But Celia was ice to Rivka’s fire, now. “Ex-wife.
You divorced the both of us. She’s not your wife any more than I am, thanks to
you.”


Rivka’s face contorted into hard planes and angry lines.
“It’s so clear that you’re not her. She never would have yelled like
this.”


“Well maybe she should have. Maybe she was in
desperate need of a backbone. And maybe she’ll have one when these new memories
get integrated back into her head.”


“Thanks to you, I’m going to lose her!”


“No, thanks to you, you’ve already lost
us.”


Rivka opened her mouth, then closed it and shook her
head. She crouched down and touched one hand to the stasis tube. Staring down
at it, she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want it to come to this.”


“Well it’s your own damned fault that it did. Your
visiting privileges are revoked.”


“I was leaving anyway,” Rivka said, and bustled
out of the room, hair and coat flying behind her.


And then Celia was left alone in a room full of glorified
coffins, each containing a body in suspension. She stared around her, in the
sudden silence, at the dozens of tubes. So many people who were still with
their families, who hadn’t been abandoned, who hadn’t turned mechanical to try
to dull the pain. Why did she have to be one of the few who couldn’t just
accept her new body as it was?


Because none of these other people had had to deal with
Rivka, that was why.


She sank down onto the floor and rested her head against
her own coffin. She could just sleep here, forever, in suspended animation
along with her body. She could set her sleep timer for ten years and let time
slip by harmlessly, not dead, but duplicated, so that if one body failed, at
least the other would live on.


If only they would just let her sleep.


She heard a hand on the knob and hastily got to her feet.
Dr. McElvoy popped his head in and frowned. “Celia, what are you doing
here?”


“Rivka no longer has permission to visit my
body,” she said, smoothing her hands over her coat.


“All right. Done. But why are you—”


She shook her head. “I was coming to see you, but
I’m feeling better now.”


“But you didn’t have an appointment,” he said.
“Um, but that’s fine. I mean, if you need to talk, I can tell the Board to
move their review meeting—”


“No. I’m feeling better now. Honest. There’s nothing
like an argument with your ex-wife to make your job woes seem paltry.”


He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.
“You’re worrying me, Celia.”


“I know. But I’m fine.”


“We’ll be talking about this on Thursday.”


“I know.”


He stepped out of her way, and she slipped out the door.


When she hit the chilly November air, the protesters had
started singing “Amazing Grace.” Clouds clotted the sky, turning the
entire horizon a uniform grey, broken only by the darker grey of naked tree
branches jutting upward like skeletal fingers.


Rivka was gone. She’d never have her back. She finally
understood that.


She needed to fill the grey spaces back up with color.
She needed to live again. She couldn’t stay on hold like this. Something had to
give.


She bussed home, stood in the basement, turned on her
robot moves and stoneface, and hurled every one of Rivka’s little bottles
against the wall, glass shattering and spraying the room in a mist of lotion
and glass dust. Then, with pain set back to normal, she lay face-down on the
shards of glass and went into lockdown, eyes wide open, staring across the room
at nothing.


Pain. A sharp red. This was color. This was something.
This would do.
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This body. It wasn’t hers. She knew that now.


Celia lay on the floor, pain lancing into her through her
cheek, her temple, her palms. One larger piece of glass was stabbing through
the fabric of her pants and digging into her kneecap; another piercing her
belly. It was programmed pain. She needed it, but it wasn’t real.


She wasn’t real.


No, her mind was real, duplicated as it was. But the body
was just a convenience to carry it around until her real body was healed. It
was a tool, and she was its prisoner, trapped by fear of oblivion.


So she would treat this body like a tool. She would use
it to make a living. It was high time she dropped out of society. Society had
made it abundantly clear that it didn’t want her. She’d quit her job, get
whatever tweaks she needed, and see if Betty would let her into her
prostitution ring. What did it matter what people did to this fake flesh? She
would just bide her time, using this tool to make her life as bearable as possible
until her body was healed and she could reclaim her life.


But until then, she needed more tweaks. She needed to
remind herself that this body was an artificial construct. She couldn’t run
away from her pain, but maybe by making herself even more mechanical, it would
help remind her that this body was merely transitory.


A call came in on her glasses, the second so far tonight.
Shandra.


She let it go to mail.


The first call was to her private message box. One of the
mechanicals was trying to get in touch with her. Probably another party. Maybe
an invitation for more sex. Her body didn’t need sex, not for pleasure, anyway.
What would be the point?


And now her glasses were telling her that Ziggie was at
the door.


Ziggie. Quiet, dependable, drama-free Ziggie.


Ziggie would never lie in glass on her basement floor.


Maybe she should let her in.


Celia ended her lockdown and slowly eased her body into a
crouch. She reached a hand up and touched the left side of her face, feeling
the sharp bite of tiny pieces of glass.


She peeked at the message in her private box. Betty.


Good. She’d talk to her later.


She used her house system to connect to Ziggie’s glasses
and asked, “Are you alone?”


“Yes. And I brought an apple cranberry pie.”


“I don’t need to eat anymore.”


“I know. But it’s delicious.”


Celia touched her face again, then stared at her
fingertips, glittering with shards of glass. She should have been bleeding. It
would complement the pain nicely. Such an oversight in her construction.
“I’m a mess,” she said.


“That’s all right. I’m a grandmother. I can handle
messes.”


Celia smiled despite herself, a small smile that drove
the shard in her dimple deeper into her face. She turned on stoneface to keep
that from happening again and made her way upstairs. Maybe pie would help. It
certainly couldn’t hurt. Not much could hurt more at this point. She crossed
the living room, opened the front door, and the old woman smiled at her,
holding up a covered pie tray. “Still warm,” she said. “I’ll
find my way to the kitchen with it.”


“How did you find my house?” Celia asked.
“I never gave you my last name.”


“Don’t forget, I did your background check. And I’m
still helping the Mechanic keep an eye on you, which is why I knew you needed
company. There’s fresh pictures of you and your ex-wife on that horrid site,
you know.” Ziggie bustled past her, looking around the first floor.
“These townhouses are all laid out the same. No imagination. I had a house
when I was younger, back before everyone came crowding into the cities and the
housing taxes soared. Now I’m just the stereotypical old lady in a tiny
apartment. And here’s the kitchen, right where it always is.”


What was she going to say to this woman? She had a face
full of glass, hair that she didn’t even want to think about, rumpled work
clothes, no job, no life. She was a disaster.


Ziggie turned and clucked her tongue. “Do you have
tweezers?”


“In the bathroom.”


“Which is right at the top of the stairs, of course,
just like every other master bathroom in one of these cookie-cutter townhouses.”


“Yes.”


Ziggie looked up at the kitchen light fixture and
scrunched her face. “This light won’t do. How’s the bathroom light? Nice
and blinding?”


“It’s bright.”


“Good. Come up with me and I’ll fix your face.”
Ziggie wandered back out of the kitchen and headed for the stairs.


Celia felt helpless to disobey. Even if she’d wanted to,
there was something nice about being taken care of. And by a grandmother, no
less. Celia had never had one of those. Strange that she’d needed to become a
machine to get one.


“There, you just sit on the toilet lid, and I’ll
take care of your face,” Ziggie said. She pulled the tweezers from the
medicine cabinet, then turned to Celia. “You can switch your pain off,
right?”


“Right.”


“Good. It’ll make things easier. And keep that stone
face on. I don’t need you wincing.”


Ziggie studied both sides of Celia’s face, then shook her
head. “I hope I can get them all out. You’ll probably want Tinker to make
sure I didn’t miss any really tiny pieces. I don’t have enhanced eyesight like
some of the others.” Tongue peeping out from between her lips, Ziggie
gently plucked the first shard from Celia’s face.


“Why do I do these things?” Celia asked.


“Because it hurts,” Ziggie said. She dropped
the glass into the metal trashcan by the toilet. It clattered loudly before
coming to rest. “Same reason I eat all the time. We need to fill ourselves
up with something to feel real. You just seem to have chosen pain.”
Another piece hit the bottom of the trashcan with a clang.


“I never did this before. Back when I was
human.”


“You didn’t need to back then. Neither did I. Things
change in these bodies. Besides, you had a rough day today. No wonder you
needed to try something new.”


Celia waited for Ziggie to finish pulling a piece of
glass from her lip. “I like some of the changes, though. Well, sometimes I
do.”


“So do I. But it’s not the same.” Ziggie’s eyes
misted over, but her glass-plucking pace didn’t slow. “I’d trade all the
enhancements for my grandchildren.”


“I don’t want Rivka back,” Celia said. “She’s
dead to me.” And for once, she almost believed it.


“But you want your old life back. Your life before
this body.”


“Yes.” If it weren’t for the stoneface, her
voice would have broken.


“Well, we’ll never get that back. But it doesn’t
stop us from wanting it. So we tweak ourselves to feel better about being stuck
in these replacements. There’s no shame in that.”


“After all this, how do we go back to our old
bodies?”


Ziggie took a step back, tucked her finger under Celia’s
chin, and turned her head from side to side. “Let’s see if the light
catches — ah, there’s another piece.” She plucked a long sliver from
Celia’s cheek. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can go back.”


“But we have to. Don’t we?”


Ziggie put down the tweezers and sat heavily on the lip
of the tub. “Technically, yes. They can’t wake up our old bodies unless
our new memories are put back into them. Or unless we don’t have any memories
to put back.” She looked down at the bath mat, her gaze unfocused.
“I’ve had Tinker give me a memory kill switch. When my real body is ready
to be revived, I’m wiping this body’s memories. I’m letting my flesh body start
over fresh without any of this baggage. I figure it’s the least I can do for
myself.”


Celia’s stoneface dropped before she even realized what
she was doing. “How can you just erase yourself?”


Ziggie looked back up, a faint smile pulling her wrinkles
into a pleasant pattern. She tapped on her forehead with two fingers.
“There’s nothing here worth saving. Everything good is in stasis.”


Celia’s hand flew to her mouth, and the bite of glass
from palm to lip made her startle back and gasp. “I’d forgotten,” she
murmured, staring down at the shards in her fingers.


Ziggie eased herself to her feet. “I’ll let you do
your hands yourself. And when you’re done, you really should comb out your hair
and change so you can get the rest of the glass off. Then we can have
pie.” She squeezed past Celia and headed back down the stairs. “I’ll
set out some plates and something to drink and do a little more cleanup on some
of those mirror sites. Come down when you’re ready.”


Celia watched the old woman make her way down the stairs
and stood frozen in the middle of the bathroom, more still than even lockdown
could produce. A memory kill switch. Ziggie was going to voluntarily erase
years of her life. That was more terrifying than switching off and going into
stasis. At least in stasis, she’d simply be sleeping for several years. But to
live those years, then eradicate them? Without the memories she’d gathered in
this mechanical body…


Without these memories, she’d take Rivka back without
hesitation.


She started shaking, and turned on robot moves to make it
stop.


“I’ll be down in just a minute,” she called.
When she felt still inside, she turned the robot moves off and carefully plucked
the glass from her hands, belly, and knee. She removed her glass-encrusted
clothes, stuffed them in the trash, and combed the shards out of her hair. Then
she studied her face in the mirror, examining every bloodless cut.


These weren’t the kind of memories that her biological
body needed. Maybe it was better to have a doctor tell her she’d erased her
life than to know what she’d erased.


She pulled on new clothes, padded downstairs barefoot,
and sat at the kitchen table across from Ziggie.


The pie smelled heavenly.


Ziggie smiled over at her. “There’s enough butter in
here to kill a horse. Thankfully, we don’t need to worry about that
anymore.”


Celia felt herself smile and covered her mouth with her
hand. She looked down at the large wedge in front of her, then over at the tall
glass of bourbon on the rocks next to it.


“I found it under your sink,” Ziggie said.
“I know, it’s not a traditional accompaniment to pie, but again, it can’t
hurt us. We might as well indulge.”


Celia picked up her fork, sliced off the tip of her
piece, and put it in her mouth. Oh, it was incredible. Rich and buttery, with a
flaky crust, sweet tangy apples, and just the right sour bite of cranberry.
“You’re an amazing cook,” she murmured through her mouth full of
food.


“I’m a grandmother,” Ziggie said, and took her
own first bite. She washed it down with a large gulp of bourbon. “We paid
good money for these bodies. We might as well find a way to get a little
enjoyment out of them.”


Celia nodded and took a swig of her bourbon. Oddly, it
went well with the cranberry and apple flavors. She never would have imagined
that.


“Of course, we need to be careful how we do
that,” Ziggie said. “I’ve heard that you’ve been mixing it up with
Betty and Tanja.”


Celia felt her phantom appetite flee, but she forced
herself to eat another bite. Appetite meant nothing to her. Not anymore. This
body responded to her whims, not the other way around. “Mmm hmm.”


Ziggie set down her fork. “What you do on your own
time is your own business—”


Celia nodded, hoping that would stop the conversation
dead.


“—but if you’re going to keep your memories, then
you should try to live in a way that your flesh body will respect. Before you
let them drag you into prostitution, just stop and think if you’ll be able to
look yourself in the mirror with those memories in your head after you’re
reintegrated.”


Celia took a long swallow of the bourbon, wishing it
still had the same effect on her as it had less than a month ago, back when she
was human. She wished Ziggie had given her this speech several hours ago. But
it was too late. This body needed to be reminded that it was a tool. She was
going to treat it like one. Memories be damned.


Ziggie let out a small sigh. “Well, it’s your life.
I just thought I should get my two cents in.” She smiled and gestured.
“Enjoy the pie.”


Celia stared down at the partly-eaten slice, at the vivid
red smears of cranberry against the stark white plate. She let out a sigh of
her own, and downed the rest of the bourbon in one gulp.


Ziggie refilled her glass.


Celia fingered the slick, cool surface of her glass.
“So, you’re still spying on my life?”


“Only until it quiets down. We have the group’s
safety to think of. You need to be more careful in public, you know. Several of
those mirror sites still have you listed as a high-likelihood biomechanical.
None have your name on them yet—”


“They will. My entire office knows what I am, and my
boss just told one of our authors.” If she weren’t so numb inside, that
thought would have her in a panic.


“Well, wasn’t that nice of him? And, of course,
you’d be fully within your rights to sue, but doing so would rather
definitively out you.” 


“I guess you’ll be spying on me for quite some
time.”


“If it’s any consolation, I’ve never stopped keeping
an eye on the Mechanic. With the amount of power he has over us, I’d be stupid
not to. Don’t worry — this is all likely to blow over soon. Most of us who get
outed are outed in the first few months. And the election’s nearly over, so
soon we won’t be a campaign issue anymore. That’ll help, too.”


Celia lifted her glass. “Here’s to Tam Galloway
losing both the election and his audience.”


Ziggie smiled and clinked her glass against Celia’s.
“I’ll gladly drink to that.”


They ate in companionable silence, and then Ziggie stood
and took the plates to the dishwasher, then headed for the door. “I won’t
come by unannounced again,” she said.


“Thanks for coming today,” Celia said. “I
mean it.”


Ziggie put her hands in her coat pockets. “If you do
join Betty’s little gang, don’t use your real name. It only makes it easier to
identify you, and that’s the last thing you need right now.”


“Does that mean Ziggie’s not your real name?”


She smiled. “No. My real name’s Martha. I was a
Bowie fan — oh, never mind. You wouldn’t know who he was. You can call me
Martha if you like, but not in front of the others.”


“All right, Martha.”


“Enjoy the rest of the pie. When you’re done, just
bring the pie plate with you to one of the gatherings. But don’t hurry on my
account. I have plenty.” She shot Celia a little wave, then disappeared
out the front door.


Celia stood on her front porch, the cold air infiltrating
every little cut on her face, watching the old woman make her way down to Moody
Street. The neighbor’s front light came on and she ducked back into the house
before Ian saw her bloodless slashes.


What would her flesh body think about memories of
prostitution? What would her flesh body think about any of these
memories?


She shook her head. No. No memory kill switch. She hadn’t
fought this hard just to erase everything she’d been through. It wouldn’t be
right. It would be… 


It would be too easy.


She peeked in her message box. The message from Betty
blinked at her.


Tinker first. Tinker would make it better. Tinker could
make things so much better.


 


Tinker made her house call a little over an hour later.
Peering at Celia’s face through magnifying goggles, she said, “You really
need to keep away from tiny pieces of glass. They’re a bitch to get out.”


“This wasn’t planned.”


“It never is. There, that should do it.” She
pulled one last teensy sliver from Celia’s face and deposited it in the trash.
“I just need to seal you up.” Resting one hand on Celia’s cheek, she
leaned forward and began running the skin sealer over the near-invisible cuts.
Celia had already taken care of the larger ones herself.


Celia stared across the room at the blank spot over the
mantel. Such a perfect metaphor for her life. That spot used to fill her with
such sorrow, but now it bolstered her. It reminded her of how unreal her life
had become. She let the whiteness fill her, steel her for the conversation she
was about to initiate. She’d need its strength.


“I think it may be time for me to drop out of the
flesh world. Maybe sign on with Betty and Tanja and… make money the way that
they do.”


“Don’t forget Gyne and 1101.”


A thrill surged through Celia, and she tried to tamp it
back down. This crush was getting out of hand. If anything, it seemed to be
intensifying the farther away her one encounter with 1101 got. She wondered
what it did when it wasn’t at the parties. Or what Betty and Tanja did, for
that matter. Betty could assimilate, sure, but not Tanja. Not with that lovely
silver skin. And Celia didn’t want to assimilate anymore either. “So, I
was thinking that I should decide on some physical tweaks so I—”


“No can do.”


Celia snapped her gaze to Tinker’s face and pulled back,
leaving Tinker with one hand in the air, skin sealer attempting to fix empty
space. “What do you mean? You tweaked Gyne and Tanja and 1101. Why not
me?”


Tinker pushed her goggles up onto the top of her head.
“If we physically tweak you, then you’ll have to drop out of society
entirely.”


“I’ve got nothing left here. I probably just lost my
job, my only friend is half a world away, my wife won’t even talk to me, and
I’m one gossipy coworker away from being outed to the world. My savings aren’t
the greatest, but if Betty and Tanja will let me work with them, that won’t be
a problem. I need to change the way this body looks. I need to.”


Tinker shook her head. “No, not now. We need you
intact so you can get in to visit Garytron.”


Celia rose to her feet, arms crossed tightly across her
chest. “But it’s my body. I get to choose what do to with it, don’t
I?”


“Well, that was before you got an invite to see
Garytron. It is your body, but the tweaking skills are mine, and I get
to choose whether or not to use them. And I choose not to.”


“But—”


Tinker stood and put her hands on Celia’s shoulders.
“Celia, Garytron is our friend. We’ve had no news on his condition since
they locked him up. And you’ve just been handed this incredible opportunity to
get in there and let us know how he’s doing. How can you possibly expect us to
fuck that up by tweaking you now? How?”


Celia’s shoulders drooped. “I — I know. I just… I
just can’t live like this anymore.”


Tinker gave her shoulders a squeeze. “It won’t be
long. From what I’m hearing about the Mount Auburn audit results, McElvoy’s
going to have to pull a miracle out of his ass fast to save his job, so he’ll
have you in there within the week. I’ll outfit you with an eyeball camera so
you can record the visit. Once it’s over, you can drop out of the world and
never look back if that’s what you really want.”


Celia looked up. “Eyeball camera?”


Tinker reached into her pocket and pulled out a small
mechanical device. “The Mechanic and I rigged it together. Don’t worry, we
can’t activate it without your consent. As soon as I implant it, it’ll
automatically install into your control panel. When McElvoy lets you in, just
switch it on, and it’ll record everything.”


She stared at the tiny device. A camera in her eyeball.
Well, it was technically a physical tweak.


It would have to do for now.


“You promise you’ll give me the tweaks I want when
this is all over, right?”


“Absolutely.”


Celia let out a long breath, then nodded. “Okay. Go
ahead and install the camera.”


“I need to finish your face first.”


Celia sat back down and stared at the empty space over
the mantel.


Tinker sat in front of her, pulled her magnifying goggles
back on, and wanded another tiny cut. “So,” she said. “What kind
of tweaks do you want?”


“Silver skin might be nice.”


“Tanja already has that.”


“I can’t have something that someone else has?”


“You can, but it’s more interesting to do something
unique.”


“How about… ” Celia closed her eyes and let
her imagination drift. “How about dull silver skin, and you blunt my
features so I look like a toy.”


“Now that’s interesting. I could also sharpen them.
Make your face be all planes and no curves. Let me put together a few mockups
and get back to you so you can decide.”


Celia fought back the urge to smile. She wouldn’t need to
look human much longer. So long as Garytron agreed to the visit, she was
golden.
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Wednesday morning, Celia and the rest of the nation woke
up to the presidential election results. Tam Galloway had beaten Miranda
Clinton by 67,254 votes.


Galloway wasted no time in reminding America of his
election promises, including his stance on the bioandroid program. “I know
that during my campaign, I promised I’d keep more replacement body centers from
opening in these United States. But I’ve come to the conclusion that that’s not
enough. I’m concerned, like many of you, that science has gone too far, that it
has crossed a sacred line simply for the convenience of a select few. When I take
office in January, I will call for an immediate review of the laws and
regulations of this program with the aim of stopping it as soon as possible.
Humanity was not meant to make people in a factory. That goes against God’s
perfect plan.”


Chelsea Slaughter’s reaction was predictable. “Oh,
fuck him,” she sneered, then lifted her skirt for the camera. She wasn’t
wearing underwear.


Donal Lawson released a recorded statement less than half
an hour after the president-elect’s speech. “I call on all liberty-minded
Americans to reject the agenda of Tam Galloway. Bioandroid bodies are not a
convenience, not when they give patients the ability to continue providing for
their families while science takes the time to cure what’s killing them. Why
should an infant be deprived of his mother’s touch when medical science can
ensure that she be alive for him in all the ways that matter? Tam Galloway
doesn’t understand how well-regulated the American bioandroid program is. And I
believe he simply doesn’t care. If we take this program away, then the rich and
well-connected will go overseas for treatment, while the middle class will lose
out on this incredible scientific advance. Freedom of choice is what makes
America so great. Don’t let Tam Galloway take this choice away from you.”


Celia’s private mailbox was stuffed with messages flying
back and forth among members of the group. Messages also came in from Trini and
Shandra.


Trini’s was a text message, which read, “FUCK! Oh,
Ceil, how could people vote for that troglodyte? I hate Americans. Maybe I’ll
see if I can find work in Europe. Ceil, you should leave too. You can get your
body transferred somewhere else, can’t you? Let’s move to Spain together. And
let’s do it before that fucker takes office and decides to impound your body.
Write me, okay? I know I promised to back off, but this is just… guh. Imagine
that I typed a string of expletives here. I’d actually do it, but it’s not as
satisfying in print as out loud. We need to talk. We need to get you out of the
U.S. before it’s too late.”


Shandra’s message was a video plea for Celia to leave the
country with her over the weekend. “We need to show Galloway that he can’t
tell us what to do with our bodies,” she said. “We need to show him
that 67,000 votes is not a mandate.”


Predictably, the press was pulling out every bioandroid
story they had in stock and looked like they were actively hunting for more.
Even Antoine Benton’s story was pulled out of storage. Wait, it had been
updated.


“Maybe President-elect Galloway can help me with my
case,” he said into the camera. “Maybe he’ll finally get the courts
to authorize switching that faulty copy of my wife off. Hopefully, he’ll follow
through on his promise to shut the program down. You know, I just found out I’d
been working with one of those replacement people. They’re everywhere! You
can’t get away from them.”


Her glasses signaled an incoming call. Oh good, an excuse
not to keep watching Benton trash her.


“Horrible news,” Dr. McElvoy said with a scowl.
“Let’s just hope there’s enough folks in congress with friends and
relatives in the program that they can keep his hands tied.”


“I doubt we’ll be so lucky,” Celia said. Maybe
she should have kept watching to see if he actually named her. No, she’d trust
Ziggie to keep on top of that. “So, are you calling everyone in the
program, or — ?”


“What? Oh, no. The hospital will be sending you an
official mailing about this later today. We’re going to do everything we can to
keep the program functioning for the people already in it. Our governor’s a
real supporter. She’s already told us she’s willing to fight the Feds on this
one.”


“Really? I’ve never heard her say anything about
it.”


“No, but she has a personal connection to it, and
we’ll just leave it at that.”


So the rumors about her daughter were true. Interesting.
And interesting that McElvoy was willing to let that slip. Celia suspected that
his job was even more on the line than he’d been letting on.


“Anyhow, I’m calling about Gary. He’s consented to
the visit. Can you come by tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock?”


“Sure. Tomorrow’s fine.”


“Good, good. Do you mind if I discuss the specifics
of your case with him before you arrive? I can’t do it without your
permission.”


“Just the basic facts, right?”


“Exactly. Oh, and I know I said we’d talk about the
incident in the stasis room tomorrow, but we’ll need to postpone that so I can
prepare things on this end for your visit. I don’t know when I’ll be able to
reschedule, because things are a little hectic around here—”


“Don’t worry,” Celia said. “I can
wait.”


“We really do need to talk about it.”


“Honestly, it’s nothing. What’s more normal than a
fight with your ex? I’d say that’s progress, wouldn’t you?” She hoped he’d
agree. The sooner her private life could be private again, the better.


Dr. McElvoy’s gaze flicked upward, and he sighed.
“I’m sorry. I need to take this call. I’ll see you Thursday.”


“Two o’clock. I’ll be there.”


The connection closed, and Celia sat back and waited for
the Mechanic’s inevitable excited call.


And there it was, right on schedule.


 


That night, while lying in bed, she peeked at Betty’s
message again. “Thought you’d like to see this.”


This time, she actually was able to work up the courage
to open the video.


Celia could barely watch. The body hardly seemed hers.
Only the telltale froth of hair peeping out from under the hood marked it as
indisputably her.


She’d never watched herself have sex before.


Only it hadn’t really felt like sex. It had felt like
salvation.


She deleted the movie file only thirty seconds into it.
Watching it seemed to cheapen the experience somehow. The visual couldn’t
compare with what she’d felt. But that would be what she’d be subjecting
herself to on a regular basis if Betty let her work with them.


No. She wouldn’t enjoy it. She wouldn’t let herself.
She’d only sell herself to men. There, now there’d be no chance of her body
taking the experience the wrong way.


Was 1101 a man? She let its featureless body float in her
mind’s eye, searching for any hint of gender in its lines, its movements, its
voice. If she could be turned on by someone so genderless, then who was to say
if attraction to an actual physical man could be far behind? What had Gyne
said? That sex was artificial?


Well, it certainly was in these bodies.


Still, men?


She flung her arm over her face, nestling her nose in the
crook of her elbow.


She didn’t like where this was going, so she set her
sleep timer for 1:00 in the afternoon so she didn’t have to think again until
it was time to leave to visit Garytron.


 


“Let’s test the camera one last time,” Tinker
said.


Celia nodded and cleared her lenses, pushing Tinker to
voice-only. She called up her control panel and flipped the camera controls to
“record.” “Well, this is my house,” she said, studiously
looking from the blank spot over the mantel, across the living room, to the
front door. “Voila.”


“That should be enough.”


Celia switched the camera back off, then flipped the
switch to “download.” The recording was compressed into a tight
packet, encrypted, and sent through her glasses to Tinker.


“Looks good,” Tinker said, and Celia heard her
words of a few seconds ago playing in the background as Tinker ran the video.
“When you get there, just act naturally and everything should be
okay.”


“Will do.”


“And I promise to keep the Mechanic in my studio
until you get back,” Tinker said.


Celia could hear him muttering in the background of
Tinker’s line. Her plan to sleep in had been thwarted by his early-morning
visit. He’d wanted to spend the entire day alternately ranting about Tam
Galloway and coaching her on what to do and say. She’d had to call Tinker to
come take him away, because all he was doing was making her more nervous than
she needed to be.


“Thanks,” Celia said. “I’ll talk to you
soon.”


The Mechanic had been something of a welcome
distraction from Ziggie’s news that several of the protest mirror sites had
posted lists of everyone that Antoine Benton had worked with in the past five
years, from his university colleagues to the editorial staff on his last
textbook, and her name was on the list. No one had yet linked her name to her
photo. Part of her wanted to just do it herself to get it over with.


She headed down the back stairs, climbed into her car,
and drove to the Mount Auburn Cemetery to wait for her ride to the hospital.
McElvoy had insisted that she not drive all the way to the hospital herself. A
beige half-sedan with opaqued windows picked her up near the gates, and she
settled into the passenger seat without a word. There was a throng of reporters
waiting outside the hospital, alternately trying to interview hospital visitors
and the local group of protesters, who had resumed their quiet vigil once the
showy Southerners had gone back home.


Goddamned Tam Galloway.


The driver dropped her off in the emergency bay, and she
thanked him, turned on the eyeball camera, and followed the directions to the
ob/gyn department, where security escorts once again brought her the back way
to Dr. McElvoy’s office. Celia was beyond nervous. But the Mechanic had
done one good thing for her that morning — he’d installed a tweak to dampen the
physical expression of her emotions. Her palms weren’t sweating, her eyes
weren’t darting from side to side, and best of all, she wasn’t blushing. It
felt like her emotions had to push their way out through a heavy blanket. She’d
been afraid she’d look stonefaced, but she was so anxious about getting caught
that the emotions that did manage to get out ended up looking completely
appropriate.


Dr. McElvoy stood as she entered his office. “Did
you get by the media all right?”


“Yes, I did.”


“They’ve been stalking all of the staff,” he
said. “I nearly had to run one over just to get out of my driveway this
morning. It’s going to be a long year, that’s for sure.”


Provided he even had this job that long. “I’m not
looking forward to it, either.”


“Well, let’s get to it. Gary’s really eager to meet
you, which is great, because he hasn’t been eager for anything since we brought
him in. I’m going to have to ask you to leave your glasses in my office.”


“Of course.” She pulled them off and deposited
them on his desk. She was getting used to this.


“Now, I need to ask, do you have any recording
devices on your person?”


“No. None.”


“I believe you. But,” he grimaced, “I need
to scan you anyway. Just to be safe. I wouldn’t put it past someone to have
slipped a camera on anyone walking toward this wing.”


She nodded and held her arms to her sides as he waved a
scanning wand over her body. Her underarms were desperate to break out into a
flop sweat, but it was held in check by her tweak. Tinker had assured her that
the eyeball camera wouldn’t show up in a scan. Tech scans blanked the actual
bioandroid body out from their scan, and since the eye camera was a part of her
body, the scan would skip right over it.


But clearly, they knew that Garytron had managed to get
around his alarm.


Tinker had told her not to worry about it. That McElvoy
wouldn’t even know how to operate a scanner sophisticated enough to scan within
her.


That was easy for her to say. She wasn’t in any danger of
being locked up in the room next to Gary’s.


“Good, you’re clean,” Dr. McElvoy said. 

Celia fought back the urge to sigh in relief. If it hadn’t been for the tweak,
she never would have succeeded.


He put the wand down on his desk next to Celia’s glasses
and led her out into the hall. “We’ve got him on this floor,” he
said, steering her down a corridor she’d never traveled before. “This
area’s reserved for patients who require extra privacy.”


Celia paid careful attention to the path they were taking
so the camera could record it all. “Understandable.”


“I appreciate you taking the time to do this. We’re
under a lot of pressure to get him back into his biological body as quickly as
possible. And the sooner we get him to consent to the reintegration, the
better, for him and for the program. And the less ammunition that
gives Tam Galloway and his cronies.” He held up a hand. “But I don’t
want you to think that this is all on your shoulders, Celia. If your visit
doesn’t sway him, I can always try something else.”


She shuddered to think what “something else”
might be.


“Today, I just need you to be a sympathetic ear.
He’s never spoken to someone who’s been through some of the same issues as he
has. If you get a chance, tell him how you’re looking forward to getting back
into your own body. Hopefully that’ll make an impression on him.”


Celia nodded and called up her control panel so she could
remind herself that this wasn’t just an academic discussion. The ever-growing
number of controls hovered steadily in her vision.


They stopped in front of a grey door, and Dr. McElvoy
squared his shoulders. “Well, this is it. Remember, he doesn’t look human
anymore, so prepare yourself. He’s… well, you’ll see.”


“I’ll try not to stare.”


“Trust me, that’s not possible.” He placed his
thumb on the lock and the door swung open.


Celia stepped through into a narrow room. Ahead of her
was another door; to her left, a collection of chairs in front of an opaqued
window. Dr. McElvoy closed the outer door, then knocked on the second one.
“Gary? I’ve brought Celia.”


A grating, metallic voice said, “Come in.”


Dr. McElvoy opened the door.


Celia tentatively poked her head through the doorway and
froze as she saw the plate metal man sitting at a table in the center of the
room, hands folded neatly in front of him. His body looked like a suit of
armor; his head was smooth and round, with a face that looked more like an
impression of a face than a real one. It had indentations for eyes, a bump for
a nose, and a rough outline of lips, but it was a solid piece, no mouth joint,
no eyelids. At least 1101 made little pretense of having once been human.
Garytron looked almost like a mechanical parody of a person.


He opened one metal hand, the joints creaking as he did
so, and gestured toward an empty chair on the other side of the table.
“Please. Sit.”


“Thank you,” she murmured, and settled on the
edge the proffered chair. She cast a quick look around the room to record it
for Tinker and the Mechanic. There was a small bed with blankets, sheets, and a
pillow. She couldn’t imagine him using it. Maybe he didn’t. It was impeccably
made. No toilet or shower, but then again, he wouldn’t need either. She
wondered why they hadn’t tried to make him wear clothes. It seemed like an
essential part of being a civilized human.


The walls were white save for the large blacked-out
window to her left, and various outdoor scenes had been tacked to them, as if
to give the room color. She recognized the Lost River Gorge in New Hampshire,
the Concord River as seen from the Minuteman statue, and the fort at George’s
Island, but the rest could have been from anywhere in New England. 


She turned back to face the man she was here to visit,
and again was grateful for her latest tweak. When she’d tried to imagine
Garytron, this hadn’t been what she’d pictured. Every other mechanical she’d
met looked touchable and warm — even 1101 in its own odd way — but Garytron had
abandoned that entirely. He was cold, unyielding, with sharp edges at the
hinges of his joints. He’d so clearly moved beyond wanting to be touched.


But this didn’t bother her.


It didn’t.


Garytron tapped his fingers on the table, and she
startled out of her reverie. “I’m sorry, I’m staring,” she said.


“No, do not apologize.” His head wavered.
“Don’t apologize. I still need to practice contractions. I need to learn
to talk human again for when I go back into my original body.”


“You gave up contractions?”


“Yes. In all my favorite movies, none of the
machines used them, so I decided to emulate that to feel more like them.”
He tapped another little rhythm on the table, then stilled his hands. “I
see you are enjoying my vacation photographs. They are from my old human life.
They are here to remind me of the beauty that I used to enjoy in the world
before changing myself this way and having to hide from it.”


“They’re lovely.”


“Thank you. Some of them used to have people in
them, but Dr. McElvoy had them removed, at my request. It is easier to look at
them this way. Many of the people in them were loved ones who no longer
associate with me.”


Celia nodded. “I know how that feels. My wife left
me while I was unconscious in the hospital.”


Garytron folded one hand over another with a clank.
“They can be so hurtful. And yet, they believe they are doing the right
thing.”


Celia looked back at the wall, at the photo of a mountain
range, and tried to imagine herself and Rivka standing at the front of the
frame, arms around each other, smiling. He was right. Fleshies were
hurtful.


“Dr. McElvoy tells me you cut yourself twice shortly
after having the procedure done.”


She turned back and looked him right in the dents that
were his eyes. There weren’t even lines carved into them to suggest irises or
pupils. “I did, yes. I cut open my knuckle, and then I ran a power drill
through my arm.”


“But you stopped after that.”


“Yes.” And with her tweak, she could say that
without breaking into a furious blush.


“Why did you stop?”


“Because it didn’t help.”


“Why did you start?”


“Because I hoped it would. I wanted to prove to
myself that I was just a machine. Machines aren’t supposed to feel pain. I
guess we’re proof that that’s not true.”


They were just words, said to placate her psychologist.
She didn’t want to believe them, no matter how right they’d proven to be.


Garytron nodded, the mask that was his face unable to
give away any emotion. “You were right to stop early. I have to admire
your restraint. I… I fell in with the wrong crowd. They were alluring. I was
weak.”


“But you’re getting help now.”


“Yes, but it was forced on me. Still, I am grateful.
I’m grateful.”


“I’m glad for you,” she said, and found to her
surprise that a part of her meant it. “Do… do you really feel better? I
mean, you’re still in that body.”


He looked down first at one hand, then the other. “I
believe it will be nice to be out of this, but so long as I am a machine, this
is the body I need to wear. My mind will accept nothing else. I have worn it
too long to change back.”


From behind her, Dr. McElvoy said, “But you know for
a fact that your biological body is ready.”


Garytron nodded. “Yes, I know. I just…” He
looked down at his hands again, flexing his creaking metal fingers. “It
took so long to get this body just right. Saying goodbye to it is proving to be
more difficult than I’d imagined.”


“It is impressive,” Celia said.


“But frightening,” Garytron said, and she
couldn’t help but think he was prompting her.


He knew McElvoy better than she did. “Yes.”


His hand shot across the table and grabbed her wrist,
metal joints biting into her artificial skin. She winced, and without thinking,
called up her control panel to dial her pain down.


“Hey!” McElvoy barked, but Celia held her free
hand up to keep him back.


Garytron cocked his head to the side. “The people
who did this to me are very persuasive. If you meet them, do not let them talk
you into any changes. And if they do, remember, you can always leave. Do not
let it go as far as I did.”


“I haven’t… I won’t… ” she stammered, and
tried to extricate her hand from his vice grip.


He stared at her with his unfinished metal face for
several seconds longer, then released her.


She cradled her hand to her chest and massaged the
reddened flesh. Could he tell? No, he was fishing. Or maybe he’d started by
cutting himself and was just assuming that she was following the same path. Or
maybe he’d figured it out when she’d dialed her pain down. She took a quick
look at her wrist and wondered if she’d obviously under-reacted to the pain.


Thankfully, McElvoy couldn’t have seen that. Not from his
vantage point behind her. And since he’d confessed earlier that this meeting
was semi-illicit, she could be reasonably certain there were no cameras on in
here. Her secret wouldn’t go past Garytron. Hopefully, he’d keep his mouth shut
once he was reintegrated.


He tapped another beat against the table top, and she
stared down at his fingers.


He put both hands underneath the table. “Nervous
energy,” he said. “Ironic, since you and I both have a nonvarying
stream of energy flowing through us from our hydrogen fuel cells. We can seem
so human. But I could not handle it. I needed to look like I felt.”


“The changes you made — did they help you at
all?” She needed to know the honest answer. She hoped he could sense that.


He looked down at the table. “Sometimes it seemed
like they did. But all they did was temporarily distract me from the pain of my
life. In the end, that was not enough.”


Celia sat silently, feeling the words seep through her
fragile artificial skin into her hydrogen fuel cell core.


No, it hadn’t been enough for Garytron, but it could be
enough for her. She wasn’t trying to escape her pain anymore. She was trying to
remind herself that this body was temporary. It would be enough for her.
It had to be.


He looked back up. “At least it will be over soon. I
will be back in my original body, and I can put all of this behind me.”


“Is that consent?” Dr. McElvoy asked.


Garytron turned to look at the pictures tacked above his
bed. “It might be.”


Celia curled her toes up inside her shoes and uncurled
them again, not sure what else to say. Garytron was just putting on a show for
Dr. McElvoy. That had to be it. Didn’t it? Why would he have kept his body
plated in metal if it hadn’t helped? It made no sense. So much of this wasn’t
making sense anymore.


Garytron set both hands on the tabletop again.
“There is no reason to keep this poor woman here any longer. I am sure I
am only distressing her.”


“No, you’re not,” Celia said, but he’d seen
right through her, again.


Garytron held up a hand. “If I am not, then I should
be. Please, I have meant every word I have said today. Take it to heart. I
implore you. You do not want to end up like me.”


“I don’t think she will,” Dr. McElvoy said.
“Besides, she’s here to help you.”


“She has helped me,” Garytron said, and tapped
a nervous beat on the table once more. “She has. Thank you.”


Celia mumbled a goodbye, and Dr. McElvoy escorted her
back into the hallway. “That’s the closest he’s come to giving consent
yet,” he said. “Good job.”


“Thank you,” she said, and stared numbly at the
floor. She wanted to sag against a wall and let all the air out of her lungs,
but the tweak tempered that urge. She couldn’t wait to turn it off. For once,
she needed to feel. “I think I’d like to go home now.”


“Next session, we should talk about this. I’d do it
now, but—” He jerked his thumb at the door. “I suspect today’s going
to be busy.”


He brought her back to his office, let her retrieve her
glasses, and shot her a grin. “Well, here’s hoping he’s a changed man
tomorrow in more ways than one.”


“Tomorrow?”


“Like I said, the hospital wants to move quickly on
this. If he gives consent today, then he’s going back into his body tomorrow.
We don’t want to give him any time to second-guess his decision.”


“Ah.”


She shut off her eyeball camera and waited for her escort
to bring her back to ob/gyn, then she caught a ride back to the cemetery with
an ambulance crew that was just getting off duty. As soon as she was in the
driver’s seat of her own car again, she opaqued all her windows, downloaded the
video packet she’d recorded and sent it to Tinker, then pulled off her glasses
before she had a chance to reply. She turned off her emotion-dampening tweak
and rested her head on the steering pad.


Garytron had said he’d meant every word. Either he was
lying, or he’d pegged her instantly and was warning her away from the path he’d
taken. She didn’t want to be warned from that path. She wanted to run down it
full-tilt. This human-looking body hadn’t done her any favors. If she could,
she’d download herself into her dishwasher and wait for her flesh body from
there.


No, she didn’t mean that.


Or maybe she did.


She thumped her forehead against her steering pad and
looked down at her glasses on the passenger seat.


She was going to have to talk to them sometime.


But not now.


She put the glasses back on, set them to drive mode, and
headed home.


 


When she got home and came off of drive mode, she had
another message from Trini and seven from the Mechanic.


The thought of dealing with the Mechanic right now wasn’t
appealing, so she opted for one of her few remaining connections to humanity.


“Celia?” Trini was peering into her camera from
what appeared to be a hotel room. Through a window behind her, the sky flashed
a brilliant blue, and a palm tree’s leaves waved gently in a tropical breeze.
Celia cast a quick look at the grey November skies out her own windows and
suppressed a sigh.


“Have you been paying attention to the news? It’s
terrible. It’s like the entire media’s in Galloway’s pocket.”


The last time she’d peeked at the news, she’d had to
watch a former colleague badmouth her. That didn’t exactly inspire her to look
again.


“You’d think that bioandroids were overrunning the
country from the way the press has been going on and on about them. I really
don’t think it’s safe for you to stay in Galloway’s United States. Seriously,
take a look at the news for yourself and you’ll see. I know you. I know you
hide from the news when things get bad. Do yourself a favor and tune in for a
bit. My offer still stands. Pick a country, and I’ll go there with you until
this all blows over. Gene Harvest has offices all over the planet. I’ll get a
transfer, even if it means becoming a janitor until something better opens
up.”


Trini closed her eyes and held her hands up in front of
her face. “I’m babbling. Please, just call me back. I need to know that
you’re safe.”


The message ended.


“Fine,” she grumbled, and pulled up the
LawSpecs main news page. “Unprecedented News Coverage of Bioandroid
Program in Wake of Galloway’s Acceptance Speech,” it heralded. Below it
were links to what looked like over a hundred stories, all with today’s date.
The top link read, “Bioandroid Teacher Outed by Wife and Driven from
School Property by Angry Parents.”


What did they have to be angry about?


Celia sank down on her crimson sofa and stared at the
empty coffee table. Garytron’s warning echoed through her brain. She could feel
it resonating off of the metal and ceramic walls of her skull. She was fake, a
replacement, a copy. Of course Garytron felt regret now that he was so close to
being human again. He had the luxury.


She pulled up a keypad on her glasses and typed a quick
reply to Trini.


“Sorry, I’ve been busy. Don’t worry, I’m fine. My
new friends are looking out for me. I’ll get back to you with a real call once
I have some time. Take care, Celia.”


If things really did get bad, the Mechanic would take
care of her. He’d never let them all be switched off. He was too obsessed with
them for that.


And speaking of the Mechanic… she opened his latest
message. “Need to discuss rescue mission. Sending Betty to pick you up at
home.”


She peered out the living room curtains and saw a car
idling in front of her house, inching forward every few seconds to avoid
triggering an illegal parking citation. She grabbed her coat and dashed down
the front walk. “Sorry,” she said as she climbed in. “I was
ignoring my messages.”


“He’s insane, you know.”


“Rescue mission?”


Betty did a U-turn and headed for Moody Street. “I’m
guessing he wants to spring Garytron, but why he’s suddenly all fired up about
it—”


“Well, his reintegration’s tomorrow,” Celia
said.


“Ah. That explains it.” She cast a quick look
over at Celia. “So how did he seem?”


“Garytron?”


Betty nodded.


“I didn’t know him before. I’m not sure I can
judge.”


“There wasn’t a lot to know,” Betty said.
“He was a lot like Ari. He hid everything. Did he seem—” She chewed
on her lip. “God, I want to ask if he seemed happy about his body being
cured, but he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to tell the truth if he
wasn’t.”


“He said—” She stopped and licked her lips.
“Well, in a way, he said he was happy that he’d be back in his body
soon.”


“Well, good! I’m so sick of all these sad sacks
talking about trying to keep their android bodies forever.” She turned to
Celia. “You want your body back, right?”


“Oh, yes. This—” She gestured to herself.
“It’s not real.”


“Good. Glad to hear you’re not spouting ‘body
choice’ crap like the Mechanic. He creeps me out.”


“But we need him.”


“Don’t remind me.” 


“I thought you’d want to keep your body,” Celia
said. “You know, for the… the sex.”


Betty broke into a huge smile. “Don’t get me wrong,
the sex is phenomenal. But it’s a consolation prize. Never forget that.”
She pulled onto the Massachusetts Turnpike. “So, the clubhouse is in
Dorchester.”


Celia’s eyebrows shot up. “How do you afford the
parking?”


“The Mechanic’s set it up so that our cars don’t
register on the grid when we’re there. He’s found a way to exploit a private
property loophole in the system, even though he doesn’t own the
warehouse.” 


“Wow. He’s good.”


“Yeah. He may be a weasel, but at least he’s our
weasel. Goddamned rescue mission. He’s going to get one of us caught. I just
know it.”


Celia’s glasses picked up an incoming call. “Hang
on,” she said. “It’s the Mechanic.”


“Speak of the devil,” Betty murmured.


“Where are you?” he asked, face filling her
lenses.


“We’re on the Pike, and we just passed—” She
glanced out the window. “I think we’re just passing Watertown.”


“Watertown? Can’t you get here any faster?”


“Faster? I don’t—”


Betty leaned over and yelled, “I’m not keen on
getting nailed for breaking the speed limit on the way to meet with a group of
illegal android hackers on a mission to kidnap one of their own from a
psychiatric ward!”


“All right, all right,” he grumbled, and cut
the connection.


Betty shook her head. “I swear. That boy needs to
get his chemicals rejiggered.”


“Maybe an android body would help with that.”


Betty shot her an incredulous look. “If that were
the case, then we’d all be perfectly well-adjusted.”


“Right.” Celia sank down into her seat.


“Rescue mission,” Betty said.
“Faugh.”


 


Betty showed her an easier way into the clubhouse. It was
through another false-faced brick, but it didn’t involve sewers and long
tunnels. Betty simply thumbprinted the door open, and they climbed down a
straight staircase and then entered the room through a different door.


When they arrived, nearly everyone was already there.
Gyne, Ari, and Ziggie were on one sofa, and Tinker sat on the arm of an
overstuffed chair that Tanja had the seat of. Celia waved at Ziggie, and Ziggie
smiled brightly and waved back. Shoot, she should have brought the pie pan. She
didn’t see Dom, or the woman in neon, but the mannequin woman was standing
immobile behind one of the other sofas.


Betty nodded at her. “Hey, Edie.”


Edie didn’t move.


“Series. Sausage. Shatter.”


Celia peered into the shadows in one unlit corner of the
room. What was that?


“Syphilis. Susurrus. Sandwich.”


She could just make out the shadow of a human form.


Gyne pointed back over his shoulder. “Poor little
Dom got a bad tweak.”


The words continued in an eerie monotone. “Street.
Safeword. Spread.”


“Words that start with ‘s’?” Betty asked.
“Well that’s a new one.”


Gyne sighed and flung his hands up dramatically, painted
nails glinting under the lights. “He was trying to get his brain hooked up
directly to the nets so he wouldn’t need glasses anymore just as the news on
Garytron came in. Needless to say, the Mechanic got distracted, and poor Dom is
stuck randomly spouting one section of the dictionary.”


“Is he all right?” Celia asked.


“He’s fine,” Gyne said. “He’ll keep.”


“Sophomore. Straight. Sample.”


Celia peered into the gloom again, at the figure she
could now tell was rocking back and forth, body pulled into a crouch. “I
don’t know…”


“Trust me,” Betty said. “When the
Mechanic’s in a tizzy, it’s better to wait until he’s calm again before letting
him poke around in your brain. Come on.” She bobbed her head toward the
free sofa. “Let’s sprawl over the entire thing before the Mechanic shows
up and tries to sit with us.”


Celia thought that sounded like an eminently good idea.
She just wished there was some way she could drown out Dom. No one else seemed
bothered by him. This must not have been so unusual. She tried not to shiver at
that thought.


She followed Betty to the sofa and sat down next to her,
tucking her feet up on the cushions so she’d take up more space. She leaned
toward Betty and murmured, “I’d like to talk to you when we’re done. I’m
leaving my job, and—”


“You’ll need to pass the audition,” Betty said.


Audition?


The door opened, and the Mechanic walked in with 1101.
1101 walked over to the sofa and asked, “May I please sit?” Celia and
Betty put their feet on the ground to free up the middle cushion, and 1101 sat
down between them. Celia could feel perspiration breaking out all over her
body, and clamped her hands tightly in her lap to keep them from reaching out
to touch the smooth leg next to hers. She wanted to know for sure if 1101’s
body was as hard and unyielding as Garytron’s had been. Her stupid schoolgirl
crush depended on it.


“Star. Sizzle. Splatter.”


“Roxy isn’t coming,” the Mechanic said.
“So this is everyone. We need to rescue Garytron, and we need to do it
today. He gets put back in his body tomorrow, and he wants us to save him from
it.”


“Wait a minute,” Betty said. “Celia said
he told her he wanted to go back into his old body.”


There were murmurs all around the room. 1101 cocked its
head to the side and asked, “Is this true?”


Celia opened her mouth to reply, but the Mechanic barked,
“It doesn’t matter what he said out loud. The shrink was in the room with
them the entire time. But Gary figured out that Celia was one of us and made
sure to get a real message through.”


He tapped at the air, and the sound of Garytron’s
drumming fingertips filled the room.


“Morse code,” Edie said, her voice fluted with
beautiful and unnatural harmonics.


Celia whirled around, but Edie had gone immobile again,
leaving no indication that she’d ever spoken.


“Exactly,” the Mechanic said. “He sent
four messages. That was the first.”


” ‘Sorry,’ ” Edie said.


Celia didn’t bother turning around this time.


“What’s he apologizing for?” Tanja asked.


“Obviously, for getting caught,” the Mechanic
said.


Betty leaned over and murmured, “Oh yeah,
obviously.”


“Here’s the next one.”


Another quick flurry of taps, and Edie said, ”
‘Scared.’ “


“I think that one’s pretty obvious,” the
Mechanic said. “The next message was harder to decipher. He used different
fingers to type out different words simultaneously. I was able to pull it apart
because each finger created a slightly different tone on the desktop.” He
played the series of taps. ” ‘Don’t want to change back.’ “


“He actually managed to use a contraction,”
Betty said. “I’m impressed.”


The Mechanic turned to Celia. “The last message
seems to be for you.”


Again, the taps filled the air.


” ‘Don’t trust the doctor.’ “


1101 put one of its mitts over Celia’s hand, and she had
to blink away a wave of dizziness. It was warm, and ever so slightly soft. What
would it feel like to—


No, now wasn’t the time to be thinking that way. This was
frivolous, stupid. She wouldn’t give in to her body. Not now. Not ever. It
didn’t deserve it.


Wait, what did Garytron know about Dr. McElvoy?


“Slander. Scratch. Smarmy.”


The Mechanic paced the room. “Thanks to Celia, we
know exactly where they’re keeping him. I managed to get into the hospital
computer system, and his reintegration has been scheduled for tomorrow morning
at ten. We need to get him out tonight.”


He stopped and scanned the room.


“I need volunteers.”
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Betty surged to her feet. “Absolutely not! I am not
risking my freedom for that sad sack.”


The Mechanic’s face turned an alarming scarlet. “It
should be his choice—”


“Oh, stuff it,” she said. “I know you want
to be just like us, but you’re too afraid to put your money where your mouth is
and just buy a fucking body for yourself. We’re all sick of your whining.
Gary’s finally going back into his old body. We should have a party to
celebrate his good luck!”


Ari looked up at her. “But he says he doesn’t want
to go back to his biological body.”


“So he’s scared. So what? That’s no reason to risk
our necks. If he really wants to keep his metal body so badly, he can get one
in Dubai once he’s reintegrated.”


“Who can afford that?” Gyne asked.


Celia said, “Um, I’ve heard you can go to the
Philippines and get it done for less—”


“He wants our help,” the Mechanic said.
“He wouldn’t have sent the messages otherwise.”


“What about his GPS?” Betty asked. “If you
kidnap him, they’ll switch it on the second they realize he’s gone.”


“I think I’ve finally figured out how to switch it
off—”


“You think?”


“I’ll hide him in one of the old lead-lined rooms at
MIT until I’m sure,” the Mechanic said. “None of you will be in any
danger.”


“Except for your precious volunteers,” Betty
spat.


“Hey, I’ll be right there next to them. I’m not
sending anyone anywhere I’m not willing to go.”


“You can’t,” Celia said.


The Mechanic whirled on her. “I can’t not go!
I won’t ask people to do something I’m not willing to do myself.”


“If they arrest you, everyone in this room will be
in trouble.”


“I’d never talk. I can’t believe you’d—”


“What happens when we get called in for our annual
maintenance and you’re not there to undo our tweaks?”


The room fell silent, save for Dom.


“Stomata. Stroganoff. Swerve. Sawbuck. Slalom.
Sergeant.” 


Tinker fixed the Mechanic with a pained stare. “She
makes a damned good point.”


“That means you can’t go either,” Ari noted.
“I’ll go. You can download everything I need directly into my brain so
there won’t be any glasses signals to trace once I’m in there.”


“But you’re buggy,” Celia said. “What if
you freeze up?”


Ari’s body suddenly seemed to come to life. His facial
muscles softened and his entire posture relaxed. In a normal human voice, he
said, “There, I’ve switched them all off.” It was startling. He
seemed like someone else. He seemed… wrong.


“Hang on, what if you get caught?” Tanja asked.
“Do you have the memory fuzzer tweak?”


“Yes.”


Tanja nodded. “Okay. Good. I’ve also got it, so I’ll
go with you.”


Celia looked past 1101 to Betty and murmured, “But
she looks—”


“Wait for it.”


“Sex. Slap. Sting.”


Tanja’s skin faded from its normal glowing silver to a
warm chestnut. “I’ll grab a wig and fake eyebrows on the way out.”


“Thank you,” the Mechanic said. “Anyone
else?”


“Two is enough,” Ari said.


“All right. Let’s talk strategy. I’ve already broken
into the hospital’s network, and will be shutting off all security cameras
while you’re in there.”


Betty shot a betrayed look at Tanja, who shook her head
and stood up to join the Mechanic and Ari.


“I can’t stay for this,” Betty said. She stood
and looked down at Celia. “Are you coming?” 


Celia looked around the room, at the collection of
mechanicals essentially twiddling their thumbs. She didn’t see any point in
keeping them company. “Sure.”


Betty turned to 1101. “Celia’s considering a career
change. Want to come along and give her your perspective?”


1101 shook its head. “I wish to wait here for word
on my friend, and to keep Dom company while he waits to be fixed.”


“Suit yourself.”


Gyne stomped across the room in his chunky heels.
“This is insanity,” he said.


“Glad to hear that all my roommates aren’t
certifiable,” Betty said with a sneer. “Come on, let’s regale Celia
with tales of our glamorous life as mechanical prostitutes.”


“Anything but this.” He linked his arm through
Celia’s. “Let’s leave this madhouse. See you later, Dom!”


“Surfer. Sacrum. Strumpet.”


 


“Security. That’s the most important thing,”
Gyne said.


They sat in Betty’s car in the warehouse, Betty in the
driver’s seat, Celia in the passenger seat, and Gyne sprawled across the back.


“Never go in alone. There’s always just as many
mechanicals watching as there are hooking. If they ask for two, then they get
two to fuck and another two to watch. And then all four of us split the money
up evenly when the scene’s over.”


“You’ll need to get your strength boosted,”
Betty said. “And we usually carry tear gas, just in case things really get
out of hand.”


“Tear gas doesn’t affect us,” Gyne said,
“so it’s a great way to take a room full of misbehaving fleshies and drop
them like rocks. And it’s entertaining to boot.”


Celia switched on her emotion dampener to keep her voice
from wavering. “How dangerous is it?”


“Usually not at all,” Gyne said.
“Especially if we stick to our repeat clientele list. Ziggie thoroughly
vets any new customers and keeps tabs on our old ones.”


“Ziggie… helps you? I thought she—”


Gyne waved an elegant hand. “She may be a prude, but
she doesn’t want us to get hurt.”


“She can’t catch all the creeps, though,” Betty
said. “If you’re rich enough, you can bury anything. We’ve had idiots
who’ve wanted to carve us up or keep pieces of us as souvenirs. Real nut jobs.
Nothing that’ll require repair later, that’s a hard and fast rule.”


“They always try to lay out some sob story about how
if they can’t do it to you, then they’ll have to find real human victims
instead.” Gyne screwed his face up into a sneer. “Please. They need
therapy, not a carveable love doll.”


“That kind of trouble’s really rare, though,”
Betty said. “Usually, those of us on security spend the evening just
watching the scene. But it’s good to be prepared with the strength tweak.”


“It’s the most important tweak you’ll need for the
job,” Gyne said.


“No, the most important tweak is the detachment
one.”


“Oh, please.” Gyne theatrically swiped a hand
through the air. “No one needs that.”


“You only say that because you’re into
degradation,” Betty countered. She turned to Celia. “Seriously,
you’ll want to detach yourself from the scene. Some of the clients are into
some really weird kink. I’ve got one who likes twisting me up into a pretzel.”
She let out an exaggerated yawn. “Boring. So I just switch off so I don’t
feel it anymore and listen to music in my head until it’s all over.”


“You should get a movie player tweak next time you
have to see that guy,” Gyne said. “He sure takes long enough for an old
fart. Might as well catch a show while you wait.”


She chuckled. “Yeah, you have something there. But
don’t worry, Celia, we’ll make sure your first one is fun.”


Celia’s eyes went wide, and she held her hands up in
front of her. “No, no. I don’t want fun.”


Gyne gave her shoulder a playful shove. “Silly girl.
It’s all about fun.”


“I—” She closed her mouth, then looked down at
her artificial hands, calling up the schematics on her lenses so she could
overlay them. “That’s not why I want to do this. I can’t handle my day job
anymore. They way they’re treating me—”


“No Gloom Patrol in my crew,” Betty said.
“I won’t even audition if you’re going to be that way.”


“What if I only sell myself to men?”


“Well, that’ll be easy,” Gyne said.
“There’s hardly any women on our list.”


“You’ll get over the gender thing soon enough,”
Betty said. “Trust me.”


“Uh oh.” Gyne pointed out the window.
“There goes the cavalry.”


Ari, a brunette-wigged Tanja, and Tinker all climbed into
a van, with Tinker in the driver’s seat.


“Shit,” Betty hissed. “Why the hell are
they taking her car? If she gets caught—”


“Then bots like me are doubly screwed,” Gyne
said.


“Fucking Garytron,” Betty said. “He had to
know they’d do this. Selfish asshole.”


Tinker backed the van out of the warehouse, and with a
crunch of tires on ancient, graveled asphalt, she was gone.


Gyne flopped against the back seat. “Well. Now we
wait.”


“Wanna go to a club?” Betty asked.


“Can’t,” Gyne said. “I left my outdoor
eyeballs at home.” He veed his fingers at his solid silver eyes.


“We could go home first.”


“Celia, what do you want to do?” Gyne asked.


She wanted to be locked down and carved up. She wanted to
have a chainsaw taken to her arms and legs, and lie there, a helpless torso,
being passed around like a sexual party favor. She wanted to have her head
removed and propped up on a shelf while her body was used and abused and she
was helpless to do anything but watch.


God, she wanted this to be over. She wanted her human
body back. She’d never wanted to do anything scary in it, never wanted to do
anything scary to it. She needed that life back.


In the end, she said none of that, and simply shrugged.


“Fuck it. Let’s have sex,” Gyne said.


Betty grinned, placed her glasses on the dashboard, and
climbed into the tiny back seat with him. Celia turned to face them, then set
herself for lockdown. She watched whatever was in view — tangled legs, a toss
of hair, a full-back dragon tattoo. They opened the back door and tumbled out
onto the warehouse floor. She heard moaning, laughing, groans and sighs, but
never unlocked to see what was happening. It was out of her control. Everything
was out of her control — her job, her marriage, her safety, her life. This was
just the perfect accompaniment.


The car door opened behind her, and she felt hands
caressing her breasts, snaking between her legs, a tongue lapping insistently
against her neck, but she stayed in hard lockdown, never softening to their
touch. She was perfectly detached. Who needed a tweak for that?


The hands gave up and moved away, and she found that she
missed them. No, she didn’t need this. This body didn’t need anything. Not
food, not water, not sex. Especially not sex.


More sighs, a shriek, and then they were back, climbing
into the back seat of the car right in her field of vision. Gyne pulled out a
knife and brandished it at Celia, the light catching the blade and reflecting
back on his metal eyeballs. “Is this what you want?”


She came out of lockdown long enough to focus on the
blade, then put herself into soft lockdown before she even realized what she
was doing. Oh god. She was so weak. So weak.


He grinned. “Thought so.”


They took off her glasses, pulled her yielding body out
of the car, and lay her spread-eagled on the warehouse floor. The knife sliced
through her sweater, rending it from waist to neck. Gyne tore it off, Celia’s
body flopping in response. She felt her bra being sliced off, her trousers, her
underwear. Her shoes were tossed unceremoniously into the car. Anyone could
walk in and see this.


A thrill ran through her, and she spasmed.


Then she felt the tip of the knife tracing a delicate
line from her chin, down her arched neck, between her breasts, and all the way
down to her groin. Any second now, she’d feel the bite of metal, the white-hot
moment of pain, and it would wash away everything, everything.


Another spasm rocked her body, nearly blinding her with
its intensity.


Hands roughly shoved her to her stomach, one arm trapped
underneath her body, the other bent at an awkward angle, and the knife traced
down her spine, cold and soft, with the clear threat of menace implied in the
touch. She was completely at Gyne’s mercy. It was all out of her control.


She shivered.


“So responsive, even in soft lockdown,” Gyne
said. “And you haven’t even been cut yet.”


And then she felt it. The knife piercing her skin, right
over her shoulder blade. The pain shocked through her flesh, grinding into her
artificial bone, and a gasp caught in her chest as her vision whited out for an
agonizing instant.


The knife sliced through her, tracing a slow path down
her back, and she could feel the skin parting for the sharp blade. The pain
ripped through her entire nervous system, sending white-hot daggers all the way
down to her fingers and toes. All thoughts of work and wife melted under the searing
heat of the blade, focusing every iota of her attention on its handiwork.


Gyne leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Only
friends get to do this. Never clients. Only those who understand.”


The knife continued its path down her back, ending its
damage in a curlicue somewhere above where her kidneys had once lived. Her body
knew who was in charge now. It knew who called the shots. It knew who would
remain once it was replaced.


Gyne started in on the other side.


And then Betty licked the trail that his knife had
carved, her tongue intimately probing Celia’s new folds, invading her body in a
way that had never been possible before.


The spasms that rocked Celia’s body felt like a small
earthquake.


She couldn’t stop, knew she wouldn’t even if she put herself
into hard lockdown. Her entire body was on fire. She could even see it, dancing
in front of her eyes, obscuring the view of crumbling brick and filthy floor.
Through the crackling in her ears, she heard a whisper of fabric hitting the
ground, and then she was flipped to her back and felt rough cloth against her
ruined skin. It screamed at the pressure, and she shook, unable to think. If
she’d needed to breathe, she would have forgotten to.


Celia’s past no longer existed. Her future no longer
stretched out before her. All she had was now. The pain made sure of that.


The knife and tongue game continued along her torso,
dancing around her breasts, her bellybutton. It moved between her thighs,
cutting ribbons down the insides, the tongue always following. Her mouth was
opened, and another mouth descended over it, probing, sucking on her lips, as
the other mouth worked her clitoris, hands digging into the ruined flesh
between her legs. Another set of hands probed the cuts around her breasts,
invading her in new and unfamiliar ways, and the spasms nearly bucked both of
them off, until she couldn’t hold it in any longer and shut off her soft
lockdown, covered her mouth, and screamed and screamed and screamed.


She collapsed, drained, unable to even curl into a ball.


Hands gently stroked her tiny patches of uncut flesh.
“Turn off your pain,” she heard someone murmur, and blindly obeyed.


“You had it on full, didn’t you?”


She turned on stoneface and nodded.


“You are one seriously fucked-up individual.”


Gyne. That was Gyne.


“That’s a compliment, honey.”


He scooped her off the ground, wrapped her tightly in a
blanket, and gently deposited her in the back seat of the car. Everything was
numb, and not simply because her pain was switched off. The cuts had let out
all the toxins that had been building up inside of her. If she even tried to
think about her life, it all slipped back out, her skin unable to keep any of
it contained anymore.


Gyne climbed in next to her and wrapped both arms around
her, rearranging her so her head rested on his shoulder. “Come on. We’ll
take you home and fix you up.” As the car backed out of the warehouse, he
chuckled softly. “Now you know why we don’t do that with clients. They
don’t deserve it.”


She said nothing, felt nothing, all the way home.


When they got there, Betty handed Celia her glasses so
she could unlock the garage. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself,
turned on stoneface, and led them past the broken glass in the basement, up
into her house.


“You do have a skin sealer, don’t you?” Gyne
asked.


“In the kitchen,” she said in her flat robot
voice. She confirmed that all the windows in the house were opaqued and dropped
the blanket on the floor of the living room, padding into the kitchen
completely naked. “The silverware drawer.”


Betty followed and dug the sealer out of the drawer.
“I’m better at this than he is,” she said.


“Oh, please,” Gyne leaned against the
countertop, hip out at a saucy angle.


“Face it, you’re better at cutting, and I’m better
at fixing,” Betty said.


“All right, when you put it that way.”


Betty knelt on the floor and gently nudged Celia’s legs
apart. One hand resting on Celia’s thigh, she started repairing the skin
between her legs. Without pain, Betty’s touch felt distant, unreal.


Gyne started to rummage through the cabinets. He pulled
out a box of cereal, read the ingredients list, scowled, and put it back.
“So healthy.” He looked over his shoulder. “You know, hon,
you’ve been quite the taker. You need to start giving back.”


“Oh, she will,” Betty said. “I don’t give
this shit away for free.”


An urgent call came in on Celia’s glasses. Dr. McElvoy.


Celia crossed her arms over her bare breasts and hissed,
“It’s my psychiatrist.”


Betty surged to her feet. “Shit. Drop the stoneface
and see what he wants.”


“I can’t—”


Betty grabbed Celia by the shoulders. “It’s nearly
ten o’clock. I’m betting he never calls you this late, right?”


Celia nodded.


“Then clearly it’s some kind of emergency, and if
you don’t pick it up, he’ll send someone to your house to figure out why.”


Gyne clutched at his bosom. “It’s about Gary. I know
it.”


“Pick it up, Celia,” Betty said. “Pick…
it… up.”


She dropped the stoneface, switched on her emotion
dampener, and tapped open the connection in voice-only mode. “Dr. McElvoy.
Is something wrong? It’s late.”


“Celia, thank god. I was worried about you. Someone
tried to kidnap Gary, and I worried they might try to get you, too.”


“Me? Why me?”


“Because of your visit. The hospital swears its
security is air-tight, but it would be so easy for a media outlet to have
bought out some of the people on our staff, and if any of them saw you going to
visit Gary today—”


Oh god. He was connecting her to the kidnapping. “I
don’t think anyone followed us. Do you?”


“I don’t know. We can’t tell. Whoever shut off the security
cameras also wiped out the video records from the past three days. I don’t
believe in coincidences, Celia. The timing is too suspicious. I’m going to send
the police over to your place to make sure you’re safe.”


“No police!” Celia blurted. She was standing
naked in her kitchen, skin sliced to ribbons, flanked by two mechanicals who
were even more tweaked-out than she was. The last thing she needed was the
police. “I — I’ll go to a friend’s for the night. I don’t want the police
in front of my house. It’ll only attract the media, and that’s the last thing I
need right now.”


Betty’s eyes went wide, and she looked wildly at the
opaqued windows.


“All right, but I need you to leave your house as
quickly as possible.”


“I will. I promise.”


“Good.” He let out a long breath. “I’m
just glad they didn’t manage to get him.”


She looked first at Gyne, then at Betty, then started
recording the call. “They didn’t get Gary?”


Betty closed her eyes, then glared up at the ceiling.


“No,” Dr. McElvoy said. “He’d already been
moved to UMass Worcester.” She could hear his voice tighten as he added,
“The board decided that what with our recent audit problems, we should
have someone else perform the reintegration. Their doctors will be performing
the procedure first thing in the morning.”


In a small voice, Celia said, “Oh. Well. That…
that’s good.”


“You get out of your house, now.”


“I will. Thank you for the warning.”


“Let me know when you’re safe.”


“I will. Goodbye.”


She shut off the connection, then looked back over at
Gyne and Betty. Gyne was on his glasses, fingers typing furiously. He scowled,
then shut the lenses off. “Tinker’s been arrested for loitering, and Ari
and Tanja are hiding out in Harvard Square. Edie’s on the way to pick them
up.”


“Shit,” Betty said. “And they didn’t get
Gary?”


“He wasn’t there,” Celia said. “Dr.
McElvoy said they’d moved him to Worcester earlier today. Sounds like Mount
Auburn’s trying to cover their butts by having someone else do the job.”


Betty buried her face in her hands. “Great. Just great.”
She let out a long sigh, then dropped her hands to her sides and shook her arms
out. “Right, first I fix you up, then we go back to Dorchester so I can
scream at the Mechanic.”


Gyne tore off his glasses and slapped them on the
counter. “Good plan. I like that plan.”


 


Betty stormed into the clubhouse, Gyne and Celia
following in her wake. “And whose bright idea was it for Tinker to drive
the getaway car?” she roared.


“It was hers,” the Mechanic said. “She had
the biggest car and a clean driving record.”


“It could have been worse,” Ziggie said.
“She could have been arrested for illegal parking. That’s a felony in
Cambridge.”


“All this, and Gary wasn’t even there,” Betty
said. “Go ahead, Celia. Tell them.”


“He’s at UMass Worcester,” she said.
“Here, I’m sending you a recording of the call.”


The Mechanic’s face lit up with new purpose. “Then
that’s where we need to go.”


A chorus of voices cried, “No!”


Betty grabbed his arms and held them tight as he
struggled to get free from her enhanced-strength grip. “No fucking way.
You got sloppy, and now Tinker’s in jail.”


“I wasn’t sloppy!”


“You hacked into their computer system, didn’t you?
Then why the hell didn’t you think to check the hospital database to make sure
Gary was still there?”


“I—” The Mechanic closed his mouth and
glowered.


“Exactly. If you go off half-cocked and send more of
us out there, you’re just going to slip up again, and maybe this time, one of
us tweaked folks will get arrested and be locked up in Gary’s old cell.”


“I’ll be more careful this time.”


“Why did you erase three days worth of security
videos?” Celia asked.


The Mechanic shot her a puzzled frown. “To erase
your visit, of course. Why else?”


“But… three days?”


“Well, if I just erased today, it would have looked
suspicious.”


“Oh yeah,” Betty snapped. “This didn’t
look suspicious at all.”


Ziggie stood and put a gentle hand on the Mechanic’s
back, and he sagged in Betty’s stone-fisted grip. “Just let it go. Gary’s
going to be fine. He’s getting what we all want. Betty was right. We should be
happy for him.”


1101 cocked its head to the side. “I don’t want my
old body back.”


Betty turned to it, her expression a mixture of pity and
disgust. “You should.”


“No, this is what I choose. But you are right. It is
too dangerous to make another attempt to rescue Garytron. He will be more
heavily guarded this time, and the security will be tighter. Now we must focus
our efforts on freeing Tinker.”


Betty released the Mechanic, and he crashed down on one
of the sofas, face buried in his hands.


“That should be easy. It’s just a fine, isn’t
it?” Celia asked. “She was arrested for loitering, not illegal
parking.”


“I can set up an anonymous wire transfer to pay the
fine,” Ziggie said.


Gyne shook his head and lounged against the back of one
of the sofas. “The police don’t take those.”


“Of course they don’t. The wire transfer will be to
Tinker’s own account, and then she can pay the fine herself.”


The Mechanic’s muffled voice leaked out through his
hands. “I’ll do it.”


“No, honey, you’ve done enough.” Gyne nodded at
Ziggie, who semi-opaqued her glasses and started tapping at the air.


“There,” she announced. “Done. Our Tinker
should be home soon enough.”


Edie walked in the door with Ari and Tanja in tow, then
froze, as usual. “What the hell happened?” Tanja snarled, tearing her
wig off and flinging it across the room.


Gyne caught the wig in mid-air and started preening it.
“They moved him. He’s in Worcester.”


“Oh no. We are not going to Worcester.”


“No, you’re not.”


Celia heard a choked sob and looked up to see the Mechanic’s
shoulders shaking. Ziggie put a supportive hand on one of his shoulders, but
the rest of the room merely watched in silence as the man cried.


Celia looked around the room at the collection of dry
mechanical eyes.


She was right. Machines didn’t cry.
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At 11:00 the next morning, Celia awoke on Betty’s sofa,
right at the time she’d programmed herself to. The rest of the household was
planning on getting up at noon, but Celia felt a need to wake up when it was
still technically morning. She knew it was a residual human need, but she was
having a hard time shaking it. She fumbled for her glasses and saw the blinking
message icon.


Dr. McElvoy. Of course.


“Celia, I was hoping we could talk this morning.
Gary’s just started his reintegration, and it should take most of the day to
complete. I won’t be needed until they wake him. Please give me a call so I
know that you’re safe.”


She let out a long breath and sagged forward, head
cradled in her hands. Garytron had warned her not to trust him. What did he
know that she didn’t?


It seemed she had no choice but to call.


Or did she?


All this time, she’d blindly obeyed Dr. McElvoy. What
power did he really have over her?


She pulled up her copy of the replacement body contract
and started reading. There was no language in it anywhere about enforced
counseling sessions. The only required counseling had been the intake session
and the session immediately after she woke up in her replacement body.


To be safe, she sent out her searchbots to see what legal
precedent, if any, she could find for enforced counseling.


All her searches returned were three references to
committing bioandroids to inpatient counseling when they committed “severe
warranty violations.” And those had all required either a court order or
the consent of the next of kin.


The longer she talked to him, the greater the chance that
she’d let something slip that would give him the evidence he’d need for that
court order.


But she’d make just one last call, if only to find out
how Garytron was doing.


Celia locked herself into the small first-floor bathroom
so her conversation wouldn’t wake anyone and placed the call.


Dr. McElvoy picked up on voice-only. “Celia! I’m
glad you called. Hang on just a minute.” He put her on hold.


Celia sat down on the closed toilet, stuck her camera on
the wall next to her, and turned to face it. Then, while she waited for McElvoy
to return, she pulled her control panel up and put the cursor over the emotion
dampener, just in case.


Dr. McElvoy came back on in full video mode. “Sorry,
I was chatting with some colleagues, but I’m in a private office now. I’m
surprised you didn’t call me sooner.”


She felt a flash of annoyance and tried to bite it back.
“I just woke up.”


“Is it normal for you to sleep this late? You never
used to have problems getting up for our eight a.m. sessions.”


“I spent the night with friends, just like you
wanted me to. We stayed up late. I’m a grown-up. I’m allowed.”


He narrowed his eyes at her. “You sound testy.”


“Of course I do. You chased me out of my house last
night. How’s Gary?”


“He’ll be fine. So, you’re safe?”


“No one’s tried to abduct me, if that’s what you
mean.” Celia gave up and switched on her emotion dampener so she wouldn’t
roll her eyes.


McElvoy cracked first, letting a long breath out through
pursed lips, the orange hairs of his moustache parting to let it through.
“Well, I’m just glad the procedure’s underway. You know, he really came
around after seeing you.”


Then what was with the Morse code? Had he changed his
mind after she’d left? “Well, I’m glad I could help.”


Dr. McElvoy leaned in closer. “That was some pretty
scary stuff he mentioned, though, about you not following in his
footsteps.”


“I’ll say.”


He cocked his head to the side. “Any idea why he
felt the need to tell you that?”


Don’t trust the doctor.


“I have no idea. Did he start out the same way I
did? With self-mutilation?”


“He did, yes.”


“Maybe that’s it. So, you really think talking to me
helped him?”


“You’re changing the subject.”


Damn it.


“Celia, I’m really concerned that he might have seen
something in you that only someone in his position could recognize.”


She crossed her arms tightly across her chest.
“Well, if he thinks he did, then he’s wrong. I’m fine. I haven’t had any
incidents since the one with the drill, and you know it.”


“Yes, but Gary managed to get around his
alarm.”


Damn it, he’d finally figured that out. “But that’s
illegal,” Celia said with all the faux indignation she could force through
her filter. “Besides, I’m a textbook editor, not an engineer. I wouldn’t
even know how to hack my own system.”


“Celia, you saw Gary. There’s no way he did that to
himself. Someone out there is preying on the insecurities of bioandroids and
getting their kicks out of altering their bodies. I want to catch this guy and
put him behind bars so he can’t do this again. If you know anything—”


“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t?
Why don’t you just ask Gary?”


“Because he’s not talking. And the judge wouldn’t
give me a court order to look into his brain. Legally, we have to wipe it the
moment we determine the memory transfer to be a success.”


Aha. He didn’t have a judge in his pocket.
“Well, good.”


He peered intently toward the camera. “Who are you
protecting, Celia?”


Celia sat up tall, one hand splayed across her
breastbone. “I’m protecting the sanctity of my mind. I’m shocked at you,
frankly, for not doing the same. Trying to look into one of our brains? That’s
despicable.”


“Celia—”


That was enough. She shouldn’t have let the conversation
go on this long in the first place. “If you’re going to lob unfounded
accusations at me like this, then I’m afraid I need to end things.”


“Celia, you can’t—”


“I can, and I will. There’s nothing in my contract
that gives you the right to force me into therapy without a court order or the
consent of my next of kin. Well, I have no next of kin, and you hardly have
enough of a case to convince a judge, so I’m terminating this relationship. I
understand that you’ve only been trying to help me and the hospital, but you’ve
gone too far this time.”


“But Celia—”


“No. I don’t have to stand for this kind of
treatment. Goodbye.”


She snapped the connection shut and put herself into hard
lockdown before the shaking could start. She’d done it. He had no power over
her anymore. She should have done this ages ago.


Don’t trust the doctor, Garytron had said.


Well, the doctor was gone.


She came out of lockdown, clipped her camera back to her
lenses, and went into the kitchen to find a glass. It was time for her daily
drink of water. Dr. McElvoy had no idea how sane this was. The man who’d
changed her was no predator. He was a savior.


 


Gyne and Betty came downstairs shortly after noon, and
Celia bookmarked the historical novel she’d been reading and shut down her
lenses. “Tinker’s free,” Betty said. “She says that after they
hauled her in and saw her arms and legs, they tried to charge her with more
than just loitering, but they couldn’t come up with anything.”


Gyne scowled. “Phobic assholes.”


“Anyhow, she’s laying low for a while. She figures
they’ll probably be keeping a close eye on her, at least in Cambridge.”


“At least she’s free,” Celia said. “At
least we have that good news.”


Gyne yawned and stretched, his black silk kimono gaping
to reveal a half-extended breast. “Yeah. I’m glad that’s over with. So, we
have a client tonight. You should come along as muscle.”


“Definitely,” Betty said. “The first time,
you always watch so you can see what you’re getting into. Then, if you pass the
audition, you can participate next time.”


“What’s the audition?”


Gyne opened his mouth, but Betty held her hand up.
“You’ll find out when it happens.”


“Okay. Um, I don’t have the strength tweak, so I’m
not sure I can help just yet.”


“I’m sure we can get the Mechanic to do it for you
today.”


“I… I don’t know,” Celia said, clutching her
hands to her chest. “After what he did to Dom, I don’t think I want him
poking around in my brain right now.”


“Trust me, this is an easy one,” Betty said.
“All he’s doing is putting an on/off switch on one of your factory
settings. The factory makes our bodies with a high max strength, then the
hospital dials it down to match our old flesh bodies, and then the Mechanic
undoes all the hospital’s hard work.”


“Well…” The sooner she was able to help out,
the sooner she’d be able to switch jobs. “I suppose.”


Gyne smiled expansively and plopped down on the sofa next
to her. He shifted his body and face into full feminine contours. “It’ll
be a great night for us girlfriends. Betty and I will be hooking, you and Tanja
will be guarding.”


“Tanja?” Betty asked. “I don’t know if I’m
ready to talk to her yet.”


“Oh, get over it,” Gyne said. “Yes, the
rescue was stupid, and yes, she was stupid to go along with it, but she’s your
friend. She’s allowed her stupid moments, and you have to forgive her.” He
raised a neatly-groomed eyebrow. “She’s forgiven you yours, after
all.”           Betty scowled and headed into the kitchen.


“So, what have you been doing with yourself this
morning?” Gyne asked.


“Actually, talking to Dr. McElvoy.”


“Oh dear,” Gyne said.


Betty popped her head back out from the kitchen, a look
of concern wrinkling her pretty features behind the red cat’s eye frames.


“What did he want?” Gyne asked.


Celia pinched the bridge of her nose, jostling her
frames. “He wanted to know why Garytron was so concerned that I’d fall in
with you folks.”


“Oh, shit,” Betty moaned. “Shit, shit,
shit.”


Gyne winced. “What did you tell him?”


“I told him I didn’t want to speak to him
anymore.”


“You what?” Betty and Gyne cried
simultaneously.


Celia thrust her hands out. “It’s all right. He
can’t force me into therapy without a judge’s order. I did the research.”


“Yeah, but how do you know he doesn’t have a judge
in his pocket?” Gyne asked.


“Because a judge denied him permission to look at
Garytron’s memories.”


“There’s a big difference between finding a judge to
help you bend the law and finding one to help you break it.”


Celia’s hands dropped into her lap. “I don’t think
he’s got a case. And I’m not going to help give him one by continuing to talk
to him.”


“She’s right, you know,” Betty said.


Gyne flopped his head back. “I know, I know,”
he groaned.


Betty ducked back into the kitchen, then slunk into the
living room with a pint of frozen yogurt in one hand and three spoons in the
other. “Breakfast, anyone?”


“I don’t need to eat for several days yet,”
Celia said.


“It’s chocolate/chocolate swirl.” Betty sat
down on the sofa and held one spoon out to Celia with a mischievous look in her
eye. “Come on, you might as well indulge. It’s not like this body can get
fat.”


“But I don’t—” Celia let out a small sigh.
These two would never get it. It would be easier to have a little ice cream
than argue it out with them.


She took the spoon and carved out a small scoop.


As much as she hated to admit it, it tasted wonderful.


 


The Mechanic seemed calm enough when they went to see him
at the clubhouse, so Celia had him do several tweaks: strength, memory fuzz,
and detachment.


“I wish you wouldn’t do this,” he said, fingers
typing away in the air as he installed the final tweak. “It bothers me how
many of you are into prostitution.”


“It’s just for money,” she murmured. “It’s
no big deal.”


“But you have a job.”


“Not for long.”


His fingers stilled. In a quiet voice, he said,
“Right.”


“It’s okay,” Celia said. “I don’t mind
doing this. It’s not really my body, after all.”


“You shouldn’t talk that way.”


“But it’s true.”


He finished typing, and she watched the detachment button
appear on her control panel, right next to the controls for her other two new
tweaks. “There,” he said, hands dropping back into his lap.
“You’re done.”


“Um…” She looked over at Gyne and Betty, who
were talking with Tanja on the other side of the clubhouse. Betty’s arms were
wrapped tightly around her body, and she was leaning backward at an alarming
angle, but at least they were talking. And that meant they weren’t paying
attention to this end of the room. “I’d actually like one more
thing.”


“Sure. What?”


She leaned over, fingers squeezing her permission card.
In a low voice, she asked, “Can you give me that mind wipe that you gave
Ziggie?”


The Mechanic closed his eyes and let out a huge sigh, his
body deflating visibly before her eyes. “Please don’t ask for that. God, I
wish I’d never given that to her in the first place.”


“Look, I’m not saying that I’m planning on using it.
But it would be… nice, just in case things got ugly, to not have to remember
any of it when I’m back in my real body.”


He flung his hands toward her. “This is a real body,
Celia.”


“Not so loud,” she whispered, and looked over
to make sure the trio hadn’t noticed.


They hadn’t.


“Fine,” he murmured. “I just wish you
wouldn’t treat this as something disposable.”


“But it is. I signed a contract.”


“It could be so much more. I thought you were
changing yourself because you wanted to be more perfect.”


She closed her eyes and shook her head ever so slightly.
“Please,” she whispered. “Just give it to me.”


He sighed again. “Fine. This one’s tricky.”


Celia dropped her permission card as if it had suddenly
become white-hot. “Are… are you sure you’re up to it?”


“Look, I’m fine, all right? I’m fine.”


She looked at the black circles under his eyes and the
deep lines etched on either side of his mouth that hadn’t been there yesterday.
He didn’t look like her standard picture of “fine.” But the other
three tweaks had gone smoothly, and she really wanted to get this over with.


She’d just have to chance it.


She picked the card back up and waited with her eyes
closed.


Her body stiffened and vibrated as her control panel
started flashing, and she swallowed down a wave of panic.


“This is just an elaborate hack,” he said.
“Your brain’s already got this built in so they can wipe it when they
transfer you back into your flesh brain. The hack just gives you control over
the wipe. There. Done.”


Her body sagged as it came back under her control. On her
control panel, up in the top right corner, was a new button marked
“killswitch.”


“If you hit it, it’ll ask you if you really mean
it,” the Mechanic said. “And then it’ll ask you a second time.”
He turned away and mumbled, “I just hope we aren’t so horrible that you decide
you have to forget us.”


She laid a gentle hand on his. “It’s not like
that.”


He looked up at her, eyes slowly misting over with tears,
and she jerked her hand away. Sometimes, it was easy to forget why he gave her
the creeps.


From the other side of the room, Betty called, “Hey,
are you ready?”


Celia stood, grateful for the rescue. “I am,
yes.”


“Let’s test out that strength first.” She sat
down at a narrow table and gestured for Celia to sit opposite her. “I’ll
arm wrestle ya.” She plunked one elbow on the table, hand open and ready.


Celia stared at it dubiously.


“Trust me,” Betty said. “This is the best
way. Punching holes in brick walls just leads to annoying repairs.”


She supposed that made sense. Celia crossed the room and
took a seat on the opposite side of the table, took Betty’s hand in hers, and
switched off her strength filter.


“Ready?” Betty asked.


Celia nodded.


The match was a dead heat. Neither of their hands budged
a millimeter.


“You’re set.” She plucked at Celia’s chocolate
brown caftan. “Come on, let’s take care of those wrinkles, then introduce
you to good old Stan. He’s one of the regulars. Deadly dull, but he pays
well.”


Celia looked over her shoulder as she headed for the
door. On the sofa, the Mechanic had his head in his hands, his glasses propped
on the armrest, sitting all alone in the soon-to-be-empty clubhouse.


She knew she should feel sympathy, but she had nothing
inside for him. In some ways, becoming more like a machine really was working.


 


The scene with Stan was boring, as promised. Stan was a
pasty, middle-aged man with a monk-like bald patch. She’d heard that bald spots
were coming back into style, at least among the upper class. She didn’t get the
appeal.


The penthouse wasn’t any more appealing than Stan.
Everything was either blinding white, or mirrored, or chrome. Even the statues
were white, tucked into white nooks in the wall. They looked like they were
supposed to be reproductions of ancient Greek pornography. Celia fingered the
tear gas canister in her pocket and resisted the urge to use it on him to make
a statement about the furnishings. Her wedding ring clanked against the metal
canister, and she marveled at how tiny a pang she felt in response.


Stan had invited his friend Manny along, another
similarly uninspiring fleshie. Was this what Celia had to look forward to —
being used by disgusting old men with dubious taste in statuary? No, it didn’t
matter what they looked like or how they furnished their overpriced homes. She
wasn’t in this for fun. She was in it to show her body who was boss. The less
appealing the johns, the better.


The two men took turns climbing all over Betty and Gyne
like they were carnival rides. Gyne was in full androgyne mode with a penis and
a vagina, and both clients availed themselves of both organs. Betty and Gyne
had penises stuffed in their mouths, in their anuses, in their vaginas, and
rubbed between their breasts. They were bent over furniture, flopped in strange
positions, shoved off of the giant circular bed and then screwed in whatever position
they’d landed in. It looked vulgar. This was nothing like what her android
friends had done to Celia.


She and Tanja stood along the back wall wearing regular
clothing so they wouldn’t look like they were available, with Tanja in her full
human drag. Celia’s job was watching Stan, Tanja’s was watching Manny. She
wondered how much longer this would go on. What kind of drugs were they on that
they could keep getting erection after erection at their age? Although, for the
money they were paying, she could see why they’d want to get the maximum bang
for their buck.


Out of the corner of her eye, Celia noticed Manny
squatting across Gyne’s torso, aiming his half-limp penis at his mouth.
What — ?


“Hey!” Tanja yelled. She stormed forward and
gave Manny a hard shove, sending him on flat on his ass on the white shag
carpet. “No pissing.”


Manny covered his face with his arms and curled up into a
ball. “Sorry! I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


“It’s in the rules.”


He peered out from behind his arms and shot a stricken look
at Stan, who sighed and said, “Please tell me you read the rules.”


“I—” He swallowed hard. “Please, give me a
second chance. I’ll be good.”


Gyne never moved through the entire encounter. Celia
wondered if he wanted to get pissed in. It wouldn’t surprise her at all.


The rest of the session passed uneventfully. When the
johns were finally done, Gyne and Betty took a quick shower, put on street
clothes, and the four of them climbed into Betty’s car. “Well, that was
profitable,” she said. “Manny even threw in a hefty tip. I think he
felt guilty.”


“Good,” Tanja snapped.


“You know, we could just charge extra for
that,” Gyne said.


“No way,” Betty replied. “If you start
letting them do that to you, then they’ll think we’ll all lie there for
that.”


“Oh, be that way,” Gyne groaned, and flopped
back against his seat.


Celia’s take ended up equaling a full week’s salary from
her old job. And all she’d done was stand and watch for two hours.


Betty drove them back to her condo, where apparently, it
was Tanja’s turn to be played with. Celia joined in out of politeness. But her
heart wasn’t really in it. She went through the motions, but couldn’t bring
herself to care.


She felt like a terrible friend, but no one seemed to
notice.


The three tumbled into Betty’s giant bed together to go
to sleep and invited Celia to join them. She politely excused herself and spent
the night on the sofa instead.


 


At 11:00 the next morning, Celia awoke. She slipped on
her glasses and saw the blinking message icon in her private box.


Gary Chilkins? She didn’t know a Gary Chilkins. Had
someone hacked the Mechanic’s private message system? Oh god, had someone
finally figured out what she was?


She opened the message. It was text.


 


I wanted to thank you for your
visit yesterday. I trust you got the messages to my former comrades. I wanted
to make sure that they understood how sorry I was to have endangered them by
letting my personal problems get me caught. I needed them to know this before I
went back into my flesh body. Hopefully, now that I have, the danger to them
will be over.


 


To elaborate on my warning about
Dr. McElvoy, I fear it will become harder and harder for you to hide what you
are from him. As soon as I saw your reaction to me, I knew you had to be one of
us. Perhaps it was because you were used to looking at mechanical bodies as
severely altered as mine, or perhaps it was because you had a tweak in place to
keep you from reacting. Either way, it was obvious to me, and that means it may
also become obvious to him in time. Once he begins to suspect, he will likely
do everything he can to try to trap you into revealing yourself to him so he
can have you committed. I do not believe he will use illegal means, as his job
is in enough danger as it is. But I do know that he finds people like us to be
deeply pathological, and feels it is his duty to reform us, whatever the cost.


 


As for me, my reintegration is
complete. I even have all of my machine memories, much to my surprise. The
hospital staff believe they have put tracers on all transmissions to and from
my glasses, but they have no idea just how good I am at breaking through
security programs and covering up electronic tracks. Even if they had the
ability to crack this private message box system’s security, they will never
have any way to know that this last message of mine has been sent to you, just
as they will not discover what I have done to the security feed to my room
until it is too late.


 


Please, do not feel any
responsibility for what I have done. I simply cannot live in this body after
what I had been living in previously. Flesh is so fragile, so chaotic, so
small. The thought of spending the rest of my life like this is unbearable.


 


Celia, if you want any chance of
a normal life, do not follow in my footsteps. Keep your body intact. If they
have started to tinker with your mind, have it reversed. After a while, you
will find it impossible to contemplate ever going back to flesh. Cling to your
humanity. I wish I had.


 


Sincerely,


Gary


 


She closed the message with shaking fingers and put on
stoneface to still herself.


And then nearly shut it right back off in a moment of
panic. Garytron had changed more than anyone she’d met, and he’d warned her to
turn back now.


Oh god, what if it was too late?


She put on the stoneface again to stop herself from
hyperventilating. 


No.


Trying to pretend to be flesh had only made her crazy.
Besides, he’d barely given himself a chance to adjust back to his old body
before giving up.


Well, if he’d done what she thought he’d done.


She called up the obit net to be sure.


Yes, there he was. Gary Chilkins, suicide. He’d hanged
himself with a bed sheet in a private hospital room.


She had to tell the others.


She switched on robot moves and headed up the stairs to
wake them.
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The Mechanic freaked. But not for the reasons she’d
expected.


“He got into the private message system? From inside
the hospital? I’m shutting it down.”


“But—”


He grabbed Celia by the arms. “You don’t understand.
They’ll trace it. They’ll find us.” He let her go and paced the length of Betty’s
living room. “Shit. We’re fucked. We’re so fucked.”


“How did he even get in? Didn’t you delete his
mailbox?” Celia asked.


“He must have figured out a back door into the
system or something. Fuck!”


“What about the memory fuzzer?” Tanja asked.
“Wasn’t it supposed to make him forget things like that?”


“Maybe he didn’t use it,” the Mechanic said.
“Or maybe it doesn’t work. Oh shit. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.”


Betty shoved him down into an armchair. “Breathe,
boy, before I smack you. You’re not going to fix anything if you’re
hyperventilating.”


“Right, right.” He rested his head in his
shaking hands and let out a long breath. “Okay. I can do this. It’s
easy.”


“Don’t just do it,” Betty said. “Do it
well.”


“No, I mean it, it really is easy. When I
installed the system, I put in a one-step uninstall routine. I figured that if
I had to take it down, it would have to come down quickly.” He tapped one
finger in the air. “There. It’s gone.”


“Good.” Betty patted him on the shoulder.


“So now how do we talk to each other?” Celia
asked.


“The old-fashioned way,” Betty said.
“Through our IPs.”


“No!” The Mechanic looked up, eyes wild.
“That’s too dangerous.”


“Maybe, but most of us already do it,” Tanja
said.


“But what if the Feds get a wiretap order and—”


“Relax,” Tanja said. “We’re suitably
cryptic. Besides, we need to swap IPs so Betty can pay us.”


His mouth dropped open. “You… you pay them
legitimately?”


Betty smiled and leaned against her basement door.
“I most certainly do. I run an above the board business. We pay taxes and
everything.”


“But how—”


“Before all this—” Betty gestured at her body
“—I used manage a group of freelance graphic designers. According to the
IRS, I still do. I think you’ve met my team. They do wonderful work for my
client base.”


“Oh.” The Mechanic blinked. “I had no
idea.”


“I thought you kept better track of us than
that.”


“This part of your life… I don’t want to know
about it.”


“Don’t worry,” Betty said. “I’m sure
Ziggie’s keeping an eye on us.”


The Mechanic buried his fingers in his fuzzy hair and dug
into his scalp. “Right, I need to start making another mailbox system. I
just have to figure out how to strengthen the security. This is not going to
happen again.”


“Don’t worry,” Gyne said with faux sincerity.
“We believe you.”


Celia looked from face to face. “Are there any
hackers left in the group? Other than the Mechanic?”


Betty blew a long breath out of the side of her mouth
that set her cotton candy hair fluttering. “I don’t think so. Well, unless
you count what Ziggie does, but I think that’s different.”


“We don’t,” the Mechanic said. “But the
next person who joins us might be.”


“I don’t think now’s the time to be trawling for new
members,” Gyne said.


“Agreed,” Tanja said.


The Mechanic looked down at his scuffed shoes. “We
need to have some sort of memorial for him.”


Every ounce of flippancy in the room evaporated.
“Yeah,” Betty said. “You’re right.”


“Is the clubhouse safe?” Celia asked.


The Mechanic shook his head. “I don’t know. I
haven’t seen anything on the cameras I’ve got hidden around the building, but I
want to keep an eye on them for at least another week before I let my guard
down and use the place again.”


“I’ll find a safe spot for the memorial,” Gyne
said. “Just leave it to me.”


The Mechanic shot him a hostile glare. “I didn’t think
you liked Garytron.”


“We had our differences,” Gyne said. “But
that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a proper memorial. He was one of us.”


Celia stood and ran her hands down her wrinkled caftan.
“I should probably get home,” she said. “I’ve been in these
clothes for two days now.”


“I’ll bring you,” Betty said. “Come
on.” 


 


When they turned onto her block, the first thing they
noticed was the protesters.


“That’s your house,” Betty said.


“I know.” She immediately slammed on her
emotion dampener. It had finally happened. She was surprised it had taken this
long.


That didn’t make it any less terrifying.


There were four people marching up and down the sidewalk
in front of her unit, each carrying a hand-lettered sign. She read “Souls
Cannot Be Replicated” and “A Copied Person Lives Among You”
before she turned away, her fake stomach twisting into tight knots. She buried
her face in her hands as they pulled up her driveway and into the garage. Celia
made sure the door closed and locked tight behind them.


“Let’s pack you up and get you out of here,
fast,” Betty said.


Celia climbed out of the car, her whole body threatening
to break into a case of the shakes despite the dampener. Betty had to
practically drag her up the stairs into the house. As they stepped into the
living room, she heard someone thumping on her back door. “Open up!”


Betty shot a glare at the door. “That’s it. I’m
calling the cops.”


Celia put her hand on Betty’s arm. “No, it’s all
right. It’s Ian. My neighbor.”


“Well, he doesn’t sound very neighborly right
now.”


“I know you’re in there,” he yelled. “I
saw you pulling into the garage.”


Betty was right — Ian didn’t sound very neighborly right
now. But it made no sense. He’d fed Dizzy and watered the plants when she and
Rivka had gone away on their infrequent vacations, and he’d trusted Celia to
babysit his twin daughters when they were tiny babies.


Really, one more betrayal shouldn’t have come as such a
surprise.


Celia peeped out the back door curtain. “I’m just
picking up a couple of things. Don’t worry, I’ll be gone soon.”


He glowered at her through the glass. “Why the hell
didn’t you warn me? I think I have a right to know what I’m living next door
to.”


She could feel the tiny circle of humans who cared enough
to treat her with respect shrinking even further.


Betty stormed over and snapped, “Legally, she
doesn’t have to tell you squat. It’s none of your goddamned business.”


“Yeah, well tell that to my kids! They’re afraid to
leave the house!”


“That’s hardly Celia’s fault.”


“Oh, and just who are they protesting out there?
Me?”


“Why don’t you just call the god damned cops?”


“They’re on the way, but they can’t do squat unless
the protesters leave the sidewalk and step onto the property.”


“You’re filming them, right?”


“Yeah, but I wouldn’t have to if she weren’t
here!”


Celia put a hand on Betty’s shoulder and pulled what
little self-possession she had left around her. “Ian, I’m sorry. I’m just
here to collect a few things, and then I’ll tell them I’m not coming
back.”


“Fat lot of good that’ll do. People like that don’t
listen to reason.”


Betty raised an eyebrow. “So you’re taking it out on
Celia?”


He glared at Betty, then jabbed a finger in Celia’s
direction. “Just be sure they leave.” He stormed back down the
stairs.


Celia’s tenuous self-control melted away like a morning
fog, and she slid down the wall until she was curled in a tight ball, knees
tucked against her chest. She could hear the protesters chanting out front, but
couldn’t make out the words. They’d found her. Dammit, they’d found her. She
peeked at the main protest site and found her name and address listed, along
with a note reading “CONFIRMED.” There was a link to a news story.


“Oh god.” She clicked the link, letting Betty
piggyback on her transmission.


Her coworker Shandra was standing in what was identified
as Manila Airport in the Philippines. A voiceover said, “Shandra Lewiss
held this press conference at 11:24 a.m. Eastern Time to explain her decision
to travel to the Philippines for the elective transfer of her mind into a
bioandroid replacement body.”


Eleven twenty-four. Just two hours ago.


Shandra faced the bank of cameras, chin held high and a
fire blazing behind her eyes. “I’m here in Manila to make a point, a point
about freedom of choice and how those freedoms are being systematically restricted
by the United States government. Why is it that in the greatest nation on
earth, we’re allowed to make nearly any biological changes we’d like to
ourselves, but we are unable to make mechanical upgrades to our bodies without
risking our safety by going to back-alley chop shops? Why, when the technology
is proven, and safe, and available?


“Because our government fears the full implications
of technological progress. They want us to remain fragile and ephemeral,
because we’re easier to control that way.


“I, for one, refuse to cooperate.


“I am here in the Philippines to get my brain
downloaded into a bioandroid replacement body. When the procedure is complete
and the memory transfer has been deemed a success, I will kill my old body and
then attempt to reenter the United States. Without a biological body to force
me back into, they will have no choice but to let me re-enter the country. With
this action, I will force our government, especially the incoming
administration, to reexamine its discriminatory policies toward the regulation
of our own bodies. And maybe I’ll be able to score a smaller victory as well
and force my company to reexamine its discriminatory policies toward bioandroid
employees.” She looked directly into the camera providing the feed that
Celia was watching. “Hang in there. I’ll be joining you soon.” 


The voiceover came back on. “WSN has learned that
Ms. Lewiss’ employer, MacArthur and Myers, has recently put a bioandroid
employee on administrative leave. Speculation on this person’s identity is
rampant on the rumornets, but this network has a policy of not publicizing
names of bioandroid patients who have not gone public with their status.”


Her glasses helpfully popped up several links to rumornet
posts prominently featuring her name.


“MacArthur and Myers released a statement moments
ago saying that they would be investigating this allegation thoroughly to make
sure that the administrative leave was not triggered by prejudicial intent.
Meanwhile, Donal Lawson has released a statement of his own, saying—”


She shut her glasses off. She’d heard enough.


“That bitch,” Betty murmured. “That
fucking bitch. Guh! I could kill her!”


Celia closed her eyes and buried her face between her
knees. She had no choice but to hide away now.


She experimentally tried to log on to her work server and
found she was locked out. Her public inbox was clogged with interview requests
and threats against her life, as well as several messages flagged as urgent
from Mount Auburn. She deleted them all. Her lenses told her they were unable
to delete a message from the police without her looking at it, so she opened it
long enough to press the button declining protective custody, then deleted it.


“Celia!” The Mechanic’s face suddenly filled
her lenses. “God, I’m sorry, I should have caught this sooner, but—”


She took her glasses off and stuck them in her pocket,
then let all the air drain from her lungs and went into lockdown so she’d stay
empty. It was over. Her human life was over.


Celia felt a hand on the back of her neck, its warmth the
only spot on her that didn’t feel a dead chill. “Come on,” Betty
said. “Let’s pack up and get you the fuck out of here.”


Celia unlocked, looked up, and saw that Betty had taken
her glasses off as well. “Fuck him,” Betty said. “He can wait.”
She stood and held out her hand.


She let Betty lead her up the stairs to the bedroom.
Betty peered under the bed, found the suitcases, and started cramming the
entire contents of Celia’s closet into them. “You take the drawers.”


Celia nodded dumbly and dragged an open suitcase to her
dresser. She opened the top drawer and stared. Did she really need so many
pairs of underpants? She wasn’t real, after all; she didn’t produce her own
filth anymore. She could get by with two or three pairs of underwear, maybe two
bras. She started poking through the drawer in a daze, looking for her favorite
green striped pair.


“You’re too slow,” Betty said, and pushed her
aside. Betty upended each dresser drawer into the suitcase, then struggled to
get it zipped. “Anything else you want to bring with you?”


“I… I should probably bring my skin sealer.”


“Downstairs in the silverware drawer, right?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll grab it on the way out.” Betty found a
shoulder bag, carefully put Celia’s little jewelry box into it, then disappeared
into the bathroom. “Aha!” She came back out holding a wide-toothed
comb triumphantly overhead. “I figured you’d have one of these. No one at
my house has hair like yours. You’d be a mass of frizzes in no time.” She
dumped it in the shoulder bag, then picked up both suitcases and lugged them
down the stairs.


Celia turned and stared at the bed, at the battered
afghan, and wished she could cry. But she was empty. Dry. Hollow.


She pulled the afghan off of the bed, wrapped it tightly
around herself, and headed to the windows, which she de-opaqued for the first
time in weeks.


Another two protesters had joined the fray, and there was
a police car stationed across the street.


She rested her forehead against the cool glass and closed
her eyes.


It was over.


“Celia, let’s get out of here!”


She sighed and headed down the stairs, the afghan
trailing behind her. She looked around the first floor, at the little pieces of
bric-a-brac, the china set on display in the dining room, the shelves of old
paper books in the living room, the small singed spot on the linoleum from a
particularly spectacular cooking mishap two years ago, the photo brick in the
hutch slowly going through pictures of Celia with her mother.


This was her home, but she had the horrible feeling that
she’d never be able to see it again.


So be it.


She removed her wedding ring and placed it under the
yellow note on the mantel, just below the bare white spot on the wall. It
couldn’t come with her where she was going. She kissed her fingertips, pressed
them against the white spot, and said her goodbyes to her former life. Then she
turned her back on it and walked out the door. At the bottom of the stairs, she
tugged on the passenger-side handle of Betty’s car, but it was locked.


“Take yours,” Betty said. “We can cram
three cars in my garage if we’re careful. I’ll call ahead to Gyne to have him
move his up so you can fit in behind him.”


She nodded and drifted over to her own car. She turned it
on in a haze. She could see the ghostly wisps closing in on her from the sides
of her vision. Soon, she would be completely lost in the fog, and she didn’t
think she could find her way back out once that happened.


Betty mailed her a set of directions to her house. Celia
carefully placed the afghan on the driver’s seat, backed out of the garage, and
had it lock itself up tight. She pulled around to the front of her house and
told the protesters that she was leaving, and could they please leave her poor
neighbors alone? And then she was gone, leaving the final remnants of her flesh
and blood life behind.


No job. No home. No safety.


No hope.
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Celia sat alone on the floor in Tanja’s opaqued bedroom
on the second floor of Betty’s townhouse, her childhood afghan wrapped tightly
around her. No lights were on. She didn’t need them. Prisoners didn’t need
lights. Neither did machines.


She could hear them arguing in the hallway, just outside
the door.


The Mechanic: “Everyone knows who she is now. We
can’t be seen in public with her.”


Gyne: “Excuse me, but we’ll decide whether or not we
want to take that risk. You don’t own us, as much as you wish you did.”


Betty: “Excuse you, Gyne. Not all of us get
off on risky shit like you do. I’m not letting her in on the business. Not
until her name drops off of the nets.”


Ramón, the editor who’d taken on the rest of her work
when the Benton timeline had been escalated, had been the one to out her. He’d
stood in front of the McIntyre and Moore building and proudly told the
rumornets exactly who Shandra Lewiss had been talking about. The press was
still pretending to keep her name private out of respect, but it wouldn’t last.
Her name and picture were nearly everywhere now.


Tanja: “It’ll be fine. No one will even know it’s
her.”


The Mechanic: “Are you kidding? I don’t think I’ve
ever seen another person with naturally golden eyes before.”


Rivka had loved her eyes. Celia went to twist her wedding
band, and was momentarily surprised when her fingertips hit bare flesh. Not
even Rivka could have saved her from Shandra Lewiss and her big mouth. But at
least if she’d still had her, she’d be hiding from the press with the woman she
loved instead of sitting alone in a darkened bedroom in Watertown.


Gyne: “So we’ll give her a makeover. An eyetint, a
cut and color, and no one will look twice at her.”


Betty: “Not unless they knew her before.”


Gyne: “Oh ye of little faith. I can work miracles
with a pair of scissors.”


If eyetints and a haircut would convincingly hide her,
then she’d do it. Especially if it meant that she’d get to go out with them to
visit clients. She’d never needed to punish her body so desperately. It needed
to be soiled.


Someone knocked on the door, again. “Honey,”
Gyne called. “Are you ready to come out yet?”


She stayed silently in lockdown.


“Well, you just let us know when you are. And if you
want that makeover, just let me know. I’ve got a great idea that I think you’ll
love. Come out when you’re ready.”


Four pairs of feet headed down the stairs, where the
argument continued, muted by the distance.


A new message came in from Dr. McElvoy. This made the
fourth this afternoon. She waited until it finished recording, then unlocked,
deleted the first three, and tapped the new one on. Might as well punish
herself some more. She was getting so good at it.


His face filled her glasses. “Celia, I need you to
call me. The hospital has the resources to protect you. It’s not safe for you
right now. You should stay here with us, at least until the attention dies
down. Our security is excellent. And if you’d be willing to make a public
statement from Mount Auburn, that would be a great help to the program. I know
things seem bad, but you’d be surprised how much sympathy a well-crafted
statement can generate. What do you say?”


She said no, of course. In this fantasy of a public
statement, she knew he was picturing himself standing right beside her, where
his name and face would be spread to the public along with hers, thereby
cementing his place in the program in the eyes of the world and making it that
much harder to fire him. Oh, he’d become so easy to read.


“One more thing. Did Gary send you a message before
he died? He managed to get something out, but we’re not sure what. If he did,
could you forward it to me? He didn’t leave us any kind of note, and we need
answers so we can wrap up his case file.”


Case file? Was that all Gary was to Dr. McElvoy?


And then his face took on an unexpectedly sympathetic
expression. He chewed on a thumbnail, then looked sheepishly at the camera.
“That came out pretty cold, didn’t it? I’m just under a lot of pressure
right now, and… ” He sighed. “Sorry. Please, just call me. I’m here
to help, and it sounds like you probably need help now more than ever. This
kind of unexpected media exposure is tough enough for a person living under
normal circumstances. Under yours…” He winced. “Please, call. I
just want to help.”


The message ended.


Well, he was human after all, if only for brief, fleeting
moments.


If she didn’t reply, then he’d just keep calling. And
contractually, she couldn’t block any calls from the program. She pulled up her
keyboard and typed out a short message.


“Staying with friends and not leaving their house
until this blows over. Never got a message from Gary. Please stop
calling.”


That would have to do.


Downstairs, the argument seemed to have died down. She strained,
but couldn’t hear a word. That was positive, she hoped. She sent a quick text
message to Betty. “Is the Mechanic still here?”


“All clear,” was the immediate reply.


She turned on robot moves, dropped the afghan, and headed
for the living room.


Gyne was standing at the bottom of the stairs, beaming up
at her as if nothing in this world could possibly be wrong. “Hey,
sweetie,” he said. “What do you say to a makeover?”


She nodded. Words seemed superfluous.


His smile widened, silver eyes gleaming with clear
delight. “Oh, excellent. You’re in good hands. I used to be a hairdresser
before my fabulous career change to prostitution, which I’m sure comes as no
great shock.”


She let herself laugh. All the better to convince Betty
that she wasn’t a hopeless sad sack. Even though she was.


Gyne took her by the arm and led her into the kitchen,
where a chair, a towel, and Betty and Tanja were already waiting for her. Every
window on the first floor was opaqued. Celia appreciated it, in her own
deadened way. “Any requests?” Gyne asked.


Requests? She’d worn her hair this way as long as she
could remember. She’d never been tempted by another look. She wouldn’t even
know where to begin. Celia shook her head.


“Even better. I love being given free rein.”
Gyne rubbed his hands together, then spread his arms wide. “Prepare
yourself for an all new Celia.”


“Tinker can make me all new,” she said.


Gyne’s face fell, arms falling along with it. “Ooh,
I don’t think so, honey.”


“Now’s a really bad time,” Tanja said.
“She’s got police attention on her, you’ve got media attention on you. If
the two of you get together and someone notices…” She shook her head and
looked away. 


“Maybe later when this all blows over,” Gyne
said. “Trust me, it’ll be worth the wait.” He stared at Celia appraisingly,
closing one eye and holding his hands up as if framing her face. “Got
it,” he said. “Come on, let’s get your hair wet so we can get this
started.”


He led her to the sink, took off her glasses, and put her
head under the sprayer. Once her hair was soaked through, he brought her back
to the chair, patted her hair until it was merely damp, and draped a fresh
towel around her neck. “I’m thinking short. Short hair’s starting to make
a comeback among the fashion forward. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re
not exactly a trendsetter, so no one will expect you to have daring hair.”


Betty cleared a spot on the kitchen counter and hopped up
to sit on it. “You’re so mean.”


“I call it like I see it.” He picked up the
scissors, took one last look, and started snipping.


Celia sat immobile as her hair fell in chunks to the
floor. She’d never had short hair. As long as she could remember, a cloud of
hair had fallen to her shoulders and fluffed around her face. It was a constant
in her life, an annoying yet comforting presence. If someone had suggested to
her just two short months ago that she cut it all off, she would have slowly
backed away. Now, she didn’t care. It was just hair — fake hair, growing out of
a fake body, a body that had turned her into a refugee from human society. It
might as well be swept into the trash. She couldn’t think of anything more
fitting.


Gyne put the scissors down on the counter and lightly
patted her hair from all angles. He sucked in a breath through his teeth,
picked up the scissors again, and cut a tiny amount from just above her left
ear. “There. Now you’re even.” The scissors went back on the counter,
and strong fingers worked the tint into her hair. “It’ll only take a
minute,” Gyne said. “Soon, you’ll have a beautiful head of curly
black hair. It’ll make a nice contrast with your skin. You really weren’t about
color contrast before. The monochromatic thing was stunning in its own way, but
if we go the exact opposite direction, that’ll help make you more
unrecognizable. Betty, how about working your magic on those eyes?”


Betty slid off the counter, pulled a stool up in front of
Celia, and held out an eyetinter. “It’s set for deep brown,” she
said. “I figured that would look the most natural with the black hair.
Don’t worry, it works just as well on our fake eyes as it does on flesh
ones.”


Celia took the clear plastic device from Betty’s hand,
brown tint sloshing inside the handle, and stared down at it. “I’ve never
used one before.”


“It’s simple,” Betty said. “Put the cup
over your eye, hold it open wide, then depress the plunger. It’ll spray the
color into your eye. It only sticks to the iris, so you’ll need to blink a few
times to wash the excess out.”


Celia cupped the tinter over her right eye and pushed
down on the plunger. There was a hiss, and then a fine spray hit her eyeball.
She blinked rapidly, then did the other eye.


Betty daubed the corners of Celia’s eyes with a tissue.
It came away a deep brown. “Wow, you look different already. Those honey
eyes sure were distinctive. Do you want to see?”


“Her hair color should be set,” Gyne said.
“Let me rinse it out so she can see the whole transformation at
once.”


He led Celia back to the sink and aimed the sprayer at
her again. She watched as the black water swirled down the drain. A minute or
so passed, and the water running from her hair became grey, then clear.
“All done,” Gyne said. He patted her hair dry with a towel,
scrunching it with his fingers as he did so. “You’re going to want to
press down on it as you dry it,” he said. “You’ll get a much nicer
shape that way. Although, as it grows out, you might want to experiment with
volume. All right, now let me introduce you to the new you.”


They herded her into the small first floor bathroom and
flipped on the lights.


The person staring at Celia from the mirror was
completely unrecognizable. Short black hair, the curls pressed in tight,
standing out maybe three centimeters from her scalp in a soft afro. Inside that
tight cap of hair were eyes nearly as dark as her hair. They had an eerie,
bottomless appearance, as if light sunk into them and couldn’t escape. She had
to look carefully at the fullness of her lips, the soft curves of her nose, to
realize that this really was her.


This face might help her stave off the need to change even
more, if only for a little while.


“You look so African,” Tanja said. “If
only we could darken your skin, too, then no one would recognize you at
all.”


“Can’t we?” Gyne asked. “If you can change
yours, then why can’t she change hers?”


“One, it takes Tinker to do that. And two, if anyone
from the bioandroid program sees her—”


“They won’t,” Celia said.


Three sets of eyes met hers in the mirror.


“I’m done with the real world,” she said.
“I don’t need it anymore.”


Betty shot a look at Gyne and Tania, lips drawn thin, and
said nothing.


Tanja caught her friend’s look and rested a hand on
Celia’s shoulder. “We can still hide what we are. Don’t give up on the
real world entirely, okay? Don’t turn into Gary.”


Celia turned on her control panel and hovered her cursor
over the killswitch button. She held her breath and pressed it once.


A message popped up. “Killswitch Continue?
Yes/No.”


She stared at it, then clicked “No.”


“Don’t worry. I won’t turn out like him,” she
said.


Betty didn’t look entirely convinced.


As much as Celia just wanted to hide in Tanja’s room
again, she knew she couldn’t risk losing Betty’s tenuous support. Not when she
was so close to finally being let in. So she let herself be drawn into inane
conversation for the afternoon, and wondered if she even needed a detachment
filter if she was able to this easily fake something that she wasn’t at all
interested in.


 


Trini left a message. Dr. McElvoy left a message. Trini
left another message. Emmaline from work left a message. Trini left another
message. Celia ignored them all as she sat in lockdown in her car. She’d told
the rest of them that she was going through her suitcases. If she stayed down
here much longer, they’d start to get suspicious.


There was a knock on the window, and she quickly dropped
her lockdown. “Hey honey,” Gyne said. “We’ve got another client
tonight. Want to come along?”


She unrolled the window. “Not as a guard.”


“You mean you want to… hoo. I don’t think you’re
up to it right now.”


“I’m up for it. Audition me.”


“Hmm. I’ll need to talk to the group about this.
Hang on.” He clopped up the stairs and back into the house.


They would know this was exactly what she needed. They’d
been here.


No, actually, they hadn’t been here. Yes, they’d lost
their families and their humanity, but they’d never been publicly outed by a
publicity-hungry coworker, they’d never been hounded by the press, they’d never
had to change their natural appearance just so they could walk down the street
unmolested.


Still, they were the closest to understanding she was
going to get.


Gyne came back down to the car. “All right. Audition
time. 1101 gets to take you for a ride.”


Her breath froze in her chest, and she wasn’t even in
lockdown. “1101?” she whispered. How could it still affect her so
deeply now, when everything else felt so dull and distant? Why hadn’t those
feelings died along with all the rest?


“If you can stay in detached lockdown through one of
its sessions, then we’ll know you can stay in lockdown for any client, no
matter how nasty. And we all get to watch.”


She pressed her hands against her lips and squeezed her
eyes closed. They wanted her to stay detached through it? After all she’d been
through, she deserved to experience this fully, deserved something that would
make her feel alive, if only for a little while. She stood on shaky legs,
turned on stoneface and her emotion filter, and opened the door. “I’ll do
my best,” she said, voice artificially rock-steady.


“Great. It’s in the bedroom waiting for you.”


Celia looked up at Gyne, her stomach trying to flop, but
failing. “It’s here already?”


“The Mechanic dropped it off earlier. It’s coming
with us tonight. The client requested it. Don’t worry, he also requested that
there be someone with orifices there. If you pass, that’ll be you. Isn’t it
romantic to be the designated orifices?”


She placed one hand over her mouth, then hastily dropped
it. How had that gesture snuck through her filter? Just moments ago, she’d been
dead-set on punishing her body. Now…


Maybe Betty knew what she was talking about when she said
these bodies deserved joy.


Gyne put his lips against her ear and whispered, “If
you want to keep detachment off, I won’t tell.”


She looked up at him, at his easily-readable silver eyes,
and knew he understood.


A small grin quirked the corner of his mouth. “Just
be sure to turn it on before coming out of lockdown,” he whispered.
“Otherwise, you’ll keep shaking and give it away.” 


She nodded, grateful for the advice. Was he just telling
her this to test her, to see if she would be too much of a slave to her desires
to feel the encounter unfiltered?


If he was, she didn’t care.


She nodded, then walked into the house, up to the second
floor, and into the bedroom.


Betty and Tanja leaned against one wall, their
conversation trailing off as Celia walked in. 1101 sat on the far corner of the
bed, its limbs bent at perfect ninety degree angles. It turned and looked over
its shoulder, the strange planes of its face pooled in shadows. “Ah. You
are here. Please disrobe and lie on the center of the bed so we can begin.”


She was grateful for the steadiness of the emotion
filter. It helped keep her hands from trembling as she pulled her clothes off
and set her glasses on the nightstand. This was it. She was going to have sex
with 1101, and it didn’t see the encounter as anything other than a simple
readiness test.


Perhaps that was part of the appeal.


She lay flat on her back, arms and legs tucked tightly
against her.


1101 said, “Turn on your detachment, then go into
soft lockdown.”


Celia waited a moment to simulate the time it would take
her to turn on detachment, then hit soft lockdown and waited for 1101 to touch
her.


The bed sagged under 1101’s shifting weight as it crawled
over to her.


Now.


Mitten hands roamed over Celia’s body, cupping her
breasts, teasing her thighs apart, then stroking back up her torso to clasp her
face. 1101’s own smooth head looked down at Celia, cocked curiously to the
side, and then it placed one hand behind Celia’s neck, the other on her
forehead, and turned her head from side to side, up and down, then left her
with her head angled back, chin jutting to the ceiling. Celia’s mouth was
forced to open wide, and the tip of a mitten was inserted in, stretching the
sides of her mouth and pressing down against her tongue.


This was…  


Was this even sex?


The hands moved again, and Celia was grabbed
unceremoniously by the waist and flipped over, her weight balanced on her knees
and the left side of her face, butt sticking up into the air. Hands stroked her
buttocks, her flanks, and then brushed between her thighs.


The spasm that wracked her body was short and sharp
and… wrong.


1101 shoved her body to the floor, and Celia fell in an
awkward heap, face pressed into the plush carpet, lips mushed out to the side;
one arm pinned flat beneath her, another tucked up so the back of her hand was
pressing against her chin. She had a perfect view of the dust bunnies under the
bed, and one lone high-heeled shoe that was so big it could only be Gyne’s.
1101’s hands spread Celia’s legs apart, and then she felt one mitten trying to
slowly enter her.


There was no way it was going to fit.


This wasn’t what she’d wanted. This wasn’t sex. It was
invasion. It was the kind of debasement she wanted from anonymous clients, not
from her fellow machines, not from 1101. She positioned the cursor over the
lockdown button so she could come back out of it. This had to stop.


The mitten popped in.


It was all Celia could do to keep from hitting the button
right then so she could cry out and curl into a tight, protective ball. Her
body spasmed again, but this wasn’t pleasure.


How could her body betray her like this?


And then something shoved through the tight ring of
muscle of her anus, a thumb, maybe. The sharp explosion of pain was nothing
like the kiss of a knife. This wasn’t done for pleasure. It was done for simple
humiliation. It was done to show ownership and power.


Like the clients would do.


She shifted the cursor to the detachment button and hit
it.


It was as if her body had floated a million miles away.
She was aware of what was being done to it, but she couldn’t bring herself to
care. 1101 finger-fucked her, flipped her, squeezed her, flopped her over
furniture and did it all again. It posed Celia’s body in the most undignified
positions and stretched it out in ways that she’d never thought possible. Once,
when 1101 had Celia’s legs up over her head and started rubbing its forehead
against her crotch, she thought about coming out of detachment so she could
feel what was causing her body to tremble uncontrollably, but she was so emotionally
numb by that point that she feared the outcome.


It might have been minutes, or it might have been an
hour, but eventually 1101 scooped Celia up and gently deposited her on the bed.
“We are done,” it said.


Celia came out of lockdown, but left detachment up, if
only because she was afraid she’d start shivering in revulsion. “Did I
pass?”


“I believe so.” 1101 looked over at the other
three. “Do you agree?”


“Absolutely,” Betty said, and the other two
nodded their assent.


Celia started pulling on her clothes, and 1101 headed out
of the room and down the stairs. Tanja followed. “We need to leave in
twenty minutes,” she called out. “Betty’ll find you something
appropriate to wear.”


Celia kept getting dressed in her own clothes anyway. She
needed to cover herself up, even though she couldn’t understand why.


Betty started rooting through her closet, muttering to
herself about not being sure what she had in Celia’s size. Gyne put an arm
around Celia and in a low voice, asked, “So, what did you think?”


She looked up at him, then looked away.


“I thought so,” he said. “1101 is pretty
asexual. I don’t even think it understands sex anymore. I guess with a body
like that, it’s no surprise. Mind you, I kind of like that shit myself, but I’m
a degradation slut.”


“Aha!” Betty spun around. “This’ll be
perfect on you.” She held up a strange wad of straps and buckles.


Celia tilted her head to the side, trying to envision
what it would possibly look like, on.


 


The web of straps came off pretty quickly once they
reached the client’s place. This one lived in a real house — a very expensive
house out in Weston, where all the properties were single-family dwellings and
far, far out of the price range of everyone but the super-rich. Tanja and Gyne
watched as he unbuckled Celia’s clothes and started posing her on top of 1101.
Celia floated above the scene, completely uncaring, as he opened her mouth and
positioned it over 1101’s face as if to make them kiss, then turned her around
and positioned her mouth over 1101’s blank crotch, with 1101’s face pressing
between Celia’s legs. He sandwiched himself between the two of them and rubbed
himself against their bodies, sometimes sticking his penis in Celia, sometimes
not.


After what 1101 had done to her, she was a bottomless
well of numbness. She probably didn’t even need detachment.


All in all, it was a boring evening.


They piled back into the car, Celia in one of Gyne’s
kimonos. Tanja clasped Celia’s hands and said, “Congratulations. You’re a
woman now.”


Gyne laughed uproariously from the front seat, and Tanja
adjusted her blond wig. “Sorry we couldn’t pop your cherry on someone more
interesting,” she said.


“Oh, I don’t mind,” Celia said. She couldn’t
even remember what he looked like, could barely remember the details of the
encounter. Part of her had wanted her first time to be more memorable, more
debasing. Part of her was glad it was dull.


Either way, she was making money at her body’s expense,
and that in and of itself was a good thing.


Gyne looked down at the floorboards of the passenger
seat. “Are you set?”


1101’s tightly folded body shifted slightly. “I am
fine.”


Gyne tossed a blanket over it and started the car, easing
it down the long driveway and onto route 30. “Tally ho!” he cried,
and headed back in toward Watertown.


Celia stared out the window, at the trees whipping by in
the dark. It was beautiful out here, so close to the city, yet so spacious, so
natural.


They crossed into Newton and the trees vanished, replaced
by a tangle of highway offramps and overpasses.


Humans had made the land unnatural. And yet she wasn’t
allowed to make herself unnatural.


She wondered how it would feel to be natural again, and
realized that she’d already forgotten.


 


Again, they all wanted to have sex when they got back
home. All but 1101. The Mechanic was waiting just outside their garage as they
pulled in, and he lifted 1101 from Gyne’s car and deposited it in his back
seat, blanket and all.


Celia watched as they drove away, wondering where they
were going, but too afraid to ask.


She joined in as the group played with Gyne, and again
excused herself when it was over so she could spend the evening alone on the
sofa.


She wanted to sleep for a week. She checked her settings
— she could actually do that. But somehow, she suspected she’d be woken up long
before that.


Her messages blinked at her. They’d kept piling up. There
was even one from Rivka’s old friend Tyrone.


She opened the message. It was video.


“Hey, um, I know I was less than helpful before. I
had no idea. I would have talked to her for you if I’d realized what was really
going on. Um…” He looked over to one side, then stepped back from the
camera, opening up half of the frame.


Rivka stepped into the emptied space.


Celia slammed herself into hard lockdown so the breath
would literally freeze in her chest.


Rivka cleared her throat. “I’m really sorry about
what the press is doing to you. I still…” She looked down at her hands,
and Celia could picture them twisting, even though they were below the video
frame. She knew that woman’s every gesture far better than she knew even her
own.


Rivka looked back up. “I still feel the same about
you, about this copy of you. But you don’t deserve this. I know how Celia would
have hated it, and so I can imagine how badly you must hate it as well.”


Tyrone cast a pained glance at Rivka, but said nothing.


Rivka swallowed and clutched at her neck, wrapping her
other arm around her belly. “I just thought you should know that I’m
sorry. I thought it might… I don’t know. I’m just sorry.”


She cupped her hand over her mouth and disappeared from
the frame.


Tyrone watched her leave, then turned back to the camera
and winced. “That didn’t come out like I’d thought it would, but… well,
I hope it helped.”


The message ended.


Celia stayed frozen on the sofa all night, watching the
“delete/save?” button flash at her.
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Gyne plopped down beside Celia on the sofa the next
morning. “Wake up, sunshine. We’re having Garytron’s memorial service this
morning.”


How could Rivka still affect her so deeply? What more did
she have to do to herself to excise that pain?


“It’s going to be lovely, if I do say so
myself,” Gyne said. “I planned the whole thing, down to every last
little detail. I even got Tinker to make calla lilies out of scrap metal. It’ll
be just what he would have wanted.”


She reluctantly pulled herself out of lockdown and hit
the blinking delete button on the message. The breath she’d been holding all
night came out in a soft sigh, and she felt herself deflate. Maybe someone
else’s pain would help distract her from her own. “Where’s it going to
be?” she asked.


“In an old scrap yard in Marlborough. The folks who
own it rent it out for parties and weddings and things like that. I have to go
now to set things up, but Betty and Tanja will drive you, okay?”


Celia dug an appropriately somber outfit from her
suitcases and sat silently in the back seat of Betty’s car the entire trip.


The media. How bad had it gotten?


Her searchbots returned hundreds of hits on her name. And
that was with the search filtered to today’s stories only. “Shandra
Lewiss’ Mechanical Soul Sister.” “The Search for Celia
Krajewski.” “Krajewski vs. McIntyre and Moore.” “Krajewski
— Her Hidden Past.”


Hidden past? She opened the article and saw a picture of
her father and a recent set of images of his widow. A line of text caught her
eye: “All efforts to contact Ms. Krajewski have gone unanswered.”


She flushed her public mailbox unread, then turned to her
private mailbox and weeded out all the media requests that had gotten through
her filters. 


A message from Human Resources?


They’d fired Mansour for his “discriminatory
behavior.” That was unexpected. And they were offering her a sizeable cash
settlement in exchange for her taking an open-ended leave of absence and
forfeiting any right to sue the company. All she had to do was authorize them
to release a press statement stating that both sides agreed that she should
take some time off from work until the media frenzy had died down.


She suspected that “open-ended” meant just
that.


The cash settlement was very generous.


She accepted the offer.


Celia turned to the rest of the messages. 


Her coworker — or now, former coworker — Emmaline had
left a passionate voice mail where she railed at Shandra, at Mansour, and at
the press. Celia would have been touched if she were capable of feeling that
emotion anymore.


She deleted Dr. McElvoy’s message unread.


Trini’s messages…


Celia closed her eyes, half-hoping that they’d vanish if
she couldn’t see them.


No, she needed to hear this.


She opened the first of five.


“Ceil! I cannot believe that bitch!” Trini
backed away from the camera and started pacing, vanishing off of the sides of
the video with each circuit. “Right now, I’d pay money to kill her
biological body for her. All she had to do was not mention the shit at work. I
can’t believe she didn’t realize — gah!” Trini’s fingers clenched around
an invisible neck and throttled it.


“Ceil, you’ve got to come down here with me. Central
America’s got tons of undocumented space. It’s perfect. You’ll love it. Most of
these people haven’t even heard of a bioandroid, especially when you get out of
the cities.” She stopped pacing and stepped closer to the camera, peering
intently, as if she could see right through the connection to Celia.
“Please, call. Okay? I love you, Ceil. I just want to help.”


Trini’s offer was almost tempting.


She looked around the car at her fellow bioandroids. No.
She couldn’t leave them. Now more than ever, she needed to be with her own
kind. There was no way Trini would understand. It wasn’t worth trying to
convince her.


She deleted that message and the next three, then opened
the last.


“Okay Ceil, if you don’t want to come here, I
understand. Hell, I’d be afraid to hit an airport right now if I were you. I
mean, sure, there has to be some way to get you here undetected, but it would
take more money than either of us has ever seen in our lives.”


Celia thought back to the house in Weston. Oh yes, she’d
seen that much money. She’d even been fucked by it. Another thing Trini could
never understand.


“So instead, I’m going to come back to Boston to do
whatever I can to help you out. There’s no way I’m going to sit on my ass down
here when my best friend’s in so much trouble. I’ve talked my boss into giving
me a leave of absence. I just need to finish up a few things here. It should
probably take me two or three days, maybe four if things get complicated. So
I’ll see you soon, okay? Love you, Ceil.”


“Damn,” Celia whispered.


Betty looked back at her from the passenger seat.
“What is it?”


Celia shook her head. “An old friend of mine is
coming out to visit. She wants to help.”


“Well, shit.”


“Yeah.”


“Think you can dissuade her?”


She let out a long breath and stared out the window,
watching the sound barrier race by. When she was little, she used to be able to
see houses in the distance when her mother drove her out here. Now, everything
was built right up to the interstates and all she could see were the concrete
barriers and the occasional treetop peeping up from behind them. “I’ll
try.”


Celia pulled up her virtual keyboard, poised her hands
over the keys, and waited for inspiration to strike. When it didn’t, she simply
wrote, “Please don’t come to Boston. My friends are hiding me. If you
come, I’m afraid people will use you to find me. But thank you for the concern.
I do appreciate it.”


She sent the message and turned back to the window.


Trini called back less than a minute later.


Damn.


Betty turned around again. “Just ignore it.”


“How did you—”


“That sigh was unmistakable. Ignore it.”


So she did.


They reached the scrap yard a short while later and
parked just outside the main function space, a building with walls made out of
crushed cars, topped with a corrugated tin roof. Inside, elegant metal calla
lilies in burnished steel vases graced the corners of the hall, perched on
ancient upended milk crates that looked like they’d been there for a century.
Light electronic music played in the background, and the sunlight that filtered
in through the butcher paper on the windows filled the entire room with a
beautiful, diffuse glow. Hanging from one wall were giant blueprints of
Garytron’s schematics, both internal and external, and below them was a strange
beige mass lying atop an old desk, surrounded by a flurry of metal lilies.


Tinker handed Celia a glass of white wine and put one
hand on her shoulder. She nodded toward the mass. “That’s Garytron’s old
skin.”


Celia turned to look at her in horror, but Tinker didn’t
notice. Tears spilled down Tinker’s cheeks, and she turned away into the
Mechanic’s embrace.


Celia looked down at the beige wad and forced herself to
remember that it was completely artificial. Technically, there was nothing
gruesome about it. But she could see the little hairs sticking up from the
surface, a flat mole. She stepped closer, leaned over it, and saw a tuft of
curly blond hair above an unmistakable tube of skin. She swallowed hard, turned
on her emotion filter, and then turned away.


The service didn’t last long. People shared remembrances
of the deceased from both his Gary and Garytron days. He’d changed himself
quickly, shedding his visible humanity less than two months after finding the
group.


It sounded eerily familiar.


Celia spent the entire service watching Tinker as she
sobbed on any available shoulder. Did she miss Garytron as a human being, or as
one of her greatest creations?


Celia cornered her when the eulogies were over. “Can
I talk to you for a moment?”


Tinker nodded, wiping her eyes with a sodden sleeve.


Celia took her by that sleeve and brought her outdoors.
Their shoes crunched on the ground, still hard with last night’s frost.
“I’m really sorry about Garytron.”


“Thank you.” Tinker pulled her lips into a
tight grimace. “God, I still can’t believe he’s gone. I’m glad you got a
chance to meet him, Celia. I just wish—”


“I know. And now that I’ve done what you needed me
to do…” She looked meaningfully at Tinker.


Tinker froze in her tracks, face set in a rictus of
horror. “No way in hell,” she whispered.


“But,” Celia’s hands came up, trembling,
“but you said—”


“That was before.”


“Before the media?”


“Before the suicide.”


“But… I’m not like him.” She flattened her
hands against her belly, vainly trying to squash the butterflies that were
rioting there. “This is completely different.”


“No it’s not,” Tinker said. “They forced
him back into his old body, and he couldn’t take it, and he killed himself. All
because of my work.”


Celia tried to take Tinker’s hand, but Tinker jammed both
of them deep into her jacket pockets. “You can’t blame yourself for
this.”


“Can’t I?” Tinker took a step backward as fresh
tears started streaking down her cheeks. “I remade him so perfectly that
he said he couldn’t live in his old body anymore. That sure as hell sounds like
my fault, doesn’t it?”


Celia shook her head, too panicked to speak. If she
opened her mouth, she feared the scream in her throat would escape. Tinker had
promised. She’d promised. She couldn’t back out of it now. Celia turned
on her emotion dampener so her voice wouldn’t break. “It wasn’t your
fault. You only gave him what he asked for.”


Tinker pulled her lips and eyebrows into hard lines and
sniffed. “No. I’m out of this business. I can’t do this anymore. Not
unless the Mechanic manages to find a way to pull your GPSs so you can keep
these bodies forever. I never want another suicide on my hands again.”


She’d have to make sure the Mechanic realized how urgent
that particular project of his had just become. “And if he does?”


Tinker hugged herself tightly. “I’ll think about
it.”


Celia stepped closer to Tinker, closer than was
comfortable. In a near-whisper, she asked, “What if I promised to wipe all
my memories before getting put back into my flesh body? Would that be good
enough?”


“W… wipe…” Tinker’s eyes went wide, but
then they narrowed, unfocused, and she sucked her lower lip into her mouth.
Celia could practically hear the gears turning in the woman’s head. “I’ll
think about it,” she finally said. “That’s pretty drastic.”


“My life is pretty drastic.”


Tinker looked over at Celia, staring silently, with an
odd empathy in her eyes. “It is, isn’t it?”


Celia nodded, and even smiled a tiny bit.


She got a tiny smile in return.


Tinker lifted her head high and looked back at the hall.
She turned to Celia and raised her eyebrows in a question.


Celia nodded in reply.


Together, they walked back to the memorial.


 


After the service, she switched her glasses back on and
discovered two new messages from Trini. She’d apparently failed to dissuade her
from coming to Boston. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised.


The first place Trini would go to look for her would be
the townhouse, so she had to make sure she wouldn’t be there when Trini
arrived. There were a few things she wanted to go back and get, things that
she’d left behind in her mad dash to flee. Some of the books, for instance. A
framed photograph of her mother. Ziggie’s pie pan. Little things, but important
things.


She checked the news to see if the protesters were still
there. They were. Of course. 


But surprisingly, there were also a handful of
counter-protesters. She pulled up an interview with a young woman holding a
“This Is None of Our Business” sign.


“Look, I don’t support what Ms. Lewiss has
done,” she said, “but someone has to stand up to these people. Ms.
Krajewski is in a legally-sanctioned replacement body because her brain was
about to start eating itself.”


“Souls cannot be replicated!” one of the
protesters shouted.


“Celia Krajewski’s soul is none of your
business!” the counter-protester shouted back. She turned to the camera
and rolled her eyes. “I swear, they think they have the right to run
everyone’s lives.”


Off-camera, the reporter asked, “But don’t you think
people have a legitimate right to protest Shandra Lewiss’ actions?”


“Of course. But not here. Celia Krajewski didn’t go
overseas to cheat her way into a new body, Shandra Lewiss did. These people
should let Ms. Krajewski get on with her life.”


Counter-protesters. What a strange surprise.


Well, this would make things more difficult. But she’d
been planning on going around back and pulling into the garage anyway. The
protesters couldn’t ambush her there. It was private property. And she’d borrow
someone else’s car so no one would recognize it. Gyne offered to go with her,
but she wanted to do this alone. She took him up on his second offer, though,
and let him paint the frames of her glasses a matte black to add another layer
of change to her makeover.


As she turned Gyne’s car around the corner to her block,
she was astounded at the size of the protest. The media hadn’t done it justice
— there had to be fifty people standing in front of her building, and another
dozen counter-protesters marching across the street, as well as nearly a dozen
police officers monitoring the situation. God, her poor neighbors. Why didn’t
these people have the decency to leave them alone? She’d told them she’d left.
Why were they still here?


And then she noticed the reporters. Of course. The
protesters had constant media attention. It was exactly what they wanted.


She went to pull around back and noticed a media car
parked directly across from the complex’s driveway. The only reason for it to
park there was if it was monitoring her garage door.


There was no way she was getting into this house
unnoticed. If she tried, her image would end up all over the nets, and her new
disguise would be useless.


She couldn’t risk it.


Celia drove off and waited until she was out of range of
the cameras before thumping her hand on the dashboard in frustration.


Maybe visiting her mother would help.


But when she got to the cemetery, there was another media
car parked across from her mother’s headstone.


She wasn’t even allowed to visit the dead unmolested.


Hot tears flowed down her cheeks as she drove back to the
main road.


She pulled into a restaurant parking lot, took her
glasses out of drive mode, and checked her public mailbox. It was nearly
stuffed to capacity again. She deleted them all and got back on the road before
the restaurant could tag her for illegal parking.


She needed to figure out a way to vanish even more
thoroughly from society. But she couldn’t do it alone. She needed Tinker and
the Mechanic more than ever, and that dependency scared her.


 


Betty set up a clothes rack for Celia in her basement and
bought some plastic stacking shelves for her to use as a dresser. Celia took up
residence on the sofa. She tried her best to be quiet, to take up as little
space as possible, and it seemed to work.


But Betty was careful to spell out that the living
arrangements were temporary.


“Just until you can go back home, or get your own
place,” she said. “We don’t have enough bedrooms for everybody.”


“I don’t need a bedroom.”


“Yes, yes you do.”


On Wednesday, an “accident” occurred with
Shandra Lewiss’ biological body, and it was declared brain dead. Immediately
after that, Shandra boarded a sub-orbital to Los Angeles, where she attempted
to reenter the country. She was put in a holding cell in the airport while her
attorney argued that Ms. Lewiss was simply availing herself of medical
technology that was perfectly legal in the Philippines, and as such, she could
not be punished by the United States government for her actions.


On Thursday, the government granted her provisional entry
into the country while they sorted her case out.


She landed in Boston that evening to a flurry of media
coverage and protests. Celia sat on the basement stairs and watched, knees tucked
against her chest, frozen in lockdown.


Shandra’s replacement body was stunning. Flawless. Celia
had thought she’d looked perfect before, but she’d clearly had no idea what
perfect had really meant. Everything — legs, hair, teeth, skin — everything glowed
with incredible health and vibrancy. It was as if Shandra were redefining
beauty itself.


She debarked amid a flurry of flashbulbs stopped in front
of a mass of reporters. “I consider this my own personal victory over the
politics of stagnation and fear. Despite Tam Galloway and his supporters,
progress marches on.”


One reporter asked, “How did it feel to have your
body die?”


“I have to admit, it was unpleasant, but I have no
regrets. If it had remained alive, then our government would have done everything
in its power to force me back into it. I see no reason to live in a fragile,
flesh body when I can spend the rest of my now-extended lifetime in something
so much better.”


“Has your body been augmented in any way?”


“Only for personal defense. I knew that by going
public with this I’d be inviting physical attacks from extremists, so I made
sure this body was extremely hard to damage. It’s also stronger than my
original body, but again, only for personal defense. I’m not a fan of violence.
I’m not about to go around picking fights.”


“Do you fear that you could be setting a dangerous
precedent? What if people get new, stronger bodies so they can commit violent
acts, or get completely new appearances so they can avoid police
detection?”


“All of that is currently available through
conventional plastic surgery and genetic treatments. I see no reason why this
medical technology should be treated any differently from any other medical
technology.”


“If you require repairs—”


“Why the hell didn’t you leave Celia alone?”


Celia felt a moan struggling to escape her lockdown as
the cameras swung to show Trini glaring angrily at Shandra from behind the
phalanx of reporters. They parted to give their cameras a better view.


Shandra stared through the corridor of reporters and
said, “Excuse me?”


Trini placed her hands squarely on her hips. “I
said, why the hell didn’t you leave Celia alone?”


“What? I never—”


“You had to mention your coworker, didn’t you? Did
you really think they wouldn’t dig up her name?”


“Oh god. I didn’t think—”


“No, obviously not. Do you know how many protesters
are outside her house right now?”


Shandra’s new face was even beautiful when it scowled.
“The police should be able to take care of that.”


“The sidewalk’s public property, and we have this
little thing called free speech. You have no clue how much you hurt her, do
you?”


The reporters pressed in on Trini. “How do you know
Ms. Krajewski?” “What has she told you about life after the
procedure?” “Can you help us set up an interview with her?”


Trini flung her hands in front of her face and tried to
back away. “Fuck off, you vultures. You’re just as bad as she is.”


Celia unlocked long enough to shut off the live feed and
cut over to a broadcast band. They’d already IDed Trini, splattering her full
name over the nets. It wouldn’t be long before they’d dig up the college
connection, and they would be sure to follow her wherever she went in the hopes
that she’d lead them right to Celia.


Just as Celia had feared.


She got a private text message. Trini.


She unlocked again.


“I fucked up. God, I’m so sorry. Me and my big
mouth. I’ll lie low for a few days and see if they leave me alone.”


But Shandra’s actions guaranteed that would never happen.
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Celia woke up at her now-customary 11:00. With
trepidation, she peeked at the local news. The lead story was Shandra’s visit
to Celia’s townhouse just two hours earlier. She’d marched right into the thick
of the stunned protesters and asked, “And just what do you hope to
accomplish here? Go home, all of you. You should be ashamed of
yourselves.”


“No, you should be ashamed of yourself!”
a protester called back.


Shandra scanned the crowd through her delicate
gold-framed glasses. “Who said that?”


A young Asian woman with chunky green frames stepped
forward. “I did.” Her sign read, “The Slippery Slope Starts
Here.”


“And which minister or imam or rabbi told you to say
that?”


The woman laughed. “Please, I’m an atheist. I don’t
need some god to tell me that it’s wrong to put people into machines. It was
bad enough when NASA did it, but at least those copies are off in space and not
walking around down here.”


Shandra looked at the woman appraisingly. “Well, Tam
Galloway has found converts even among atheists. Color me disappointed.”


“What makes you think I voted for that hate-monger?”


The crowd murmured uncomfortably, and several people
moved away from the young woman. It was clear she was in the minority in her
assessment of the president-elect.


“I—”


“Just because I think that putting human minds into
machines is wrong, that doesn’t mean I’m a closed-minded bigot.”


“From where I stand, it does.”


“So how long do you think you’re going to live in
that body?”


Shandra crossed her arms over her chest. “This body
is rated to function for at least five hundred years, and I’ll be sure to
upgrade it before it hits that point.”


“So if everybody gets a body like yours, it’s the
end of human civilization as we know it.”


“Oh please. Civilization will adapt.”


“Who’s going to have babies? What kind of class
system—”


“That’s hardly any reason to picket Celia’s home.
She’s in a medical replacement body. She’ll be forced back into it once her
regular body is cured.”


“It’s every reason to picket her home. Her body made
you possible.”


The crowd made it clear that they were solidly back on
the young woman’s side.


And then a protester stepped forward to take a swing at
Shandra.


Shandra turned and narrowed her eyes. “I wouldn’t do
that again if I were you.”


Two others jumped her from behind.


The police immediately moved to intercept, but not before
Shandra had left two protesters clutching their hands and howling in agony. She
was unscathed. She smoothed her hands over her clothes, finger-combed her hair
into place, and turned back to the young Asian woman. “Thank you, at
least, for having the dignity not to resort to violence.”


The woman backed away, clutching her sign in whitening
fingers. In a whisper, she said, “You have no idea how strongly you just
proved my point.”


Shandra cast her a long, confused look, then walked over
to talk with the police.


The police said they were powerless to charge Shandra
with assault, as it was clear she’d acted in self-defense. But thanks to the
assault on Shandra, they were finally able to make several arrests and order
the entire group to leave the premises. The protesters vowed to send an all-new
group of people to take their places the very next day. The counter-protesters,
whom the police left alone, said they’d stay away as long as the protesters
did, but not a second longer.


It seemed that Celia’s life was going on without her.


When Betty ventured downstairs a little after noon, Celia
asked, “Is there a job lined up for tonight?”


“Well, yes.”


“Do you need me to come along?”


“No, it’s fine. We don’t need you.”


“Because I wouldn’t mind.”


“No, seriously, that’s all right.”


“You wouldn’t even need to pay me, if that’s your
concern.”


“Look, it’s already settled, okay?”


“All right.” Celia looked down at her boring
brown hands, and in her peripheral vision, watched Betty’s feet shuffle into
the kitchen. “Maybe next time?”


Betty came back into the living room with an open box of
granola in one hand and a fistful of cereal in the other. “I don’t think
so,” she said, then ate a mouthful of cereal right from her palm.


Celia felt the fake sensation of blood draining from her
face. “Didn’t I do a good job last time?”


“Absolutely,” Betty said around a mouthful of
food. She held her fist over her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “But you’re
a liability right now. If a client sees through your disguise and goes to the
media, how long do you think it’ll be before they figure out that you’re living
here? We don’t need that kind of attention.”


“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


“You mean you didn’t think.” Betty polished off
her handful of cereal. Wordlessly, she went back upstairs.


A liability. She’d become a liability. Celia turned on
her glasses and did a news search on her name to see just how big of a
liability she’d become.


Her name had become inexorably tied to Shandra Lewiss’.
The press was making her out to be the mystery woman who’d lured Shandra to her
mechanical fate. Many of the major news outlets were offering rewards for
confirmed sightings of Celia, and it was rumored that one out of every three
people in the Boston area had at least one camera set up either on their person
or in their windows to try to catch a glimpse of her.


Donal Lawson’s name came up in one of the search hits.
She opened the link.


“Celia Krajewski is an innocent bystander in the
Shandra Lewiss affair. Just because she was her coworker, that does not
automatically mean that Ms. Krajewski condones in any way what Ms. Lewiss has
done. Medical replacement bodies are a necessity, vanity replacement bodies are
not. I urge the public not to conflate the two.”


Links popped up to follow-up pieces from Chelsea Slaughter
and Tam Galloway. Against her better judgment, she opened them both.


“Oh, yay!” Chelsea Slaughter was decked out
what looked like strategically placed fuchsia feathers. “Shandra Lewiss
should call me. We’re the future, baby!” She started to reach for the
feathers over one of her breasts, and Celia closed the link before anything got
exposed.


Tam Galloway’s reaction was similarly expected.
“Shandra Lewiss represents exactly what I have feared the most. When
selfish individuals take it upon themselves to completely uproot thousands upon
thousands of years of human civilization, it is up to us decent folks to take
action. As soon as I take the oath of office, I will have Ms. Lewiss deported
back to the Philippines, where it is clear that her kind is not only tolerated,
but encouraged. This nation should not have to put up with this wanton
dismantling of the natural order.”


Several more links popped up, and Celia selected one
marked “Nascent Support for Shandra Lewiss.”


It was an interview with a random person on the street.
“Well, why should we have to die?” he asked. The man looked directly
into the camera. “I don’t want to die. Do you? Do you really?”


A message came into her private mailbox. It was from
Ziggie. “Sorry to contact you on your private line, but I thought you
might want to see this.”


It was another news link.


She nearly deleted it unread, but stopped herself. If
Ziggie of all people thought it was important…


Celia followed the link.


And saw Rivka bustling out of her office building in the
Financial District, the wind whipping her dark hair into a twisted, trailing
veil. “No comment,” she said as she tried to storm by the reporter.


But the reporter persisted. “Why did you divorce
your wife? Didn’t the two of you agree on this treatment?”


Rivka stopped and looked dead into the camera. “What
happened between Celia and me was personal. Just leave her alone and let her
live her life. She’s certainly paid enough for it.”


Only when she was startled to feel empty air under her
fingertips did Celia realize she’d been reaching out to stroke Rivka’s face.


She clapped her hands between her legs and blinked back
tears.


Her vision blurred as the scene changed to a hotel
exterior. “Ms. Krajewski’s college friend Trinidad Mason is currently
staying in a Waltham hotel. Her outburst at Logan Airport in defense of her
friend has struck a chord for many, driving home the deep personal
relationships that most bioandroids silently enjoy as they live undetected
among us. Ms. Mason has declined numerous requests for interviews—”


Celia had no doubt that if she searched on her friend’s
name, she’d get to hear the explicit wording Trini had been using to decline
those requests.


“—unlike the woman that has driven Ms. Krajewski
into hiding. Shandra Lewiss—”


Celia tapped the feed off and buried her head in her
hands. How much more was she supposed to take before she broke completely?


She felt the other end of the sofa sag and looked up to
see Betty. She had a mug of coffee in her lap and a hard look on her face.
“It’s time for you to find a new place to stay.”


Celia opened her mouth, but nothing came out.


“I’m just not comfortable having you here anymore.
It’s too risky. If anyone traces you here—”


“But they won’t. I can stop leaving the house, and
the windows are always opaqued—”


“And we’ve had to drop a couple of our best clients
because they recognized you from the news.” Betty sighed and rubbed her
hand over her mouth. “Look, I know this is a case of shutting the barn
door after the horses have gotten out, but I’m just not comfortable having you
here. I’ve called the Mechanic. He’ll be taking you away for a while. It’s
nothing personal, it’s just…” She shrugged and looked away.


Celia stared at the mug, at the steam swirling upward in
lazy spirals, her eyes unfocusing until there were two mugs. Funny how that
still worked in this body.


“He’ll be here this afternoon,” Betty said.


“You don’t have to wait that long,” Celia said.
“I’ll pack up my car and go now.”


“That’s not an option,” Betty said. “I
don’t want your car seen leaving my garage.”


Celia snapped her gaze to Betty’s face, her vision
painfully clear. “You can’t do that. It’s my car.”


“Yes, I can. I’ve instructed the house not to open
the garage door for you. You only get to leave in someone else’s car, and then
only if you’re completely covered from view. That’s it. No discussion.”


“But—”


“No discussion.” Betty stood, then picked her
mug back up. “The Mechanic will take care of you. That’s what he
does.” She turned and took her mug back upstairs.


Celia stared at the basement door, picturing in her mind
the rack of clothes, the afghan, the plastic dresser.


She’d pack lighter this time. There was no point in
bringing all of that along. Her life was shrinking, so it made sense that her
possessions should too.


 


She carried only her large shoulder bag when the Mechanic
arrived. He’d squeezed in behind Betty’s car, just barely fitting in the
garage. “Should I go in the trunk?” she asked.


He stared at her and sighed. “I hate to admit it,
but that’s a good idea.”


He reconfigured his car to have the trunk open up into
the passenger compartment, and she climbed in with her bag. She was still
visible from certain angles, so he tossed a blanket back with her, and she
covered herself with it, leaving only a small gap near her face to let a little
light and fresh air in. Not that she needed either, but they were a comfort
right now.


The garage door squeaked open. As the Mechanic backed
out, he said, “We need to change the way you look. Your current disguise
won’t fool facial recognition software.”


“I already asked Tinker to do that. She said only if
you could pull out my GPS.”


“I think I’ve just about figured out 1101’s.”


Celia’s heart started pounding in her throat, and she
switched on stoneface and robot moves to make it stop. “Really?”


“Yeah, but it’s an older model, so it’ll take a
while longer for me to figure out yours. Can’t imagine why Tinker would say
that, though.”


“Well, because of Garytron.”


“Oh, hell no. You didn’t ask her to change you that
much.”


She clasped her fist over her heart. “Why not?”


“That is not the kind of change you need right now.
You need to change so you can walk down the sidewalk without anyone realizing
that you’re Celia Krajewski, not so that you can’t walk down the sidewalk
without everyone knowing you’re a machine.”


“I’m not going to walk down the sidewalk. I’m going
to hide.”


“How?”


“How does 1101 hide? How did Garytron?”


He waited for what felt to her like an awfully long time
before he replied, “I hid them.”


“So hide me.”


“I don’t—” He let out a long breath. “I
don’t like having to hide you. I know that’s what I’m doing now, but…”
She heard the hollow thump of a hand against a dashboard. “You know, I
can’t decide if Shandra Lewiss is a hero or a villain.”


“Villain.” There was no room for debate in
Celia’s mind on that.


“I know she seems like one now, especially to you,
but think about it, Celia. If she succeeds in forcing the issue, and if more
people follow her lead, then eventually we’ll all be able to wear whatever
bodies we want wherever we want.”


“No one’s going to follow her lead.”


“Didn’t you hear? Three people announced that they
were going to the Philippines to get replacement bodies. And the Aquino-Manila
Hospital has confirmed that they have another eighteen signed up to have the
procedure done without any media attention. She’s a trendsetter, like it or
not. This can only be good in the long run.”


Celia shook her head. “Twenty-two people hardly
constitute a trend.”


“It’s a start.”


“I don’t care. I can’t wait for this trend to catch
on. That’ll take years.” She switched off her stoneface. She needed him to
hear her plead. “I need to change now. I can’t live halfway like this. I
can’t.”


There was another painfully long pause, and Celia nearly
put stoneface back on so she wouldn’t scream in frustration. The nails of one
hand bit into the skin on the back of the other, and she wished yet again that
she could feel the warmth of blood streaking from the wounds.


She heard him take in a breath. “On one
condition.”


“What condition?”


“You need to vanish from the grid and let me set you
up a new identity.”


She would have laughed hysterically if she could have. It
was exactly what she wanted: to be an entirely different person, one without a
past. It was perfect. It was a lifesaver.


“Deal.”


 


“Okay, you can come out now.”


Celia turned off all her tweaks, climbed out of the car,
and realized she was in a private residence’s garage. A single-family home. No
shared walls.


The Mechanic held his finger up to his lips. “This
is my grandmother’s house. 1101 stays in the basement here. Garytron used to,
as well. I live upstairs with her.”


“You live with your grandmother?” Celia
whispered.


“She’s not that good with stairs, so she doesn’t go
into the basement at all. You’ll be safe there if you’re quiet.”


“Can’t she get herself fixed? I mean, if she can
afford a house—”


The Mechanic winced and held up his hands. “She’s
old fashioned. She doesn’t believe in getting her genes tweaked, and she’s
afraid of surgery, no matter how much I try to tell her its changed since she
was younger. There’s a chair lift to get her from the first floor to the
second, but we didn’t install one to the basement, so you’ll be safe. Let me
just make sure she’s not puttering around before I let you in.”


He opened the connecting door to the house and stuck his
head in.


A thin voice called out, “Brian, is that you?”
It sounded like it was coming from the second floor.


He turned back to Celia and waved her in. “Yeah, I’m
home. I just need to drop something off in the basement.”


“You and your basement,” his grandmother
replied. “I just hope you’re keeping it clean.”


“Of course, Grandma.”


He grabbed Celia’s hand, opened the door immediately in
front of him, and led her down the stairs. Light filtered in from small, high
windows covered with butcher paper, casting the space in a semi-gloom. As
basements went, it wasn’t bad. It had clearly once been used as a rec room and
bar, but not for quite some time, judging by the layer of dust covering the
pool table.


“Okay, here you are,” he said, keeping his
voice low. “She doesn’t hear so well either, so as long as you keep your
voice down and don’t knock anything over, you’ll be fine. There’s a bathroom
back that way where you can get your daily water, and I can bring down a couple
of boxes of cereal for your weekly food. If you want something more interesting
to eat, just say so. Sometimes Grandma sticks her head down here, so just don’t
sleep anywhere that’s in plain sight of the door.”


“Where’s 1101?” she whispered.


“Probably under the bar. Look, I’m trusting you not
to do anything stupid. Don’t make me take your glasses away.”


“There’s no one I want to talk to. Don’t
worry.”


The door at the top of the stairs opened, and the thin
voice again called, “Brian?”


“I’ll be right there, Grandma!” He turned back
to Celia, squeezed her arms, and headed up the stairs.


Celia set her bag down on the long sofa that lined the
back wall of the room and stared over at the bar.


1101 was under there? Did she even want to see it
after… after last time?


Yes. Yes she did. 1101 had taught her an important lesson
that night. It had taught her perfect debasement, perfect detachment. It had
been a painful lesson, but a necessary one.


“Hello?” she whispered.


Nothing.


She tiptoed forward, creeping toward the tarnished chrome
and cracked leather bar, not sure why she felt the need for stealth, but
feeling it unmistakably, all the same. 1101’s body was propped underneath it,
immobile. Looking at it this way, it was frighteningly easy to imagine that
there was no consciousness in that head, that this was just a giant art school
doll, lying in a heap under an unused bar.


She crouched down next to it and gently prodded it on the
arm.


The head stirred and turned to face her.
“Celia.”


“Hi. I’m camping out with you for a while.”


“Because of the media?”


She nodded. “It spooked Betty.”


“I can understand that. She puts a lot of effort
into seeming human. I am often surprised she lets Gyne and Tanja live with her.
But they are capable of looking human if they try.”


“I’m hoping to get changed so I won’t be able to
anymore.”


“Do you think you’re ready for that step?”


“I can’t look human anymore. I can’t look like
something I’m not.”


“I understand. Well, welcome to my grandmother’s
house.”


“Your grandmother? I thought—”


“The Mechanic and I are cousins.”


“Oh. Do any other relatives come here to
visit?”


1101 shook its head. “No. We are all the family we
have left.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Be sorry for him, not for me. I no longer need
human attachments.”


“Does your grandmother know—”


“No. She knows I am in a replacement body, but she
believes I am living in Europe.”


Celia looked over her shoulder at the nearly empty
shelves, populated by a handful of dusty liquor bottles with no more than a few
centimeters of cloudy liquid left in them. This was the world that 1101 had
wanted to welcome her to? “So, what do you do down here?”


“Sleep.”


Celia turned back and waited for it to say more, and when
it didn’t, she tried to prompt it. “Sleep, and… ?”


“Just sleep,” it said. “And when there are
gatherings, or I am requested by a client, my cousin takes me out.”


“That’s all?”


“Yes.”


“But… is that all that Garytron did?”


The doll’s head nodded. “Yes. For the most part. I
do think he spent more time awake than I did, and networked to the world from
inside his head, but I prefer to sleep until I am needed.”


Celia duck-walked a step back. “Oh.” The cellar
walls started closing in on her, confining her to this new prison, and she
turned on everything she could to stave it off: stoneface, robot moves, the
emotion filter. She even turned off her pain and went into detachment mode.


It didn’t help.


She straightened up, staring down in contained horror at
her fellow prisoner. “Well, I… I’ll let you get back to it.”


The doll crumpled back into sleep.


Celia walked back to the pool table, then paced the
entire perimeter of the basement. Rec room, bathroom, storm door, laundry area,
water heater, storage, back to rec room. These were the confines of her life.
But it was temporary. Once Tinker changed her, Betty would let her move back
in, wouldn’t she? If Celia no longer looked like Celia, that would be enough,
right?


She went to call Betty, then froze.


No, she didn’t want to know right now. Better to hang on
to potentially false hope than lose hope altogether.


She lay on one of the sofas, tucked her hands under her
head and her knees up to her chest, and stared across the room. Sleep didn’t
seem like such a bad option after all. At least for now.


She set herself to wake up at the slightest noise and
closed her eyes.
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She woke to the creak of the cellar door.


Celia sat bolt upright and shrank back. If the Mechanic’s
grandmother decided to peek down the stairs, and maybe tried to walk down one
or two of them to see what her grandson was working on—


The light flicked on, and definitive treads marched down
the stairs, far too sure to be those of an infirm old lady. “It’s
me,” the Mechanic said. “Grandma’s upstairs taking a nap.”


Celia uncurled, letting her feet touch the floor.
“What if she wakes up?”


“Now that I’ve got you living down here, I’ve
switched on the cameras I installed around the house back when Garytron moved
in.” He tapped on his frames. “If she leaves the bedroom, I’ll
see.”


“Is there any way for me to see, too?”


“I could, but,” he rubbed the bridge of his
nose, “you really need to stay down here. It’s an old house with old
windows that don’t opaque, and I can’t run the risk of anyone seeing you.”


Celia slammed her emotion dampener on again. This
basement was a prison. She couldn’t breathe.


“So, I think I’ve figured out 1101’s GPS,” the
Mechanic said. “I’m gonna wake it up and give it a shot.”


He turned on a bright light over the bar and bent down to
wake his cousin up. “Time to kill your GPS.”


“Ah, excellent.” 1101 climbed onto a bar stool
and slumped forward. The Mechanic pulled a slender rod from his pocket and used
it to tap a spot on 1101’s back. It hinged open from shoulders to hips.


Celia crept forward to watch silently for a few moments
as the Mechanic gently poked the rod upward into 1101’s neck. She thought about
standing behind him to watch, but it seemed somehow indecent to look into
fellow machine’s innards.


Brian. The Mechanic’s real name was Brian, and he was a
student, very likely at MIT, due to him using it as his default meeting place.
He had a rich grandmother who owned a house that was roughly a fifteen-minute
drive from Watertown, and he had a cousin in a bioandroid body.


Celia sent out a searchbot to find all Brians or Bryans
currently enrolled at MIT. She narrowed the search to graduate students, based
solely on her assumptions about his age.


Seventy-one hits. Well, that was less than she’d feared.
She narrowed the search to weed out all Brians that didn’t have anything to do
with either computers or robotics.


Fifty-seven. Not a huge reduction, but this was MIT, after
all.


She started looking at pictures.


The fourteenth one was the charm. That was him. Brian
Stark.


She looked for an address for a Brian Stark who lived
roughly fifteen minutes from Betty’s house.


There he was in North Cambridge. The other names at that
address were Magdalene Stark and Hunter Stark.


New search: Hunter Stark.


The most recent hit brought up a news story on a horrific
boating accident three years back. The Pemberton/Stark family reunion had taken
place on a rented yacht in Lake Winnipesaukee, where a drunken speedboater had
rammed into their boat at just the right angle to ignite their hydrogen fuel
cell. The resulting explosion had killed everyone but one Hunter Stark, whom
the article said had been put into stasis “until the appropriate medical
technology was developed to restore him.”


Celia shut off her lenses. “So, Brian, why weren’t
you at the family reunion?”


Without looking up from his work, he said, “Someone
had to stay home and look after Grandma. Finals started the next day, so I volunteered.”


“Oh.”


“So, you know who we are.”


“Sorry.”


“No, it’s only fair.”


“So if Hunter—” She stopped herself. “Do
you mind if I use that name?”


1101 cocked its head to the side. “When talking
about that part of my life, Hunter is the appropriate name to use. But do not
use it to discuss me as I am now.”


“Okay,” Celia said. Her fingers started
worrying at the hem of her long shirt. “If Hunter was so badly hurt, then
how did they copy his brain?”


“Just enough of him survived to make it
possible,” the Mechanic said. “Plus, one of my uncles was on the
hospital board. Rules were bent.”


“Don’t worry,” 1101 said. “That uncle is
dead along with everyone else. I was simply a favor performed for a dead
man.”


“Oh.” Celia looked down at her fidgeting
fingers and stilled them. How had that gotten through her emotion dampener? She
thought about putting on stoneface as well, but decided that maybe she needed
to feel, if just a little bit.


“Go ahead and ask the question you really want to
ask,” 1101 said.


“Well, it’s none of my business, really. I
mean—”


“But you are curious.”


“I am, yes.”


“Machines have no gender,” 1101 said. “It
seemed silly to me to try to become more and more mechanical while still
clinging to a physical sex. So I purified my body of all traces of gender to
become more purely a machine.”


“Almost there,” the Mechanic said. “Oh,
Celia, it sounds like Tinker’s willing to do the work you want now. Garytron’s
death was rough on her, but she’s bouncing back. Hang on, let me send you the
spec she drew up for you.”


Celia turned on her glasses and peeked in her mailbox. At
the bottom of the mountain of messages was one from the Mechanic. She deleted
all the others, then opened his.


A three-dimensional image of a matte silver machine face
stared back at her. She would have gasped out loud if it hadn’t been for the
emotion dampener. She raised one finger to rotate the image ever so slightly.
It was her face, only reshaped. All her features were sculpted in flat planes,
with sharp edges where each plane met. No, actually, they weren’t quite flat.
Each plane was subtly rounded. The effect was quite lovely.


She pulled back and scanned down. Everything had been
resculpted — her breasts, back, buttocks, legs. Her fingers were long
rectangular tubes with an angled slope at each fingertip; her nipples were
octagons, aureole with double the amount of sides. She looked at the row of
flashing options along the side. “Hair: yes/no?” “Fingernails:
yes/no?” “Pubic hair: yes/no?” “Eyecolor options: matte
silver, shiny silver, matte gold, shiny gold, matte black, shiny black.”


She played with the options until she found the one that
worked best for her. Body hair replaced by etched curls. Yes to fingernails.
Shiny silver irises with black pupils on a pale, matte silver eyeball.


And a reluctant yes to it being able to reshape and
recolor into a body that could pass for human.


It was stunning. When she finally put on that body and
looked in the mirror, she would never be able to fool herself into thinking she
was a fleshie. It looked nothing like the body that Rivka had fallen in love
with, nothing like the one she had made love to.


Perfect.


“I’m set,” she said. “Should I send this
back to you?”


“Just use the reply function and it’ll go to my
encrypted mailbox.”


1101 cocked its head to the side. “Why can’t she
just send it directly to Tinker?”


“Celia doesn’t have a mailbox.”


“The mailboxes are back?” she asked.


The Mechanic cast a sheepish look in her direction.
“Yeah, but you don’t have one. It’s not safe to hook you up to everyone
just yet.”


She looked down at her hands. “Oh.”


She sent her choices to his mailbox, then pulled up the
final schematics and looked down at the hands.


Soon, those would be her hands.


She closed her eyes. She couldn’t bear to look at her own
body anymore. This letter-perfect replacement had caused her nothing but grief.
Soon, she’d cast it aside and begin again, a machine outside and in. It would
be the perfect way to while away the years until she was able to take her body
back and be welcomed into human society with open arms. She couldn’t mimic
humanity any longer, couldn’t bear to be reminded of what she’d been denied.


The Mechanic let out a deep sigh. “Finally.”


Celia opened her eyes.


He closed 1101’s back panel and gave it a solid pat.
“I did it,” he said. “You’re off the grid. Your GPS is
gone.”


1101 nodded. “Thank you.”


“Now you can keep that body forever,” Celia
said.


“Yes.” It got off of the stool and ducked back
under the bar.


Forever under a bar in its grandmother’s basement.


She hoped she didn’t have to make that same trade for
long.


The Mechanic watched his cousin with haunted eyes, then
let out a little sigh. His glasses semi-opaqued, and he tapped a finger in the
air. “I just got a message back from Tinker. She’ll be ready to work on
your body tomorrow. I’ll set up that new identity for you tonight, and set up
an offshore account for some of your savings. Just be sure to leave enough
behind to take care of any financial obligations, like alimony or taxes or
mortgage payments. Don’t pull a Garytron. At least, not until I figure out your
model’s GPS.”


Did she even need money anymore? It probably wouldn’t
hurt to have some handy, especially if Betty wouldn’t let her work for her
again. “I understand.”


“Good. I’m going to go start in on that now.”
He pointed a thumb up the stairs. “Sorry, I need to concentrate, so—”


She waved a hand at him. “Go.”


He headed back up the stairs, and she was alone again in
the basement with a sleeping mechanical who had once been named Hunter Stark.


She called up the specs she’d sent to Tinker and wondered
how it would feel to inhabit that body.


Tomorrow she’d know for sure.


She wanted tomorrow to come as fast as possible. So she
slept.


 


The Mechanic woke her close to midnight to take care of
her financial business. She authorized the transfer of approximately one third
of her liquid assets, and immediately went back to sleep. He woke her again the
next morning after 10:00. “Time to go to Tinker’s workshop.”


She fished her permission card out of her bag and started
up the stairs behind him. She went to put on her filters and realized that she
was not afraid. In fact, she felt a perfect natural detachment, knowing that in
a few short hours, the painful cognitive dissonance between body and brain
would finally be resolved. She would be perfect. Complete. Whole.


What was the worst that could happen, anyway? That she’d
be caught and have to erase all of this?


That didn’t seem so bad, really.


She climbed into the Mechanic’s trunk, pulled the blanket
over herself, and waited.


Soon, Celia Krajewski would vanish completely. The only
way anyone would be able to find her would be if her internal GPS was set off,
and that took a court order, which required a high burden of proof. If she
vanished, she’d be safe. Maybe she could even find another community of
bioandroids in a country that didn’t have an extradition treaty with the U.S.
and ship herself there as cargo so she could live without fear. But the
Mechanic had already removed one GPS system. Eventually, he’d figure out how to
remove the rest of theirs. She could be patient, at least for a little while
longer.


She looked at her blinking inbox for the last time. Three
more messages from Trini.


Trini. She mouthed the name and felt a pang in her chest.
Trini might not have been able to understand what Celia was going through, but
even to the end, here Trini was, trying to be a good friend.


Celia at least owed her a goodbye.


She pulled up her virtual keyboard and typed one out.


“Trini, I’m so sorry, but I can’t risk coming to see
you. My friends are going to help me keep hiding, however long it takes. Please
don’t try to contact me anymore. When I’m able to, I’ll get in touch with you
again. Take care of yourself. Love, Celia.”


It took her three tries to finally work up the courage to
hit send. She whispered, “Goodbye,” and closed her eyes.


It was over. Her old life was in her past now.


“Hey, you should check the news,” the Mechanic
said. “There’s progress on the body choice front.”


Celia opened her eyes and blinked back unexpected tears.
She let out a long breath, wiped her eyes, and called up the LawSpecs news
page. As expected, Shandra was still generating scores of headlines, despite
being forced into protective police custody. There was a massive protest
outside the hotel where they were keeping her confined, but there were also
fans showing up with signs of support.


Another fifteen people had openly gone to the
Philippines, one with the stated aim of applying for the space program when he
returned. He claimed that bioandroids would be perfect for space travel as
their physical needs were small. They didn’t need oxygen, could survive on tiny
amounts of food and water, didn’t need to worry about bone and muscle
deterioration, and couldn’t suffer genetic damage when hit by stellar
radiation, all of which translated into huge savings and lowered risks for any
mission. He urged others to join him, and it looked like the Brazilian and
Chinese space agencies were already showing interest.


One major movie star had revealed that he’d had his body
replaced in Dubai the year before with no ill effects and would now remain
youthful and handsome indefinitely without surgical or genetic intervention. He
also hinted that he knew of several other colleagues who’d had this done as
well, but were remaining close-lipped about the procedure.


How odd. Public support for replacement bodies.


A new message popped into her box.


“It’s McElvoy,” the Mechanic said.


Oh god.


She opened the text-only message.


“Celia, your friend Trini and I are very concerned
about you. Please, don’t run off and hide without letting us know where to find
you. It’s vitally important that you remain reachable by the program. There’s
no way we can protect you unless we know where you are. Please don’t vanish,
Celia. Please call me.”


Trini was talking with Dr. McElvoy. Her only human friend
had gone straight to the one fleshie with the power to lock her away for life.


She felt her final link with humanity snap.


“The begging is a good sign,” the Mechanic
said. “It means he’s helpless to force anything on you. Don’t reply.”


No, there was no chance of that.


When she got out of the car in Allston, she felt no
hesitation whatsoever. It was time. There was no looking back.


She handed the Mechanic her glasses and strode into the
building ahead of him.


Tinker was waiting for them at the top of the stairs.
When the door closed behind them, she said, “I love the design you picked
out for yourself.”


Celia nodded her thanks and looked over at the workbench.


“Just strip and hop right up,” she said.


Celia looked over at the Mechanic. No, it didn’t matter
if he saw her naked now. This body was a defective shell. It didn’t deserve
modesty. She dropped her clothes on the floor as she approached the workbench,
then lay down on it, permission card in hand.


The Mechanic stood just in her peripheral view.
“When I set up this new identity, it’ll be under the name Jean Davis. But
do you want to take a new machine name?”


“Most of the others have,” Tinker said.
“Gyne, Garytron, 1101.”


“Call me C2. For Celia, mark 2.”


Tinker smiled down at her. “We’ll wake you when
you’re C2.”


And everything went black.


 


“C2. Take a look and see what you think.”


Celia’s eyes snapped open, and she blinked at the
ceiling. She felt… cold. A good cold. A reassuring cold.


She switched on her filters and sat up in a smooth, fluid
movement, then swung her legs over the side of the table, hopped off, and
strode mechanically toward the full-length mirror.


The machine in the mirror stared back at her impassively.


It was perfect.


“Go ahead and connect to the net,” the Mechanic
said. “You don’t need to move your hands. It should be completely under
your mental control.”


And it was. There were the mailboxes, the news links, the
time ticking away at the upper right of her field of vision. She left them all
up and set a news ticker to run across the top of her vision. Machines were
capable of running multiple processes. Eleven thirty-eight p.m. She had been
here over half a day.


She turned to Tinker. “This is perfect.” Her
voice had a metallic tang to it.


“Do you like that?” she asked. “I can
switch it off if you don’t.”


“Leave it.”


She went into the group’s mail system and placed a call
to Betty.


Betty’s face filled her vision. “You’re back?”
she asked. “But the press is still swarming all over the city looking for
you.”


Celia turned on the new cameras in her eyes. The motion
was completely instinctual. She innately knew all of her new capabilities. She
should have done this weeks ago. She gazed into the mirror and said,
“Look.”


A huge grin spread across Betty’s face. “God damn,
that’s beautiful. Do you mind if I send that to a client? One of our best guys
asked if we had anything new for him.”


“Go ahead.”


“If he bites, are you free tonight?”


This was exactly why she’d needed this body. Now, she
could rejoin her fellow mechanicals. Now, she could sell it to show it who was
boss. No matter how tempted she was to rejoin the outside world, she would be
incapable. She was a machine, not a person anymore; a cold copy of the
original; a beautiful, sculpted placeholder. She’d never forget that now.


“I’m free whenever you need me.”


Her new life had finally begun.
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She climbed out of the Mechanic’s car at 12:11 a.m.
Tanja, Betty, and Gyne were all waiting for her in Betty’s garage. Gyne, decked
out in a sexy Mrs. Claus outfit, cried, “What a hell of a Christmas
present you make!”


Celia looked at the date on her display. November 19th.
“It’s not even Thanksgiving yet.”


Gyne wrinkled his long nose. “Who cares? The
shopping season starts right after Mother’s Day.”


Along the top of Celia’s vision crawled news of a lunar
colony disaster, more people heading to the Philippines for replacement bodies,
an emergency session of Congress to discuss the growing bioandroid problem, and
an earthquake outside Istanbul. Even without her detachment filter on, she felt
disconnected from reality. It was hard to feel grounded while residing in
something so artificial.


“You look beautiful,” Betty said, and wrapped
Celia in a big hug. “The client’s gonna love you. Come on, let’s get in the
car.”


“So soon?” the Mechanic asked. “Shouldn’t
she spend some time getting used to her new body before she sells it?”


Tanja caught Celia’s eye and meaningfully looked down at
her own silver body. “You and I could play before we head out.”


A small part of Celia wavered inside. Betty was right —
this body was beautiful. And Celia had never felt so beautiful as she did now.
The temptation to revel in this newfound perfection was hard to deny. But she
needed to show this new body who was boss. And for that, she needed
degradation. “After the job.”


The Mechanic grabbed her arm. “But Celia, you don’t
need to—”


She turned on her enhanced strength and none-too-gently
pried his fingers loose. “Call me C2. And this is what I want.”


“Well,” Betty said, “if that’s what C2
wants, then that’s what C2 gets. You’re the one who’s always going on about
body choice. It’s about time you respected ours.”


The Mechanic said nothing. He just slowly headed back to
his car, head hanging, cradling his bruised fingers in his uninjured hand.


Celia was beyond caring.


The four of them piled into Betty’s car, Celia in the
back. She covered herself with a blanket and curled up with a similarly
swaddled Tanja.


“So, tonight’s client’s a real perv,” Tanja
said. “But he pays well.”


“He’ll want to play with the two of you,” Gyne
said. “Two silver women will be more than he can pass up.”


“Well, I’m game if you are,” Tanja said. She
gently stroked the top of Celia’s head under the blanket.


Celia nodded under her hand, but said nothing. She felt nothing,
just perfect a mechanical chill. She could find no better inauguration for her
new body than this.


The car came to a stop and Tanja pulled the blankets off
of herself and Celia both. Celia climbed out of the car into a private garage
and strode naked behind the other three into the house.


The client was definitely satisfied by what he saw.


He posed Tanja and Celia in bizarre geometric positions,
sometimes penetrating them, sometimes sitting back and masturbating while he
stared at them. Celia felt nothing. When he shifted her so she could see her
reflection in the mirrored ceiling, it wasn’t Celia that she saw, it was C2.
What was done to this body didn’t matter because the body wasn’t her. She was
simply riding it until the time came for her to be put back into her flesh
again. She could never forget that now.


Her control panel flashed, then vanished, as did her
connection to the nets.


The word “LOCKDOWN” flashed across her vision,
and she heard police sirens.


A scream beat at the walls of her throat as she
frantically tried to bring her control panel back up. They couldn’t find her
like this, not when she’d finally gotten the body that she needed so badly. It
couldn’t end so soon. She was owed so much more. So, so much more.


“Oh, fuck no!” she heard the client yell.
“Not without my lawyer present!” He climbed off of the bed and tore
out of the room.


At the very edge of her vision, she could see Gyne and
Betty standing immobile against the wall.


This was a real lockdown. A police lockdown.


She kept trying to bring her control panel back up. She
had to blur her memory now before they caught her. She had to get online and
warn the others. She had to—


“Jesus Christ, this is sick.”


A police offer gaped down at the sexual pretzel that was
Celia and Tanja. “How the hell are we supposed to get them out of here
like this?”


Someone in hospital whites appeared next to the cop.
“Hang on, I’ll switch them off.”


No, not like this, not like this, not like—


 


She was switched back on at 2:38 a.m. Dr. McElvoy was
staring at her, a mug of coffee in his lap and dark circles under his eyes.
They were in Garytron’s old room at the hospital, complete with all the
depopulated photographs on the walls. “Celia, I never thought you’d end up
like this. Not you.”


She looked down at her rectangular fingers, at their
sharply sloping tips, and turned on all her filters to try to crowd back the
fear. Someone had dressed her in hospital scrubs. But what did she need clothes
for? She wasn’t like them anymore. Wasn’t it obvious?


The memory fuzzer. She had to use it now, before it was
too late. She called up her control panel again and poised her cursor above it.


No, not quite yet.


“What happened to my friends?”


“They’re in custody. We managed to get warrants for
most of the bioandroids, and we’re working on getting proof that the rest of
them have violated their contracts so we can get warrants for them as well.
Plus we’ve arrested both of the ringleaders.” Dr. McElvoy leaned forward
on his elbows. “Celia, I’m going to make sure these people pay for what
they’ve done to you and Gary and that poor Hunter Stark.”


Tanja, Betty, Gene, 1101, the Mechanic, Tinker, and who
knew who else were all in custody because of her. She’d ruined it for
everybody. She’d single-handedly brought down the group that had done so much
for her. So why didn’t she feel anything other than a deep animal fear?


“Let them go,” she said. “They didn’t do
anything I didn’t want them to.”


“I can’t do that. They broke the law. Just because
you think you’re okay with it…  You’re not well, Celia. You have to
understand that. There’s no way that someone in her right mind would consent
to… this.” He waved his hand at her body and fell back in his chair,
trying to hide a scowl and failing.


Right mind. There was no way that Celia could have
remained in her right mind if she hadn’t changed her body. But she knew there
was no point in trying to convince him of that. He’d never understand. No one
could, unless they’d through what she had.


“How did you find us? What did we do wrong?”


He pinched the corners of his eyes, then dropped his hand
into his lap. “Anjelle Cho. You knew her as Tinker. We had our suspicions
about her after she was arrested outside the hospital the night of the failed
abduction attempt, so the police kept an eye on her. We hit the jackpot when
you all went to the scrap yard. We used aerial surveillance and identified
everyone. Everyone but Hunter Stark, of course, but we deduced his identity
quickly enough when his GPS went dead. I mean, that life-sized art school doll
had to be somebody.”


“The Mechanic never knew,” she whispered with a
metallic buzz.


“GPS units don’t fail like that. Not unless
something catastrophic happens to your body. We might not be able to use them
to trace you without a warrant, but we sure as hell keep track of whether
they’re functioning.”


“Oh.”


“The police wanted to keep watching to gather more
evidence. I showed them the skinsealer picture that your friend Trinidad had
taken at your house, and told them how you’d lied to me about her being the one
to pass along Gary’s alias to you, but they didn’t feel that it was
sufficiently incriminating.”


Celia twisted her metal fingers in her lap. “Where
is Trini?”


“In the lobby, worried sick about you.”


Worried sick. That was priceless. Trini should have been
protecting her, not ratting her out to her enemy.


“The police planted cameras all over Cho’s studio so
they could gather more evidence. I wanted to have you pulled out the moment I
saw them cutting into you, but the warrant took too long to secure.”


She stared at the floor, saying nothing, feeling nothing.
She kept the cursor over the memory fuzz button. She knew she should press it
now, but she still couldn’t quite bring herself to do it.


“I should have listened to Gary,” he said.
“I should have known that he was onto something when he warned you not to
do what he’d done. I should have tried to convince a judge to bring you in on
the spot.”


“It was already too late by then.”


McElvoy shook his head and put his coffee mug down on the
table. She’d never seen him so disheveled. His normally fluffy hair hung in his
face in greasy ropes, paralleling the deep lines carved on either side of his
face. He turned to her with the first genuinely earnest expression she’d ever
seen on him and asked, “What should I have done, Celia? How could I have
saved you?”


She pointed at her metal chest and said, “This is
how I’m saving myself. This body. It’s what I need.”


“I can’t believe that. I won’t. There had to have
been some way to keep you sane.”


“Only Rivka could have done that,” she said
automatically, surprising even herself.


He sighed, shoulders sagging. “Rivka. It always
comes back to her.”


“I loved her more than anything.” And she felt
that love in her cold metal heart, eking through filters not strong enough to
hold it back. Celia wouldn’t have needed any of this if she’d only had Rivka.
If anyone was to blame, it was her, not the people who had fixed Celia up after
Rivka had destroyed her. But Celia was beyond blame, beyond care. She’d done
what she’d needed to do, and they’d caught her.


The only question was what they would do with her.


McElvoy closed his eyes, trapping one lip between
coffee-stained teeth. “Right. Well.” He eased himself to his feet,
weariness etched into his every movement, and opened the door.


Rivka peered into the room, then stepped in, arms clasped
tightly across her bosom.


Celia’s breath froze, and she couldn’t make it start
again. Her hands fluttered all over her body, trying to find a way to hide
herself from her ex-wife’s wide-eyed stare. She clutched the neck of her
scrubs, willing her fake heart to start beating again, and flung off all her
filters. Her breath came in a flurry, heaving out of her chest, and if this
body could have cried, she was sure it would have.


“Celia?” Rivka’s voice cracked. “Oh god,
Celia? Is that you?”


“I… I couldn’t… I needed…” She swallowed,
even though her metal mouth was dry. “Rivka. I…”


Rivka blinked hard, lips pulled back into a grimace.
“Oh god,” she whispered. “Oh god.”


Celia couldn’t look away, couldn’t hide, couldn’t close
her eyes, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream, couldn’t move. She covered her
face with her hands, peering out between her fingers into the eyes of the woman
who’d been her entire life. Into the eyes of the only woman who could have
saved her. Into the eyes of the only person who’d ever truly mattered, even
when she’d tried to convince herself that she didn’t care anymore.


The look in Rivka’s eyes screamed volumes.


Rivka pressed her shaking body against the back wall.
“That’s not her,” she said to Dr. McElvoy. “Celia never would
have done that. Never.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. McElvoy said, “but that
is her.”


Rivka turned back to Celia and gaped, her hand clutching
at her bosom.


Celia’s mouth opened, but no sound escaped. It was
trapped, beating at the walls of her throat.


Rivka wrinkled her brow and took a tentative step
forward. “I can’t hear you.”


A word finally slipped past her throat’s blockade.
“Why?”


Rivka shook her head, grasping the back of Dr. McElvoy’s
abandoned chair so hard her fingers turned paper white. “Why what? Why am
I here? Why can’t I believe that a supposedly perfect copy of my wife could do
this?”


“Why didn’t you stay?”


Rivka’s eyes widened in horror, and she raked a pointed
gaze up and down Celia’s body. “If I’d known you… she…” She shook
her head, long brown waves falling in her face. “If I’d known Celia was
capable of this, I never would have married her.”


Oh god.


It couldn’t end this way. She couldn’t give Rivka up
forever. She needed her back. She’d known it all along. All of this had just
been a futile attempt at distraction, at trying to fill her life with something
that meant even a fraction of what Rivka had.


There was only one thing to do.


Celia called up her control panel and hit the killswitch
button.


Killswitch Continue? Yes/No.


She tapped “yes.”


The warnings came up brighter, bigger. Killswitch
Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.


“Don’t worry,” Celia croaked. “The Celia
you married didn’t do this. The Celia you married knows you love her. She’d
never…” Her voice finally died, leaving her mouthing words that even she
couldn’t discern.


Rivka took a tentative step forward. “Celia?”
she whispered. “Is… is there anything left of her in you?”


“Yes,” Celia gasped, wishing once more for
tears. “All the parts of her that loved you are in me.” She tapped
her metal chest with a thunk. “Everything important’s in here.”


The tears streaming down Rivka’s face were enough for the
two of them. Her lips shuddered as she pulled in a breath through her teeth.
“Oh god, did I do this to you?” She inched even closer, one trembling
hand out in front of her.


Celia stared at the hand and shrank back as it
approached.


Killswitch Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.


“Wait for her,” Celia whispered. “She
still wants you.”


Dr. McElvoy’s face contorted in horror. “Oh no,
you’re not—”


“Wait for her?” Rivka asked, her hand frozen in
midair.


Killswitch Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.


Out loud, Celia whispered, “Yes.”
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Celia opened her eyes and blinked in the dim light.


God, she was stiff.


She stretched her hands up over her head, then rubbed
them across her face. It felt like she’d been sleeping for years.


Wait.


She pressed her hands against her face and tried to
think. She actually had been sleeping for years. It was all coming back
to her now. The last thing she could remember was lying down on a hospital bed,
waiting for the sedation to kick in. Where were the memories after that? Had
something gone wrong with the replacement body?


“What’s going on?” she mumbled.


Soft hands clasped her own, moving them away from her
face, and she blinked and focused on the body sitting next to the bed.


“Rivka?”


She looked so much older. Grey streaks kissed her hair,
and small lines had accumulated around her eyes and mouth. But she still looked
beautiful. It was a face worth waking up to, no matter how long Celia’s nap had
been.


“Rivka, what happened?” she asked. “Did
something go wrong with the replacement body?”


Rivka clasped Celia’s hands to her bosom and began to
cry.


Celia eased one hand out from Rivka’s grip and stroked
her hair. “Don’t cry, honey. Please don’t cry.”


She struggled to sit up, ignoring the wave of dizziness,
and eased Rivka into her arms, cradling her in her embrace. Rivka buried her
face in Celia’s shoulder and sobbed, the tears seeping through the thin cotton
of her hospital gown. God, she’d missed this woman, even if it seemed like no
time at all had passed since she’d last seen her.


“It can’t be that bad,” Celia crooned.
“I’m back now. Everything’s going to be okay.”


She’d ask what happened to the android body later, after
Rivka calmed down. Whatever was upsetting her, they could work through it.


“Ms. Ben-Ur, we told you you couldn’t come in here
until we secured Ms. Krajewski’s permission.”


“What?” Celia pressed her cheek against the
crown of Rivka’s head and turned to face the woman standing in the doorway.
“This is my wife. You can’t keep her out of here.”


“Ex-wife,” the woman said.


She felt Rivka pulling back from her embrace, and Celia’s
arms fell bonelessly to the bed.


“Ms. Ben-Ur, I think you need to leave while I
explain some things to Ms. Krajewski.”


 Celia watched slack-jawed as Rivka tearfully fled the
room.


The woman closed the door, then sat down next to Celia’s
hospital bed. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but—”


“Rivka left me?”


She winced. “That’s just the beginning of the
story.”


Celia held her hands out. “I don’t need to hear any
more.”


“Trust me, you do.”


“But—”


“Don’t you want to know what happened to your
bioandroid body? Don’t you want to know why you’re missing almost twelve years
of memories?”


“T… twelve years?”


The woman nodded.


Celia looked at the closed door. She could hear Rivka
weeping in the hallway. Ex-wife. Twelve missing years. “Do I want to
know?” she asked.


“Probably not. But you deserve to know.”


Celia wrapped her arms tightly around her shivering
frame. “All right,” she whispered. “Tell me.”
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Celia woke up at her now-customary 11:00. With
trepidation, she peeked at the local news. The lead story was Shandra’s visit
to Celia’s townhouse just two hours earlier. She’d marched right into the thick
of the stunned protesters and asked, “And just what do you hope to
accomplish here? Go home, all of you. You should be ashamed of
yourselves.”



“No, you should be ashamed of yourself!”
a protester called back.



Shandra scanned the crowd through her delicate
gold-framed glasses. “Who said that?”



A young Asian woman with chunky green frames stepped
forward. “I did.” Her sign read, “The Slippery Slope Starts
Here.”



“And which minister or imam or rabbi told you to say
that?”



The woman laughed. “Please, I’m an atheist. I don’t
need some god to tell me that it’s wrong to put people into machines. It was
bad enough when NASA did it, but at least those copies are off in space and not
walking around down here.”



Shandra looked at the woman appraisingly. “Well, Tam
Galloway has found converts even among atheists. Color me disappointed.”



“What makes you think I voted for that hate-monger?”



The crowd murmured uncomfortably, and several people
moved away from the young woman. It was clear she was in the minority in her
assessment of the president-elect.



“I—”



“Just because I think that putting human minds into
machines is wrong, that doesn’t mean I’m a closed-minded bigot.”



“From where I stand, it does.”



“So how long do you think you’re going to live in
that body?”



Shandra crossed her arms over her chest. “This body
is rated to function for at least five hundred years, and I’ll be sure to
upgrade it before it hits that point.”



“So if everybody gets a body like yours, it’s the
end of human civilization as we know it.”



“Oh please. Civilization will adapt.”



“Who’s going to have babies? What kind of class
system—”



“That’s hardly any reason to picket Celia’s home.
She’s in a medical replacement body. She’ll be forced back into it once her
regular body is cured.”



“It’s every reason to picket her home. Her body made
you possible.”



The crowd made it clear that they were solidly back on
the young woman’s side.



And then a protester stepped forward to take a swing at
Shandra.



Shandra turned and narrowed her eyes. “I wouldn’t do
that again if I were you.”



Two others jumped her from behind.



The police immediately moved to intercept, but not before
Shandra had left two protesters clutching their hands and howling in agony. She
was unscathed. She smoothed her hands over her clothes, finger-combed her hair
into place, and turned back to the young Asian woman. “Thank you, at
least, for having the dignity not to resort to violence.”



The woman backed away, clutching her sign in whitening
fingers. In a whisper, she said, “You have no idea how strongly you just
proved my point.”



Shandra cast her a long, confused look, then walked over
to talk with the police.



The police said they were powerless to charge Shandra
with assault, as it was clear she’d acted in self-defense. But thanks to the
assault on Shandra, they were finally able to make several arrests and order
the entire group to leave the premises. The protesters vowed to send an all-new
group of people to take their places the very next day. The counter-protesters,
whom the police left alone, said they’d stay away as long as the protesters
did, but not a second longer.



It seemed that Celia’s life was going on without her.



When Betty ventured downstairs a little after noon, Celia
asked, “Is there a job lined up for tonight?”



“Well, yes.”



“Do you need me to come along?”



“No, it’s fine. We don’t need you.”



“Because I wouldn’t mind.”



“No, seriously, that’s all right.”



“You wouldn’t even need to pay me, if that’s your
concern.”



“Look, it’s already settled, okay?”



“All right.” Celia looked down at her boring
brown hands, and in her peripheral vision, watched Betty’s feet shuffle into
the kitchen. “Maybe next time?”



Betty came back into the living room with an open box of
granola in one hand and a fistful of cereal in the other. “I don’t think
so,” she said, then ate a mouthful of cereal right from her palm.



Celia felt the fake sensation of blood draining from her
face. “Didn’t I do a good job last time?”



“Absolutely,” Betty said around a mouthful of
food. She held her fist over her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “But you’re
a liability right now. If a client sees through your disguise and goes to the
media, how long do you think it’ll be before they figure out that you’re living
here? We don’t need that kind of attention.”



“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”



“You mean you didn’t think.” Betty polished off
her handful of cereal. Wordlessly, she went back upstairs.



A liability. She’d become a liability. Celia turned on
her glasses and did a news search on her name to see just how big of a
liability she’d become.



Her name had become inexorably tied to Shandra Lewiss’.
The press was making her out to be the mystery woman who’d lured Shandra to her
mechanical fate. Many of the major news outlets were offering rewards for
confirmed sightings of Celia, and it was rumored that one out of every three
people in the Boston area had at least one camera set up either on their person
or in their windows to try to catch a glimpse of her.



Donal Lawson’s name came up in one of the search hits.
She opened the link.



“Celia Krajewski is an innocent bystander in the
Shandra Lewiss affair. Just because she was her coworker, that does not
automatically mean that Ms. Krajewski condones in any way what Ms. Lewiss has
done. Medical replacement bodies are a necessity, vanity replacement bodies are
not. I urge the public not to conflate the two.”



Links popped up to follow-up pieces from Chelsea Slaughter
and Tam Galloway. Against her better judgment, she opened them both.



“Oh, yay!” Chelsea Slaughter was decked out
what looked like strategically placed fuchsia feathers. “Shandra Lewiss
should call me. We’re the future, baby!” She started to reach for the
feathers over one of her breasts, and Celia closed the link before anything got
exposed.



Tam Galloway’s reaction was similarly expected.
“Shandra Lewiss represents exactly what I have feared the most. When
selfish individuals take it upon themselves to completely uproot thousands upon
thousands of years of human civilization, it is up to us decent folks to take
action. As soon as I take the oath of office, I will have Ms. Lewiss deported
back to the Philippines, where it is clear that her kind is not only tolerated,
but encouraged. This nation should not have to put up with this wanton
dismantling of the natural order.”



Several more links popped up, and Celia selected one
marked “Nascent Support for Shandra Lewiss.”



It was an interview with a random person on the street.
“Well, why should we have to die?” he asked. The man looked directly
into the camera. “I don’t want to die. Do you? Do you really?”



A message came into her private mailbox. It was from
Ziggie. “Sorry to contact you on your private line, but I thought you
might want to see this.”



It was another news link.



She nearly deleted it unread, but stopped herself. If
Ziggie of all people thought it was important…



Celia followed the link.



And saw Rivka bustling out of her office building in the
Financial District, the wind whipping her dark hair into a twisted, trailing
veil. “No comment,” she said as she tried to storm by the reporter.



But the reporter persisted. “Why did you divorce
your wife? Didn’t the two of you agree on this treatment?”



Rivka stopped and looked dead into the camera. “What
happened between Celia and me was personal. Just leave her alone and let her
live her life. She’s certainly paid enough for it.”



Only when she was startled to feel empty air under her
fingertips did Celia realize she’d been reaching out to stroke Rivka’s face.



She clapped her hands between her legs and blinked back
tears.



Her vision blurred as the scene changed to a hotel
exterior. “Ms. Krajewski’s college friend Trinidad Mason is currently
staying in a Waltham hotel. Her outburst at Logan Airport in defense of her
friend has struck a chord for many, driving home the deep personal
relationships that most bioandroids silently enjoy as they live undetected
among us. Ms. Mason has declined numerous requests for interviews—”



Celia had no doubt that if she searched on her friend’s
name, she’d get to hear the explicit wording Trini had been using to decline
those requests.



“—unlike the woman that has driven Ms. Krajewski
into hiding. Shandra Lewiss—”



Celia tapped the feed off and buried her head in her
hands. How much more was she supposed to take before she broke completely?



She felt the other end of the sofa sag and looked up to
see Betty. She had a mug of coffee in her lap and a hard look on her face.
“It’s time for you to find a new place to stay.”



Celia opened her mouth, but nothing came out.



“I’m just not comfortable having you here anymore.
It’s too risky. If anyone traces you here—”



“But they won’t. I can stop leaving the house, and
the windows are always opaqued—”



“And we’ve had to drop a couple of our best clients
because they recognized you from the news.” Betty sighed and rubbed her
hand over her mouth. “Look, I know this is a case of shutting the barn
door after the horses have gotten out, but I’m just not comfortable having you
here. I’ve called the Mechanic. He’ll be taking you away for a while. It’s
nothing personal, it’s just…” She shrugged and looked away.



Celia stared at the mug, at the steam swirling upward in
lazy spirals, her eyes unfocusing until there were two mugs. Funny how that
still worked in this body.



“He’ll be here this afternoon,” Betty said.



“You don’t have to wait that long,” Celia said.
“I’ll pack up my car and go now.”



“That’s not an option,” Betty said. “I
don’t want your car seen leaving my garage.”



Celia snapped her gaze to Betty’s face, her vision
painfully clear. “You can’t do that. It’s my car.”



“Yes, I can. I’ve instructed the house not to open
the garage door for you. You only get to leave in someone else’s car, and then
only if you’re completely covered from view. That’s it. No discussion.”



“But—”



“No discussion.” Betty stood, then picked her
mug back up. “The Mechanic will take care of you. That’s what he
does.” She turned and took her mug back upstairs.



Celia stared at the basement door, picturing in her mind
the rack of clothes, the afghan, the plastic dresser.



She’d pack lighter this time. There was no point in
bringing all of that along. Her life was shrinking, so it made sense that her
possessions should too.



 



She carried only her large shoulder bag when the Mechanic
arrived. He’d squeezed in behind Betty’s car, just barely fitting in the
garage. “Should I go in the trunk?” she asked.



He stared at her and sighed. “I hate to admit it,
but that’s a good idea.”



He reconfigured his car to have the trunk open up into
the passenger compartment, and she climbed in with her bag. She was still
visible from certain angles, so he tossed a blanket back with her, and she
covered herself with it, leaving only a small gap near her face to let a little
light and fresh air in. Not that she needed either, but they were a comfort
right now.



The garage door squeaked open. As the Mechanic backed
out, he said, “We need to change the way you look. Your current disguise
won’t fool facial recognition software.”



“I already asked Tinker to do that. She said only if
you could pull out my GPS.”



“I think I’ve just about figured out 1101’s.”



Celia’s heart started pounding in her throat, and she
switched on stoneface and robot moves to make it stop. “Really?”



“Yeah, but it’s an older model, so it’ll take a
while longer for me to figure out yours. Can’t imagine why Tinker would say
that, though.”



“Well, because of Garytron.”



“Oh, hell no. You didn’t ask her to change you that
much.”



She clasped her fist over her heart. “Why not?”



“That is not the kind of change you need right now.
You need to change so you can walk down the sidewalk without anyone realizing
that you’re Celia Krajewski, not so that you can’t walk down the sidewalk
without everyone knowing you’re a machine.”



“I’m not going to walk down the sidewalk. I’m going
to hide.”



“How?”



“How does 1101 hide? How did Garytron?”



He waited for what felt to her like an awfully long time
before he replied, “I hid them.”



“So hide me.”



“I don’t—” He let out a long breath. “I
don’t like having to hide you. I know that’s what I’m doing now, but…”
She heard the hollow thump of a hand against a dashboard. “You know, I
can’t decide if Shandra Lewiss is a hero or a villain.”



“Villain.” There was no room for debate in
Celia’s mind on that.



“I know she seems like one now, especially to you,
but think about it, Celia. If she succeeds in forcing the issue, and if more
people follow her lead, then eventually we’ll all be able to wear whatever
bodies we want wherever we want.”



“No one’s going to follow her lead.”



“Didn’t you hear? Three people announced that they
were going to the Philippines to get replacement bodies. And the Aquino-Manila
Hospital has confirmed that they have another eighteen signed up to have the
procedure done without any media attention. She’s a trendsetter, like it or
not. This can only be good in the long run.”



Celia shook her head. “Twenty-two people hardly
constitute a trend.”



“It’s a start.”



“I don’t care. I can’t wait for this trend to catch
on. That’ll take years.” She switched off her stoneface. She needed him to
hear her plead. “I need to change now. I can’t live halfway like this. I
can’t.”



There was another painfully long pause, and Celia nearly
put stoneface back on so she wouldn’t scream in frustration. The nails of one
hand bit into the skin on the back of the other, and she wished yet again that
she could feel the warmth of blood streaking from the wounds.



She heard him take in a breath. “On one
condition.”



“What condition?”



“You need to vanish from the grid and let me set you
up a new identity.”



She would have laughed hysterically if she could have. It
was exactly what she wanted: to be an entirely different person, one without a
past. It was perfect. It was a lifesaver.



“Deal.”



 



“Okay, you can come out now.”



Celia turned off all her tweaks, climbed out of the car,
and realized she was in a private residence’s garage. A single-family home. No
shared walls.



The Mechanic held his finger up to his lips. “This
is my grandmother’s house. 1101 stays in the basement here. Garytron used to,
as well. I live upstairs with her.”



“You live with your grandmother?” Celia
whispered.



“She’s not that good with stairs, so she doesn’t go
into the basement at all. You’ll be safe there if you’re quiet.”



“Can’t she get herself fixed? I mean, if she can
afford a house—”



The Mechanic winced and held up his hands. “She’s
old fashioned. She doesn’t believe in getting her genes tweaked, and she’s
afraid of surgery, no matter how much I try to tell her its changed since she
was younger. There’s a chair lift to get her from the first floor to the
second, but we didn’t install one to the basement, so you’ll be safe. Let me
just make sure she’s not puttering around before I let you in.”



He opened the connecting door to the house and stuck his
head in.



A thin voice called out, “Brian, is that you?”
It sounded like it was coming from the second floor.



He turned back to Celia and waved her in. “Yeah, I’m
home. I just need to drop something off in the basement.”



“You and your basement,” his grandmother
replied. “I just hope you’re keeping it clean.”



“Of course, Grandma.”



He grabbed Celia’s hand, opened the door immediately in
front of him, and led her down the stairs. Light filtered in from small, high
windows covered with butcher paper, casting the space in a semi-gloom. As
basements went, it wasn’t bad. It had clearly once been used as a rec room and
bar, but not for quite some time, judging by the layer of dust covering the
pool table.



“Okay, here you are,” he said, keeping his
voice low. “She doesn’t hear so well either, so as long as you keep your
voice down and don’t knock anything over, you’ll be fine. There’s a bathroom
back that way where you can get your daily water, and I can bring down a couple
of boxes of cereal for your weekly food. If you want something more interesting
to eat, just say so. Sometimes Grandma sticks her head down here, so just don’t
sleep anywhere that’s in plain sight of the door.”



“Where’s 1101?” she whispered.



“Probably under the bar. Look, I’m trusting you not
to do anything stupid. Don’t make me take your glasses away.”



“There’s no one I want to talk to. Don’t
worry.”



The door at the top of the stairs opened, and the thin
voice again called, “Brian?”



“I’ll be right there, Grandma!” He turned back
to Celia, squeezed her arms, and headed up the stairs.



Celia set her bag down on the long sofa that lined the
back wall of the room and stared over at the bar.



1101 was under there? Did she even want to see it
after… after last time?



Yes. Yes she did. 1101 had taught her an important lesson
that night. It had taught her perfect debasement, perfect detachment. It had
been a painful lesson, but a necessary one.



“Hello?” she whispered.



Nothing.



She tiptoed forward, creeping toward the tarnished chrome
and cracked leather bar, not sure why she felt the need for stealth, but
feeling it unmistakably, all the same. 1101’s body was propped underneath it,
immobile. Looking at it this way, it was frighteningly easy to imagine that
there was no consciousness in that head, that this was just a giant art school
doll, lying in a heap under an unused bar.



She crouched down next to it and gently prodded it on the
arm.



The head stirred and turned to face her.
“Celia.”



“Hi. I’m camping out with you for a while.”



“Because of the media?”



She nodded. “It spooked Betty.”



“I can understand that. She puts a lot of effort
into seeming human. I am often surprised she lets Gyne and Tanja live with her.
But they are capable of looking human if they try.”



“I’m hoping to get changed so I won’t be able to
anymore.”



“Do you think you’re ready for that step?”



“I can’t look human anymore. I can’t look like
something I’m not.”



“I understand. Well, welcome to my grandmother’s
house.”



“Your grandmother? I thought—”



“The Mechanic and I are cousins.”



“Oh. Do any other relatives come here to
visit?”



1101 shook its head. “No. We are all the family we
have left.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Be sorry for him, not for me. I no longer need
human attachments.”



“Does your grandmother know—”



“No. She knows I am in a replacement body, but she
believes I am living in Europe.”



Celia looked over her shoulder at the nearly empty
shelves, populated by a handful of dusty liquor bottles with no more than a few
centimeters of cloudy liquid left in them. This was the world that 1101 had
wanted to welcome her to? “So, what do you do down here?”



“Sleep.”



Celia turned back and waited for it to say more, and when
it didn’t, she tried to prompt it. “Sleep, and… ?”



“Just sleep,” it said. “And when there are
gatherings, or I am requested by a client, my cousin takes me out.”



“That’s all?”



“Yes.”



“But… is that all that Garytron did?”



The doll’s head nodded. “Yes. For the most part. I
do think he spent more time awake than I did, and networked to the world from
inside his head, but I prefer to sleep until I am needed.”



Celia duck-walked a step back. “Oh.” The cellar
walls started closing in on her, confining her to this new prison, and she
turned on everything she could to stave it off: stoneface, robot moves, the
emotion filter. She even turned off her pain and went into detachment mode.



It didn’t help.



She straightened up, staring down in contained horror at
her fellow prisoner. “Well, I… I’ll let you get back to it.”



The doll crumpled back into sleep.



Celia walked back to the pool table, then paced the
entire perimeter of the basement. Rec room, bathroom, storm door, laundry area,
water heater, storage, back to rec room. These were the confines of her life.
But it was temporary. Once Tinker changed her, Betty would let her move back
in, wouldn’t she? If Celia no longer looked like Celia, that would be enough,
right?



She went to call Betty, then froze.



No, she didn’t want to know right now. Better to hang on
to potentially false hope than lose hope altogether.



She lay on one of the sofas, tucked her hands under her
head and her knees up to her chest, and stared across the room. Sleep didn’t
seem like such a bad option after all. At least for now.



She set herself to wake up at the slightest noise and
closed her eyes.
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The house felt even emptier at night.



Celia lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, without even
the cat to keep her company. So many nights she’d awoken to find that he’d
stolen all her leg room, and she’d had to contort like a pretzel to sleep in
even moderate comfort without disturbing him. The next morning, Rivka would
chide her for not nudging him out of the way, but Celia could never bring
herself to do that.



She pulled up the book she’d been reading on her glasses
before the procedure, read a page, realized she couldn’t remember who half the
characters were and how they’d gotten to this particular place, and set it
aside. She’d only been reading The Lord of the Rings for the book club
she and Rivka belonged to.



Maybe she should look up the details on the Hartford
incident.



Did she really need to read about patients having their
transfer procedures interrupted mid-stream and being awoken to be told that
their cases were being transferred to another hospital? Or about the terrified
clients calling in to make sure the stasis chambers housing their flesh bodies
hadn’t been destroyed? Did she really need to read whatever screed this
particular group had posted after committing the act? And did she want to see
the latest statistics telling her just how many people hated her, versus just
how many people simply tolerated her?



She hated herself for it, but she sent the searchbots out
anyway.



The results were just as bad as she’d expected. After
five minutes, she gave up and took off her glasses. 



She reached over and turned off the bedside light,
plunging the room into utter darkness. Normally, she’d leave the windows
semi-opaqued to let in a little light from the streetlight outside the bedroom
window, but tonight, her fear of prying eyes outweighed her fear of the dark.



Why did she need to even do this? Machines didn’t sleep.



She stared at the formless dark until her programming
proved her wrong.



 



Her alarm went off at 6:00, the lights coming on low with
it, and Celia climbed out of bed and started sliding into her running gear
before remembering that she didn’t need to do that anymore. Her replacement
body wouldn’t change shape no matter how lazy she got. Even if it did, what did
it matter? She didn’t have anybody to see her naked anymore.



Or maybe Tyrone had actually passed her message on to
Rivka.



She sighed. Probably not.



Still, she put on her glasses and checked to see if he’d
left a message overnight. No. Just another message from Trini saying that she
was going to be in the field for a few days and would try to call back when she
got some free time.



Celia walked down to the kitchen, opened the cabinets,
stared at the boxes of healthy cereal, and shook her head. Why bother? She
could eat a cup of raw flour to satisfy her body’s programmed needs.



So she went back upstairs, pulled on loose brown pants
and a rust-colored caftan, and went down to the car. Might as well get her
knuckle patched up now. She connected to the hospital node to let them know she
was coming, then called up the Donut Hole and put in an order for a powdered
doughnut with chocolate filling. She might as well enjoy one perk of this body
— its wonderful inability to get fat. The doughnut was warm and gooey when they
handed it to her at the drive-through, filling the car with the unmistakable
aroma of fried dough and sugar.



She kept her bandaged hand on the steering pad while she
ate the messy treat with the other. But even as her taste buds reveled in the
rich sweetness, her brain couldn’t see the point of it. There was no illicit
thrill to eating fatty food anymore. Any comfort she felt from it was pure
programming.



In the end, she put the last quarter of the doughnut back
in the bag.



She got to the hospital just as the protestors did, and
tried not to stare as they set up their banner. She felt a nearly-overwhelming
urge to de-mirror her windows and flip them the bird, but fought it back. Like
her, they were all wearing cameras on their faces, and she didn’t want to end
up in their online database of troublemakers. The last thing her life needed
was extra scrutiny from the people who hated her kind.



“Her kind.” God, when had she started thinking
that way?



As a patient, she was approved for a free parking and was
directed to an empty spot in the garage. She dumped the remains of the doughnut
in the trash, and her glasses instructed her to go to radiology, giving her
directions on how to find it. Radiology? She went to reception instead, and
said, “There must be some mistake, I—”



“No mistake,” the man behind the counter
snapped. “Can I help the next person in line?”



“But—”



“Next?”



Oh, she got it now.



Celia dutifully went to the radiology department, where a
staff member called her into an examination room. Two security guards were
waiting inside, and they took her out the back door of the room and into a
service corridor, then down a flight of stairs, through another corridor, and
finally into the Bioandroid Body Replacement Center. She was ushered to room
204, where her glasses told her a technician named Nigel Berube was waiting for
her. 



“Sorry about the runaround, but I’m sure you
understand the necessity.” His British accent was no surprise considering
his beardless face and slim, tailored pants. The Brits seemed to pick their
fashions to be in direct contradiction to what was in vogue in the States.
“So, let’s see it.”



Celia gingerly pulled off the bandage and held the
knuckle out.



“Nasty slice,” he said, his face pulled into an
odd grimace. “How’d you do this?”



“Kitchen accident.”



“Uh huh.” His craggy face fell into lines of
clear disbelief.



“So, you’re from the UK?” Why did they program
her heart to race like this?



“Ah, nothing gets past you Yanks. Yes, they imported
me when your country’s program finally got approved so they’d have a few old
hands on staff.” He took Celia’s hand and stared down at the slice.
“So how did it feel to see your new innards?”



She tugged it away and cradled it against her chest.
“I told you, it was an accident.”



“Try not to have any more accidents.” He
reached into a drawer and pulled out a thin metal instrument. “Let me see
it again.”



Hesitantly, Celia offered him her hand. His touch was
gentle as he pressed the skin together and started sealing the tear.



“They downplay the risks, you know, both here and in
the EU,” he said. “The phrase ‘statistically insignificant’ should be
banned from medicine.”



“I don’t know what you mean.”



He looked up and fixed her with a quick, sharp stare
before turning back to his work. “Not everyone adjusts well to the
transfer. Some people stop treating their bodies like flesh and start treating
them like mechanical things.”



Celia shivered and tried to pull her hand away, but
Berube had a grip like a vice. He stared into her eyes through his pale green
frames and said, “Don’t ever treat your body like a machine. Once you
start down that road, there’s no coming back.”



She found herself gaping, and snapped her mouth shut.



He finished fixing her hand, then let it go. “There,
good as new.”



Celia whispered, “It was an accident.”



He shot her a sympathetic smile. “I know.”



“I want to leave.”



He gestured to the door. The security guards were waiting
for her just outside. Mercifully, they didn’t try to talk to her as they led
her to the radiology department through the back passages once more. She exited
the examination room alone and had the hospital guide her to the nearest exit,
where she stepped out into the cold October air, her hair springing wildly as a
burst of wind whipped through the open-air garage. What did he mean, they
downplayed the risks? Did other people cut themselves too? What happened to
them? What else did they do?



No, she didn’t want to know. She was fine. This had been
a one-time thing. It was never going to happen again. It hadn’t helped enough
to be worth repeating.



Before she could start her car, she was messaged by the
hospital. Dr. McElvoy. “Ms. Krajewski, I heard about your accident. I’m
reading Mr. Berube’s report now.”



“It was nothing, really,” she said, nervously
fingering her wind-blown curls back into place. “I’m all fixed now.”



“Was it really an accident?”



“Of course. I was alone last night — surely that
horrible woman you had come to my house told you so.”



The connection fell silent, and Celia’s heart started
pounding again. What weren’t they telling her? She called up her searchbots,
then put them right back away again. She didn’t want to know. Knowing would
make it real.



“As a therapist, I’m concerned about you suddenly
displaying self-destructive behavior.”



“I thought you were just an administrator.”



“My title is ‘patient administrator’ but I’m a
licensed counselor, and sometimes, when our new clients need help, I put on that
hat for them. So, back to this self-destructiveness—”



“I’m just a klutz, that’s all.”



“You just found out that your wife divorced you when
you were unconscious because she didn’t like what you were becoming. That can’t
be easy to handle.”



Celia clutched her hands to her bosom and froze, the
shock still surprisingly new and raw.



“Ms. Krajewski?”



“I’m here,” she whispered.



“Look, I’m still at home, but let’s have our
check-in now. If you go back into the hospital, they’ll set you up in my office
so we can talk privately.”



The thought of going back into that building, of
traveling back passageways to keep anyone from figuring out what she was,
filled her with dread. “I’m in my car. Can I stay here? It’s
private.”



“Sure. Just set your camera up so I can see you and
I’ll do the same.”



She mirrored the windows, pulled the little camera from
her frames and stuck it to the windshield, and then flicked open the video
connection. On the other end, a sleep-rumpled Dr. McElvoy gazed back at her.



“I’m sorry they woke you,” Celia said.



“Don’t be.” He tugged on his beard and did a
halfway decent job of straightening it. “It’s my job to make sure you’re
all right.”



“I’m fine. Really. The technician did a wonderful
job of fixing me.”



“I’m not talking about the cut.”



Celia stared down at her knuckle and ran the tip of her
thumb over the fully-healed skin.



“I think we should talk about your divorce.”



“That’s personal.”



“But I’m your counselor.”



“You’re my program administrator.”



“Yes, and if things go poorly, I also become your
social worker. I really think you should try to let me help you before it goes
that far.”



She called up the searchbots again and typed in
“bioandroid” and “social worker” before setting them loose.



“Tell me, was your wife particularly
religious?”



Her bots came back with their information, and after
waving off a Donut Hole ad, she took a quick peek. Buried in the legal code for
the bioandroid program was a clause that would let the hospital petition a
judge for legal custody of a client whose actions constituted a threat to her
own wellbeing.



“Ms. Krajewski?”



It was bad enough having him as a counselor, but having
him as a social worker would be far worse. She tried not to let resignation
show on her face. “Her faith was important to her, yes, but her rabbi
supported what I was doing.”



Dr. McElvoy’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Well that’s
a pleasant change.”



She nodded and looked down at her lap. “He said that
even though this body wasn’t the same one she’d married, it carried the
memories of our life together and would help us build new ones while we waited
for a cure.”



“It doesn’t sound like that was enough for
her.”



Celia twisted her hands in her lap.



“I’d ask how it makes you feel, but…”



She peeked up at him, and he shot her a stiff smile that
she suspected he thought looked kind. “So, other than yesterday’s
accident, how have you been coping? Has your friend been any help?”



Celia shook her head. “I haven’t been able to get in
touch with Trini. We’ve been playing message tag.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone who was so
hard to contact.”



“She’s a gene hunter. She goes to countries that
aren’t genebanked and collects swabs of DNA in exchange for money. They’re not
supposed to pick up calls when they’re working. Most of the people they’re
dealing with aren’t on glasses networks, so they consider it rude to be
interrupted like that.”



“Well, is there anyone else you can talk to? Any
other friends who you could trust with your news?” 



“I don’t really have any friends anymore.”



“What do you mean?”



“Rivka took them with her.”



“Oh. One of those divorces.” He winced.
“Perhaps you could find a sympathetic coworker to talk to. They wouldn’t
need to know about the procedure. In fact, it’s better if they don’t.”



“My boss told everyone at work. They all know.”
The words tumbled out, shocking even her.



Dr. McElvoy leaned closer to the camera. “That’s
illegal, you know. Your physical status is protected just like all other
medical information. This is serious, Ms. Krajewski. You should have told us as
soon as you found out. We can initiate legal proceedings on your behalf
immediately—”



“Please don’t. It’s… it’s too late. Besides, I
don’t want to have the trial make it to the news. I don’t want to be another
Simon Parker.” When his case had hit the nets, he’d had to move to Sweden
to keep himself and his family safe.



Dr. McElvoy sighed. “I can’t say I blame you. Still,
you might instead become another Donal Lawson.”



“Oh, I’m no activist.”



“He wasn’t either until the news leaked.”



“You mean until he was outed by his born-again
brother.”



“The result was the same.”



“Donal Lawson is a billionaire and his wife still
loves him. It’s easy for him to be an activist. If nothing else, he can afford
the security.”



“I’m sure it’s not as easy as it looks. The LawSpecs
boycott hasn’t helped his company’s bottom line.”



Celia flung her hands up. “Please, can we not talk
about this?”



“I’m sorry.” He rubbed the corners of his eyes.
“I get a little too excited about him. I’m glad there’s someone out there
who doesn’t have to hide his bioandroid status.”



“Aren’t you forgetting Chelsea Slaughter?”



Dr. McElvoy shuddered. “Yes, actually, I was doing a
very good job of forgetting her until you reminded me. We really should do
something about your work situation. Maybe the hospital attorney can have gag
orders imposed on the people in your department, or—” His gaze flicked
upward, and he sucked a breath in through his teeth. “Damn, I have to cut
this short. I have an intake appointment at the hospital in thirty minutes and
I haven’t even had a shower yet. I’ve had to take on some of the caseload from
Hartford, and it’s shot my schedule to hell.”



Celia wasn’t sure she managed to keep the relief from
showing on her face.



“Realistically, there’s probably nothing to be done
about the leak, but I’ll see what my colleagues and the attorney have to say.
If at any point you feel unsafe, please call. We can send security out there to
protect you.”



“Please don’t send the same woman as last
time,” Celia said.



McElvoy turned on his lenses. “Hold on, let me see…”
His eyes darted back and forth as he scanned the record. “Hold on, what
happened when she took her glasses off?”



“No. If I get her in trouble, she knows where I
live.”



“Shit.” He shook his head. “Sorry for the
language. We’ll keep her off of bioandroid detail from now on. Did she — Ugh, I
really do have to go. I’m sorry about this. If you need anything, please
don’t hesitate to call. My schedule’s pretty tight for the next couple of
weeks, what with the extra caseload, but I’ll do my best to fit you in.”



“Okay.”



“And no more knives.”



“It was an accident.” Celia fixed him with a
pained stare, hoping he would believe her. Rivka had always said that her eyes
gave everything away. But maybe her fake eyes knew how to lie.



He stared back at her. “Don’t have another
accident.”



“I’ll be more careful.”



“All right. We’ll talk again tomorrow morning.”



“Thank you.”



The connection went dead, and Celia rested her head
against the steering pad for a long moment before clipping her camera back onto
her frames, clearing the windows, and heading back to her empty house.



 



The fact checker bots had a field day with chapter two.
Celia was picking through their knotty report in her home office when the
hospital called. Dr. McElvoy again? She shunted the report aside with a flick
of her finger and opened his video channel. “Yes?”



“We’ve had an… unusual request. I didn’t want to
come to you with it, but I really don’t have any right keeping it from
you.”



Celia shook her head, not remembering that she hadn’t
bothered to switch on her own camera.



“It’s your ex-wife. She’d like permission to visit
your biological body in stasis.”



“Rivka,” Celia whispered, and clasped her
wedding band to her chest.



“Normally, we discourage people from visiting
themselves or their loved ones in stasis. However, just last year I was working
with another couple that was having post-procedure difficulties, and stasis
visits helped them work them out.”



“It did?”



“Yes. After a few weeks, the husband decided that he
vastly preferred the company of his unfrozen wife over visits to a stasis tube.
Mind you, he hadn’t gone so far as to divorce her, so I wouldn’t expect such
dramatic results in your case. But it might be worth a try. It’s up to
you.”



A bold thought formed in Celia’s mind, and she caught
herself before dismissing it automatically. She wasn’t used to voicing bold
thoughts. That had been Rivka’s forte. But maybe to get Rivka back, she had to
think like her. “Tell her that she has to ask me in person. If she does
that, I’ll give her permission.”



“I’ll do that. Let me know how it goes, all
right?”



“I will.”



She shut off the connection, all thoughts of work
banished, and waited for Rivka to call. Once Rivka saw her face to face, she’d
have to realize she’d made a mistake. She’d have to.



 



Celia spent the afternoon trying and failing to get any
meaningful work done. Instead, she straightened the house, checked the latest
protest footage from California, read the story of a bioandroid who’d been
pinned down and had his face cut off in Kansas, and read the latest gossip from
the jazz world.



Maybe she should just move to Europe, where no one would—



The doorbell rang, jarring her from that thought, and
Celia checked the door camera. Rivka. She took a deep breath, smoothed her
hands over her caftan, and opened the door.



Rivka’s long brown hair was captured in a tight bun, and
her body was hidden by a shapeless deep green coat that erased all traces of
the curves and planes that defined her. Celia tried to step forward, but she
couldn’t move. Rivka seemed to be projecting an ice field around herself, and
Celia was afraid she’d get frostbite if she got any closer.



“I can’t come in,” Rivka said, her voice tight,
her brown-gloved hands clasped over her belly. She took a quick look at Celia,
then let out a hard breath and fixed her gaze somewhere deep inside the house.
Was that a tremor running through Rivka’s body, or was Celia just projecting
her own emotions onto her?



“I’ve missed you.”



Rivka closed her eyes and held one gloved hand up.
“You’re not Celia.”



“Not here,” Celia whispered. “Please, come
inside.”



Rivka’s eyes opened again, hard and sad under the black
half-frames of her glasses, still studiously avoiding looking directly at
Celia. “It doesn’t matter who hears,” she said, keeping her voice
low, nonetheless. “You’re not Celia. The real Celia is in stasis. You’re
just…” She shook her head and looked even farther away.



Celia swallowed hard, her knees threatening to give out.
“How can you say that? I’m right here.”



“I…” Rivka twisted her gloved hands together,
then cleared her throat. “You’re not the woman I married. I tried so hard
to imagine that you could be, but…” She sniffed, blinking bright tears
from her eyes. “The woman I married is in stasis. You can’t be in two
places at once.”



“Rivka.” Celia tried to reach out, but her arms
were frozen at her sides. “How can you do this to me? I’m the same person
in all the ways that count. Your rabbi said—”



“My rabbi didn’t see your schematics,” Rivka
snapped. “My rabbi doesn’t have to try to love a machine copy of his
wife.” She shook her head and stared down at one of the small bushes
flanking the doorway. “That week when you — when she was lying
there, getting her brain copied, that’s when I finally figured it out. It all
became so real. I was going to have to live with a copy of her. You have no
idea how…” Rivka took a deep breath, her voice cracking as she said,
“I’d be cheating on my wife if I lay with you.”



“What was I supposed to do? Abandon you?”



Rivka finally looked at her, finally turned her tear-filled
eyes toward her. “If you’d just gone into stasis, I would have waited. I
know you weren’t — that she wasn’t anywhere near the top of the priority
queue, but I would have waited, no matter how many years it took. It’s not too
late. You can still—”



“You want me to switch myself off? You’re seriously
asking me to switch myself off?” Her breath hitched in her chest, heavy,
nearly choking her. “That’s suicide.”



“But you’d still be… she’d still be in
stasis, with all your memories, so it wouldn’t be.”



“How can you look me in the eye and say that?”



“How can you sit there with her face and — how can —
oh god, stop looking at me like that!” Rivka buried her face in her hands.



Celia reached a hand out to try to comfort her wife.
Ex-wife. But she never even got close. She was hit by a wave of dizziness and
used the hand to prop herself against the doorframe instead. This was too much
to bear. How could things have gotten to the point where she disgusted the
woman she loved? How could Rivka treat her like an interloper? How could she do
this to Celia when she needed her now more than ever?



She felt words crowding behind her teeth and tried
choking them back, but they escaped in a half-whisper, half-hiss. “You do
realize that once I’m cured, I’ll find out that you divorced me.”



“I know,” Rivka said, voice muffled by her
gloves. “But I can’t. I just can’t. It’s not right.” She dropped her
hands and looked at Celia with eyes red and swollen with tears. She gestured
helplessly. “Look at you. You look just like her. You have no idea how
hard this is — looking at you and seeing her.”



“But it is me, in all the ways that
count.” Celia reached one hand out, braving the field of ice.



Rivka flinched backward, nearly tripping down the
concrete stairs.



Celia felt something die inside of her.



She could barely hear Rivka as she asked, “Will you
give me permission? Will you call the hospital and tell them I can visit my
wife?”



Celia nodded, her body slowing to a crawl as the rest of
the world sped on around her.



Rivka pulled her lips thin, then turned and ran down the
front walk to her car.



Celia closed the door and leaned heavily against it.



Still in slow motion, she walked down the stairs to the
basement. There, hanging on a pegboard, were the power tools she and Rivka had
bought together when they had first moved into the townhouse. They’d had all
sorts of grand plans for renovations, but they’d never materialized, and the
tools remained unused and dusty on the wall.



Time to prove to herself that she was just a mechanical
copy of a woman. That her wife had been right to leave her. If she could just
force herself to realize that, she’d be free.



A small cut had helped for a short moment. Maybe
something more drastic would help longer.



She picked up the power drill, screwed on the first bit
she could find, and laid her arm on the work bench.



This would hurt. But it would hurt less than what Rivka
had just said.



With one swift movement, she drilled straight through her
forearm, all the way to the bench.



And then everything froze.



The words “LOCKDOWN” flashed across her vision
as she stood, immobile, locked into her twisted tableau. She couldn’t move,
couldn’t talk, flinch, breathe.



Oh god, she wasn’t breathing.



If she could have smiled at that moment, she would have.



So this was what it was like to be a machine. No messy
biological programming, no needs, no control. Living things couldn’t do this.



She wanted to stay like this forever.



She stared down at her arm, pinned to the table by the
whining power drill. No blood. No viscera. Just a neat, clean hole drilled
straight through her fake flesh and bone. Had it even hurt? She couldn’t
remember. The lockdown had come so quickly. But shouldn’t it hurt now? She
cataloged her senses. Her sight and hearing seemed unaffected. She couldn’t
smell anything, but that made sense since she wasn’t breathing. She could feel
the fabric of her clothes lying against her skin, the light weight of curls
against her cheeks, the workbench under her arm, and the cold metal bite of the
drill bit through her simulated flesh and bone.



But no pain.



No pain. No autonomic responses. Machines didn’t blink.
Machines didn’t breathe. Machines didn’t hurt.



Maybe they’d just leave her like this.



No, she knew better than to hope for that. They’d fix her
up, warn her again what a dangerous road she was traversing, maybe even force
her into inpatient counseling.



The technician had said that there were bioandroids out
there who treated their bodies like machines. That meant there were more like
her, didn’t it? That she wasn’t the only bioandroid trying to excise the bio
from the android? She tried to activate her glasses to do a search and felt a
flash of annoyance when she couldn’t. Why did a machine need glasses anyway?
She should be able to access the nets directly from her artificial brain. The
first thing she’d do when they reactivated her was send out a search bot to
learn more about these people. She had to find them. Maybe they’d help her.



The flashing words changed. “PREPARE FOR
PICKUP.”



She heard the garage door open. Then footsteps.



The inner door swung open, just barely on the periphery
of her vision.



“Oh my god, it’s a bot-brain.”



“Jesus, Geoff. Don’t say that in front of the
pickup.”



“I thought they were just urban myths.”



“I’m warning you…”



The man sniggered. “Hey Annie, you think she’s
creaming her caftan right now?”



Celia felt a surge of anger run through her. How dare he
make this out to be a sexual thing?



“If you don’t shut up right now, I’m telling the
super.”



“All right, all right. Don’t get so worked up. It’s
not like she can hear us or anything.”



“Of course she can hear us, you idiot! Did you sleep
through the training, or were you too busy watching porn on your glasses?”



“Shit. Oh shit.”



“You’d better start praying that she doesn’t report
you.”



Celia saw a pair of legs move into view.



“I’m sorry. Ma’am? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to—”



“Shut up, Geoff.”



The man’s hands gestured helplessly at the power drill.
“How the hell are we supposed to pry her loose from this?”



“Yeah, you definitely slept through the
training.”



The words vanished from her vision, and Celia suddenly
became aware of the sharp pain radiating out from the drill site. But she
didn’t care. It was machine pain, not real pain. Real pain involved blood and
worry and doctors. This was just a hole in a piece of machinery, easily fixable
by a technician. The woman’s hands moved her frozen arm away from the drill
like she was a badly jointed plastic doll. That was almost better than the
lockdown. No control, just pure machine parts, easily manipulated, with a brain
still working inside. The woman put the drill in reverse and pulled it free,
then the two of them straightened Celia’s body until she was standing.



The woman looked into her eyes through partially-opaqued
glasses and said, “All right, are you going to behave?”



Celia staggered forward as control of her body was
returned to her. “Yes.”



“You’re coming with us.”



She didn’t resist as they led her back to their car, and
sat quietly in the back seat for the entire trip to the hospital. She called up
a search bot and had it start combing through all the news and research nets
she had access to for any references to “bot-brains.”



If there were others like her, then she was going to find
them.



 



A different technician put her into some kind of machine
unconsciousness to repair her. She’d wanted to watch, but didn’t dare ask. She
didn’t know what they’d do if she confirmed what they already suspected about
her.



After she was switched back on, security ushered her into
Dr. McElvoy’s office. Not surprisingly, he didn’t look happy. “I’m sorry
about the lockdown order. I had it put in place after our session this morning
so you wouldn’t be able to hurt yourself too badly if you tried again. Still, I
didn’t think I’d see you back here so soon.”



“I was depressed,” Celia said. “I spoke to
my wife.”



“What happened?”



“She told me she’d be cheating on the woman she
married if she had sex with a copy.”



“Oh dear. And I’d been hoping—” He folded his
hands over his mouth and sighed. “I’ll deny her access.”



“No, give it to her.”



He dropped his hands to his desk. “Are you
sure?”



She nodded.



“You seem calm, considering.”



Celia folded her hands in her lap. “This experience
taught me something. I know now that this isn’t the way to deal with my
pain.” For starters, she’d now learned that if she injured herself too
badly, the hospital could get legal access to her home lock codes. More
importantly, she knew that she had several matches on her search waiting for
her.



“Well, that’s positive, but I’d really like to check
you into the hospital for a week or two for some inpatient counseling. It’s
clear you’re not adjusting well. I can’t force you—”



“No, please don’t bother,” Celia said.
“I’m feeling better now. What I did was wrong, but it clarified so many
things for me. I won’t do it again.”



He shot her an appraising look. “If there is a third
incident, then I’ll have no choice but to go before a judge and try to force
the issue.”



“No, don’t worry. I’m fine. Really.”



“Look, if word gets out that I let a patient go this
far without intervention, the hospital could lose its bioandroid license. This
program is too valuable to let one patient ruin it for everyone else. Do you
see the position I’m in?”



Celia saw it all too clearly. She saw that he was afraid
of losing his job over her, and that made him dangerous. She forced a smile and
said, “There won’t be another incident.”



He didn’t look convinced, but he was softening, and that
was all she needed. “Are you sure you want to give Ms. Ben-Ur access to
your body?”



“She may have left me, but I still love her. And if
this will make her happy, then it’s a small thing to do. If we’re done here,
may I… ?”



He gestured toward the door.



Celia went through the complicated security dance again
to exit the hospital, then put in a public transportation request to get her
back home. The bus stop was right across the street from the protesters, but
she didn’t care. They couldn’t touch her anymore. Let them take her picture.
Let them follow her home. Let them smear shit on her windows and dump garbage
on her doorstep and incite her neighbors to drive her out of her house. What
could they do that was worse than what Rivka had done? If she’d survived that,
she could survive them.



As she waited in a chorus of Hail Marys, she looked at
the menu of her queued search results. Seventeen primary matches, with another
sixty-one promising links off of those.



If she could only find these “bot-brains” in
person, maybe they could help her go through another lockdown. Or better.



They had to help her be more like a machine. Then she
wouldn’t need Rivka, or the pain she’d left behind in her place. Then she’d
truly be free.
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“I’m scared, Mom.”



Celia knelt down on the grass and ran her fingers over
her mother’s gravestone. “Meredith Kathleen Krajewski. Beloved Mother.
March 2, 2023 - August 21, 2092.” She’d only been in the ground for two
short months. The grass they’d rolled over her grave was still noticeably
greener than the grass around it, even after the recent hard frost.



“No one’s outed me yet. But I’m afraid it’s only a
matter of time.”



Celia didn’t believe in an afterlife. Her mother had been
Catholic, but she hadn’t raised Celia in her faith. Still, Celia liked to
pretend her mother could hear her when she visited her body.



“He would have said something by now if he’d been
planning to, right?” She chewed on her thumbnail. “I don’t
know.”



There hadn’t been any protesters outside her house when
she’d left for the cemetery. Her name wasn’t appearing anywhere in the news or
on the rumornets. Dr. McElvoy hadn’t sent a squad to come pick her up and lock
her away. Maybe this Mechanic was just biding his time before doing something.
Maybe he was playing a different game entirely. Or maybe he was just trying to
scare her.



If so, he’d succeeded.



Celia looked across the cemetery at the rows and rows of
stones. Bare trees jutted into the grey sky, and up on the hill, at the base of
the life-sized crucifix, a flock of Canada geese slowly grazed their way around
the gravestones of long-dead pastors. A solitary crow cawed from a nearby
stone, and Celia spun her head in its direction, her eyes wide. She’d never
seen one so close before.



Of course. It didn’t think she was alive. She was no
threat.



It flapped its great black wings and disappeared over the
rooftops.



She looked back over at her mother’s headstone.
“I’ll try to come back soon.”



She stood, wiped the dirt from her coat and hands, then
headed back up the hill.



 



Chapter four was going to kill her. It made chapter two
look like finely polished prose. Celia laced her fingers through her hair and
stared in dismay at the fact-checker bots’ reports as they scrolled down her
lenses. They were almost as disheartening as the spellchecker’s report had
been.



A silver-painted face suddenly filled her view.
“There you are.”



She gasped and tore her glasses from her face. Oh god,
she’d just been hacked. She’d never — how did—



Her lenses didn’t shut off. Across them scrolled the
text: “You want to talk to me. It’s the Mechanic.”



Oh god, oh god, oh god. He’d found her. Wait… Glasses
shut off automatically when they weren’t worn. What had he done?



She snatched her frames up, held them close enough to her
face for the microphone to pick up her voice, and said, “Leave me alone or
I’ll call the police.”



“You wouldn’t do that,” scrolled across her
lenses. “I have what you want.”



“How could you possibly know what I want?”



“You think that glasses are the only thing I can
hack? This is a secure line. No one’s going to hear.”



“Tell me what I want,” she whispered.
“Tell me, and I’ll put these back on.” She held one bone conduction
pad up to her cheek and listened to the reply.



“You want to be a machine. That’s why you keep
trying to look inside yourself. That’s why you came to the room last night. I
can help you. I’ve helped others like you. But you need to talk to me. I’m
experienced, but I’m not psychic.”



Her legs practically gave out as she lowered herself into
the desk chair, and the glasses seemed to float back to her face of their own
volition. She checked her personal filters — they still were set to push calls
from unknown IPs to her public box. Still, he’d gotten through. Whoever he was,
he was clever.



Maybe that was promising.



The lean, shiny face smiled. “I’m not so scary, am
I?”



“You hacked my system. You kept a connection open
when my glasses were off. Last night, you knew my name. You threatened
me!”



“Sorry, it wasn’t meant to be a threat. I just
wanted to get your attention, let you know what I could do. That’s the kind of
talent it takes to get around your lockdown protocols.”



Celia’s fingers fluttered to her lips.



“First, though, you have to ask me for it. And you
have to ask in the body that you want to have. Meet me at Manticore’s with a new
avatar in thirty minutes. If I’m still alone one second over the deadline, I’ll
know you’re not serious, and my offer will be permanently withdrawn.”



The connection went dead.



Celia gently set her glasses aside and dropped her head
to the desk. Her shoulders trembled against her ears. This was it. And if she
blew it, it would all be over. 



No. She couldn’t think like that. She only had half an
hour. She clasped her hands over the top of her head and groaned. This would be
so much easier if she could just strap on her running shoes and go for a brisk
run along the Charles River, the rhythm of her feet putting her brain into a
soothing semi-trance. She could type out her end of the conversation while her
muscles burned, heart pumped, lungs squeezed air in and out like a bellows. But
if she did that now, she’d know it was all faked — just a show put on by her
artificial body. There’d be no risk of injury, no calories burned, no
metabolism going into overdrive. 



She let out a shaky breath and picked up her glasses
again.



A countdown clock was ticking away in the upper left
corner. Twenty-seven minutes and twelve seconds left.



What if this was just Dr. McElvoy trying to entrap her,
or a protester trying to expose her, or — 



Oh, fuck it. She needed this too badly to second-guess
it. If it was a trap, well, at least she wouldn’t have to worry about how much
worse things could get anymore.



Right. A new avatar. What she wanted her body to look
like.



She thought back to the mechanical bodies she’d seen the
night before. There was the metal man. What would that be like? She pulled up
her own avatar, stripped the clothes off, removed the body hair, and laid a
metallic sheen over the skin and eyes.



Did she want to look like that?



No, she didn’t think so. She tried removing the hair from
her head, too, to see if that helped, but it still wasn’t her.



There was the other woman who’d had the crude joints held
together with bolts. Hmm. No, that wasn’t what she wanted either, although the
crudeness spoke to a part of her. Would looking incomplete make her feel like
it was all right to have an incomplete life?



She shook her head. That wasn’t the point.



The image of the featureless jointed doll from last night
flashed through her brain. That body — it had been like one of those wooden art
school mannequins. Had she seen it correctly? It was so—



She called up a picture of an art school mannequin and
painted it silver.



Hmm.



She erased the image and stared again at her usual
avatar. What did she want out of her new body?



The countdown clock ticked to 16:39.



A notice popped up, reminding her of an all-staff meeting
in twenty minutes.



This was more important. She hit “cancel” and
the notice went away.



No more time for dithering. She held her breath, closed
her eyes, then opened them again and went to Manticore.



The door was wide open, so she walked in.



“You’re early.”



She whirled her regular avatar to face the voice and saw
the Mechanic standing beside her, his avatar dressed more normally this time in
a flowing black gi and sandals. “I know.”



He looked her up and down. “Your avatar looks like
your actual body.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



“Because—” She pressed her full lips together
and carefully considered her words. She knew she had only one shot to convince
him. With one hand pressed against her breastbone, she said, “Because what
I want to change is inside, not outside. I need to feel like a machine.
I don’t need to look like one.” She hesitated. “At least, I don’t
think I do.”



The Mechanic broke into a huge grin. “You’re the
real deal. I suspected you were, but that clinches it. So why do you want
this?”



Words swelled in Celia’s throat, crowding each other for
space, blocking the way to her mouth. She managed to gasp, “It
hurts,” before dissolving into tears. She buried her face in her hands,
blotting out the virtual world around her.



“It’s not fair,” the Mechanic murmured.
“It’s just not fair.”



With great effort, Celia choked back the tears and wiped
her eyes with shaky fingers, bringing the virturoom slowly back into focus.



“Look at you,” the Mechanic said, gesturing
toward her with an outflung arm. “You’re perfect. The ultimate synthesis
of human and machine. You shouldn’t have to feel pain. You shouldn’t have to
feel anything that you don’t want to.”



“You can make the pain stop?” she whispered. Back
in the real world, she fingered the wedding band that seemed to be growing
tighter every minute.



The Mechanic winced and looked away. “Just the
physical pain. I can’t touch your emotions. Believe me, I’ve tried, but I
can’t. It’s a meatware issue. Your biological brain was mapped and reproduced
perfectly. There’s no line of code I can go in and tweak to make emotions go
away. I thought I had it a couple of months ago when I figured out how to
jigger the serotonin simulator subroutine, but it—” He grunted through his
nose. “—I ran into unexpected side effects.”



In a small voice, Celia said, “Oh.” She started
to move her finger to the “leave room” icon.



“Wait!” the Mechanic said, and lurched toward
her. “I can still help you.”



“You just said—”



“I can make you feel more like a machine.” His
avatar’s eyes flashed. “It’s almost as good. All the mechanicals swear by
it.”



“Mechanicals? You mean bot-brains?”



He shushed her. “Don’t use that word around them if
you want to be accepted. It’s a slur. It’s what people who don’t understand
them call them.”



Celia took a step back. “Them? Then you’re
not—”



“I’m a mechanic, not a mechanical. The
Mechanic. I’m that good.” He grinned and rocked back on his heels.



“But… why help us?”



His eyes shone with an almost religious fervor.
“Because you’re perfect. And this is the closest I can come to perfection
myself.” He blinked hard and shook his head, the light playing off of the
bald, painted surface. “No, we don’t need to talk about me. This is for
you. Look, I know it’s not fair that I can’t erase your pain, but I can help
you do the next best thing, and that’s be yourself. You’re a mechanical. You
understand exactly what that means. Let me help you express that.”



He held out his hand.



Celia stared down at it, too afraid to take it, too
afraid not to. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it?



She commanded her avatar to reach out. As their hands
met, the room dissolved in a blaze of light, leaving her sitting at her desk
with semi-opaqued glasses with the words “I’ll meet you tomorrow — details
to follow” splashed across the lenses.



Celia wrapped her arms around herself, shaking. Oh god,
she’d done it. She’d made contact. It was finally happening. Tomorrow. She
didn’t know what was going to happen tomorrow, but it had to be better than
this.



She covered her mouth as a small smile crept across her
face.



A call from work rudely interrupted. Her boss.



She couldn’t deal with that right now.



She slammed up all her filters and changed for a run.
Fake or no, it was the only thing that would soothe her jittery nerves right
now. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need these old flesh habits for much longer.



 



She made her apologies to Mansour, managed to get a
little sleep, and then sat on the sofa the next morning, staring at the blank
spot over the mantel, waiting for the call. Her stomach complained, and she ate
a handful of dry alphabet noodles to quiet it. It was Saturday. No chance of
interruption from work this time. No counseling on weekends, either. She had
two whole days to figure out how to lie to Dr. McElvoy about this.



The Mechanic contacted her shortly before noon.



“Take your best route to MIT and wait on Mass Ave.
for further instructions.”



She didn’t want to waste money on the exorbitant parking
garage prices in Cambridge, and there was no way she’d get in the public
parking queue this late in the day, so she grabbed her coat and headed for
Moody Street, putting in her public transportation request along the way. There
was a street festival in Harvard Square, and the MBTA was running extra busses,
so she was able to catch a bus into Cambridge almost immediately. The android
driver smiled at her as she climbed on, and she smiled back, grateful for the
part he’d played in helping bodies like hers be developed. But he was just a
shell of a human form. He had no mind of his own — he was just a networked
automaton designed to soothe humans who were still skittish of machines that
drove themselves.



It was NASA that really deserved the lion’s share of the
credit. Nearly two decades back, NASA started copying the brains of program
scientists into the computer systems of their planetary and deep-space probes
to give them the increased brain power that they needed to do scientific work
on the fly. The probes became full partners in the missions, sending back
pre-analyzed data, repairing themselves as inevitable problems cropped up,
correcting trajectory flaws before the teams back on Earth realized they
existed, and engaging in intelligent dialogue with mission control. The program
had been an unqualified success, and for the past ten years, NASA’s budgets had
sailed intact through Congress with hardly any discussion.



She also owed major thanks to the artificial limb
industry, but their part had played out nearly a decade earlier, back before
therapeutic cloning had become cost-effective. During the war with China,
military hospitals had worked hard to develop limbs that acted and felt exactly
like the lost originals, not only to outside observers, but to the owner of the
replacement limb. It was a small leap to go from artificial limbs to fully
artificial bodies that were dead ringers for the originals.



And now Celia was sitting on a bus, on her way to see a
man who promised he could help her undo some of that verisimilitude. 



“Last stop,” her glasses flashed.



Celia waited for everyone to shuffle past her, then made
her way down the stairs and off the bus. She wormed her way through the street
festival crowds just in time to dash onto a Mass Ave. bus before the doors
closed. She wondered if she should try to send the Mechanic a message saying
where she was, but she suspected he knew. If he could hack her glasses, he
could trace her through her private GPS feed.



MIT. Here she was.



Celia dashed across the street and stood before the
massive stone steps, waiting.



A new message appeared. “Up the stairs, straight
down the Infinite Corridor to the second set of stairs. Head to the basement,
take off your glasses, and wait.”



She didn’t let herself think as her feet followed the
instructions. Thinking would lead to doubts, which would lead to fears, which
would lead to second-guessing and paralyzing panic. She couldn’t afford any of
that. Not when what she wanted was so close. At the base of the stairs, she
slipped her glasses into her jacket pocket. It felt strange being in public
without them. She felt naked, vulnerable.



A man gestured to her through a crack in a doorway.



She stepped through it into an ancient lab with metal
desks piled up along one wall and black cloth curtains blocking the low
windows. She stopped in the center of the floor, one foot covering an old
drain, and turned to look at him, trying to see the face from last night
beneath all that hair. Like most men, he had a full beard and moustache,
although his facial hair was more closely trimmed than was fashionable. The
hair on his head fluffed out in all directions, as if it was on the way to
becoming a ponytail but wasn’t quite there yet. The body beneath the head had
an odd combination of gangly limbs and a pillowy middle. He looked like someone
who spent too much of his life in a chair. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised.



He closed and locked the door behind her, then pulled a
small device out of his pocket and pressed a button on it. “Now we’re
soundproof.”



She swallowed hard. Somehow, that wasn’t comforting.



He took a tentative step toward her, seeming far less
confident in person than in virtuspace. “How about a demonstration?”



“S — sure, I guess.” Celia’s fingers twisted
together in front of her chest.



“Nothing fancy,” he said. “Just a
recreation of your lockdown. Did you like it?”



“Well…” She felt herself flush. “In a
way.”



“I understand. You know, if you decide to stick
around, I can shut off your blushing if you like. It might help you keep a few
more secrets from your counselor.”



Celia’s hands fluttered to her warm cheeks.



“McElvoy might not be the brightest pixel, but it
can’t hurt to give you an extra edge when dealing with him.”



Her hands dropped. “How did you know he was my
counselor?”



“I had my bots do a little research when you
triggered the mechanical identification subroutine I’ve snuck into the
Manticore doorman program. And yes, to answer the question you’re about to ask,
patient information is encrypted in the hospital’s databanks and kept behind
several layers of security, but like I said, I’m good. You should be thankful
I’m working on your side and not the protesters’.” He chuckled, seemingly
oblivious to the wave of fear that ran through Celia at that thought. “Oh,
and in the interest of full disclosure, you should also know that I’ve also
been monitoring your calls since our first encounter, just to make sure you
haven’t told anyone about me. I’m sure you understand. If word gets out that we
really exist, then it’s all over.”



Celia clasped her arms tightly around herself and nodded.



The Mechanic pulled an old wooden chair away from the
wall. “Sit. I need to bypass your security system first. I’ll only have to
do this once. Then you’ll be able to do anything to your body, just like a
flesh and blood person gets to.”



Her security. She’d be able to do anything she wanted to
herself and never get caught.



“Don’t worry,” he said, and adjusted his thin
black frames. “I’ve never screwed this up.”



She felt a small, cold device press against the base of
her skull.



“Just need to read your frequency,” he said.
“There, got it.” He removed the device, then handed it to her. It
looked like an old plastic business card, and even had the number of a towing
company printed on it. She shot him a puzzled look.



“Just hold it. It’s mimicking your personal frequency
code. Once I take care of your alarm, nothing you do will ever set it off. Your
body will be yours again.”



She gripped the card tightly with whitening fingers.



“Just so you know, this won’t be quite the same as
your official lockdown.”



“Oh?”



“That goes through your GPS, which I can’t touch,
yet. So this won’t flash a warning across your vision, and it won’t
automatically shut off your pain circuits. There. Done.”



She whirled to face him. “That’s it? But that was
so—”



And then the lockdown hit.



Her entire body froze, rigid, unblinking, unbreathing,
and she felt elation sing through her. She’d done it. She’d found a way to live
like a machine without being caught.



She would have laughed if she could have.



“Let me switch off your pain circuits, too,” he
said, and out of her peripheral vision, she saw his fingers typing at the air.
“There. I think you’re going to like this.”



He planted his hand between her shoulder blades and gave
her a firm shove. Fear surged through her as she tipped off of the chair, rigid
as a mannequin, and hurtled toward the floor. Her elbow hit first with a
jarring blow, but she’d barely registered that before her face smashed against
the cold concrete.



No pain. None.



The momentum rocked her back over her elbow again until
her heel hit the floor. And she was elated, thrilling over the pure sensation
of impact unencumbered by any needless, judgmental pain signals.



The Mechanic squatted down next to her, his booted feet
just barely in her vision, and said, “I didn’t think you’d take it on the
nose like that. Let me check that out.” He pushed her onto her back, her
arms and legs jutting stiffly into the air, and probed at her nose. “No,
it looks good. No rips, no dents.”



She stared at his legs, replaying the fall over and over
in her head. Perfect. Exquisite.



“All right,” he muttered, and manipulated her
suddenly pliant limbs to the ground. He carefully lowered her head until it was
resting solidly on the concrete, then removed the lockdown.



She sighed out her pent-up contentment, then sighed again
at its loss.



He took the card away from her and held a hand out to
help her up. “I’ll tell the others about you, then call you back in a few
days if they agree to let you in. But before I do, I need to know what made you
come looking for us.”



Celia’s took a deep breath and was surprised to find that
her eyes were dry. “My wife left me while I was in the hospital going
through the procedure. She said she couldn’t live with a machine.”



He scowled. “Idiots. They have no idea how perfect
you are. It’s her loss, really. And our gain.” He bit his lip, then set it
free, the bite mark glowing white for the briefest instant. “You are going
to feel so much better when you let me start altering you to be the machine you
truly are. Trust me.” He switched off the sound dampener, unlocked the
door, and held it open for her.



Celia gently prodded her uninjured nose and felt herself
smiling. “Thank you,” she said, hoping those two words did justice to
the depth of her gratitude.



From the shy grin he shot her in return, it looked like
it did.
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Celia sat alone on the floor in Tanja’s opaqued bedroom
on the second floor of Betty’s townhouse, her childhood afghan wrapped tightly
around her. No lights were on. She didn’t need them. Prisoners didn’t need
lights. Neither did machines.



She could hear them arguing in the hallway, just outside
the door.



The Mechanic: “Everyone knows who she is now. We
can’t be seen in public with her.”



Gyne: “Excuse me, but we’ll decide whether or not we
want to take that risk. You don’t own us, as much as you wish you did.”



Betty: “Excuse you, Gyne. Not all of us get
off on risky shit like you do. I’m not letting her in on the business. Not
until her name drops off of the nets.”



Ramón, the editor who’d taken on the rest of her work
when the Benton timeline had been escalated, had been the one to out her. He’d
stood in front of the McIntyre and Moore building and proudly told the
rumornets exactly who Shandra Lewiss had been talking about. The press was
still pretending to keep her name private out of respect, but it wouldn’t last.
Her name and picture were nearly everywhere now.



Tanja: “It’ll be fine. No one will even know it’s
her.”



The Mechanic: “Are you kidding? I don’t think I’ve
ever seen another person with naturally golden eyes before.”



Rivka had loved her eyes. Celia went to twist her wedding
band, and was momentarily surprised when her fingertips hit bare flesh. Not
even Rivka could have saved her from Shandra Lewiss and her big mouth. But at
least if she’d still had her, she’d be hiding from the press with the woman she
loved instead of sitting alone in a darkened bedroom in Watertown.



Gyne: “So we’ll give her a makeover. An eyetint, a
cut and color, and no one will look twice at her.”



Betty: “Not unless they knew her before.”



Gyne: “Oh ye of little faith. I can work miracles
with a pair of scissors.”



If eyetints and a haircut would convincingly hide her,
then she’d do it. Especially if it meant that she’d get to go out with them to
visit clients. She’d never needed to punish her body so desperately. It needed
to be soiled.



Someone knocked on the door, again. “Honey,”
Gyne called. “Are you ready to come out yet?”



She stayed silently in lockdown.



“Well, you just let us know when you are. And if you
want that makeover, just let me know. I’ve got a great idea that I think you’ll
love. Come out when you’re ready.”



Four pairs of feet headed down the stairs, where the
argument continued, muted by the distance.



A new message came in from Dr. McElvoy. This made the
fourth this afternoon. She waited until it finished recording, then unlocked,
deleted the first three, and tapped the new one on. Might as well punish
herself some more. She was getting so good at it.



His face filled her glasses. “Celia, I need you to
call me. The hospital has the resources to protect you. It’s not safe for you
right now. You should stay here with us, at least until the attention dies
down. Our security is excellent. And if you’d be willing to make a public
statement from Mount Auburn, that would be a great help to the program. I know
things seem bad, but you’d be surprised how much sympathy a well-crafted
statement can generate. What do you say?”



She said no, of course. In this fantasy of a public
statement, she knew he was picturing himself standing right beside her, where
his name and face would be spread to the public along with hers, thereby
cementing his place in the program in the eyes of the world and making it that
much harder to fire him. Oh, he’d become so easy to read.



“One more thing. Did Gary send you a message before
he died? He managed to get something out, but we’re not sure what. If he did,
could you forward it to me? He didn’t leave us any kind of note, and we need
answers so we can wrap up his case file.”



Case file? Was that all Gary was to Dr. McElvoy?



And then his face took on an unexpectedly sympathetic
expression. He chewed on a thumbnail, then looked sheepishly at the camera.
“That came out pretty cold, didn’t it? I’m just under a lot of pressure
right now, and… ” He sighed. “Sorry. Please, just call me. I’m here
to help, and it sounds like you probably need help now more than ever. This
kind of unexpected media exposure is tough enough for a person living under
normal circumstances. Under yours…” He winced. “Please, call. I
just want to help.”



The message ended.



Well, he was human after all, if only for brief, fleeting
moments.



If she didn’t reply, then he’d just keep calling. And
contractually, she couldn’t block any calls from the program. She pulled up her
keyboard and typed out a short message.



“Staying with friends and not leaving their house
until this blows over. Never got a message from Gary. Please stop
calling.”



That would have to do.



Downstairs, the argument seemed to have died down. She strained,
but couldn’t hear a word. That was positive, she hoped. She sent a quick text
message to Betty. “Is the Mechanic still here?”



“All clear,” was the immediate reply.



She turned on robot moves, dropped the afghan, and headed
for the living room.



Gyne was standing at the bottom of the stairs, beaming up
at her as if nothing in this world could possibly be wrong. “Hey,
sweetie,” he said. “What do you say to a makeover?”



She nodded. Words seemed superfluous.



His smile widened, silver eyes gleaming with clear
delight. “Oh, excellent. You’re in good hands. I used to be a hairdresser
before my fabulous career change to prostitution, which I’m sure comes as no
great shock.”



She let herself laugh. All the better to convince Betty
that she wasn’t a hopeless sad sack. Even though she was.



Gyne took her by the arm and led her into the kitchen,
where a chair, a towel, and Betty and Tanja were already waiting for her. Every
window on the first floor was opaqued. Celia appreciated it, in her own
deadened way. “Any requests?” Gyne asked.



Requests? She’d worn her hair this way as long as she
could remember. She’d never been tempted by another look. She wouldn’t even
know where to begin. Celia shook her head.



“Even better. I love being given free rein.”
Gyne rubbed his hands together, then spread his arms wide. “Prepare
yourself for an all new Celia.”



“Tinker can make me all new,” she said.



Gyne’s face fell, arms falling along with it. “Ooh,
I don’t think so, honey.”



“Now’s a really bad time,” Tanja said.
“She’s got police attention on her, you’ve got media attention on you. If
the two of you get together and someone notices…” She shook her head and
looked away. 



“Maybe later when this all blows over,” Gyne
said. “Trust me, it’ll be worth the wait.” He stared at Celia appraisingly,
closing one eye and holding his hands up as if framing her face. “Got
it,” he said. “Come on, let’s get your hair wet so we can get this
started.”



He led her to the sink, took off her glasses, and put her
head under the sprayer. Once her hair was soaked through, he brought her back
to the chair, patted her hair until it was merely damp, and draped a fresh
towel around her neck. “I’m thinking short. Short hair’s starting to make
a comeback among the fashion forward. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re
not exactly a trendsetter, so no one will expect you to have daring hair.”



Betty cleared a spot on the kitchen counter and hopped up
to sit on it. “You’re so mean.”



“I call it like I see it.” He picked up the
scissors, took one last look, and started snipping.



Celia sat immobile as her hair fell in chunks to the
floor. She’d never had short hair. As long as she could remember, a cloud of
hair had fallen to her shoulders and fluffed around her face. It was a constant
in her life, an annoying yet comforting presence. If someone had suggested to
her just two short months ago that she cut it all off, she would have slowly
backed away. Now, she didn’t care. It was just hair — fake hair, growing out of
a fake body, a body that had turned her into a refugee from human society. It
might as well be swept into the trash. She couldn’t think of anything more
fitting.



Gyne put the scissors down on the counter and lightly
patted her hair from all angles. He sucked in a breath through his teeth,
picked up the scissors again, and cut a tiny amount from just above her left
ear. “There. Now you’re even.” The scissors went back on the counter,
and strong fingers worked the tint into her hair. “It’ll only take a
minute,” Gyne said. “Soon, you’ll have a beautiful head of curly
black hair. It’ll make a nice contrast with your skin. You really weren’t about
color contrast before. The monochromatic thing was stunning in its own way, but
if we go the exact opposite direction, that’ll help make you more
unrecognizable. Betty, how about working your magic on those eyes?”



Betty slid off the counter, pulled a stool up in front of
Celia, and held out an eyetinter. “It’s set for deep brown,” she
said. “I figured that would look the most natural with the black hair.
Don’t worry, it works just as well on our fake eyes as it does on flesh
ones.”



Celia took the clear plastic device from Betty’s hand,
brown tint sloshing inside the handle, and stared down at it. “I’ve never
used one before.”



“It’s simple,” Betty said. “Put the cup
over your eye, hold it open wide, then depress the plunger. It’ll spray the
color into your eye. It only sticks to the iris, so you’ll need to blink a few
times to wash the excess out.”



Celia cupped the tinter over her right eye and pushed
down on the plunger. There was a hiss, and then a fine spray hit her eyeball.
She blinked rapidly, then did the other eye.



Betty daubed the corners of Celia’s eyes with a tissue.
It came away a deep brown. “Wow, you look different already. Those honey
eyes sure were distinctive. Do you want to see?”



“Her hair color should be set,” Gyne said.
“Let me rinse it out so she can see the whole transformation at
once.”



He led Celia back to the sink and aimed the sprayer at
her again. She watched as the black water swirled down the drain. A minute or
so passed, and the water running from her hair became grey, then clear.
“All done,” Gyne said. He patted her hair dry with a towel,
scrunching it with his fingers as he did so. “You’re going to want to
press down on it as you dry it,” he said. “You’ll get a much nicer
shape that way. Although, as it grows out, you might want to experiment with
volume. All right, now let me introduce you to the new you.”



They herded her into the small first floor bathroom and
flipped on the lights.



The person staring at Celia from the mirror was
completely unrecognizable. Short black hair, the curls pressed in tight,
standing out maybe three centimeters from her scalp in a soft afro. Inside that
tight cap of hair were eyes nearly as dark as her hair. They had an eerie,
bottomless appearance, as if light sunk into them and couldn’t escape. She had
to look carefully at the fullness of her lips, the soft curves of her nose, to
realize that this really was her.



This face might help her stave off the need to change even
more, if only for a little while.



“You look so African,” Tanja said. “If
only we could darken your skin, too, then no one would recognize you at
all.”



“Can’t we?” Gyne asked. “If you can change
yours, then why can’t she change hers?”



“One, it takes Tinker to do that. And two, if anyone
from the bioandroid program sees her—”



“They won’t,” Celia said.



Three sets of eyes met hers in the mirror.



“I’m done with the real world,” she said.
“I don’t need it anymore.”



Betty shot a look at Gyne and Tania, lips drawn thin, and
said nothing.



Tanja caught her friend’s look and rested a hand on
Celia’s shoulder. “We can still hide what we are. Don’t give up on the
real world entirely, okay? Don’t turn into Gary.”



Celia turned on her control panel and hovered her cursor
over the killswitch button. She held her breath and pressed it once.



A message popped up. “Killswitch Continue?
Yes/No.”



She stared at it, then clicked “No.”



“Don’t worry. I won’t turn out like him,” she
said.



Betty didn’t look entirely convinced.



As much as Celia just wanted to hide in Tanja’s room
again, she knew she couldn’t risk losing Betty’s tenuous support. Not when she
was so close to finally being let in. So she let herself be drawn into inane
conversation for the afternoon, and wondered if she even needed a detachment
filter if she was able to this easily fake something that she wasn’t at all
interested in.



 



Trini left a message. Dr. McElvoy left a message. Trini
left another message. Emmaline from work left a message. Trini left another
message. Celia ignored them all as she sat in lockdown in her car. She’d told
the rest of them that she was going through her suitcases. If she stayed down
here much longer, they’d start to get suspicious.



There was a knock on the window, and she quickly dropped
her lockdown. “Hey honey,” Gyne said. “We’ve got another client
tonight. Want to come along?”



She unrolled the window. “Not as a guard.”



“You mean you want to… hoo. I don’t think you’re
up to it right now.”



“I’m up for it. Audition me.”



“Hmm. I’ll need to talk to the group about this.
Hang on.” He clopped up the stairs and back into the house.



They would know this was exactly what she needed. They’d
been here.



No, actually, they hadn’t been here. Yes, they’d lost
their families and their humanity, but they’d never been publicly outed by a
publicity-hungry coworker, they’d never been hounded by the press, they’d never
had to change their natural appearance just so they could walk down the street
unmolested.



Still, they were the closest to understanding she was
going to get.



Gyne came back down to the car. “All right. Audition
time. 1101 gets to take you for a ride.”



Her breath froze in her chest, and she wasn’t even in
lockdown. “1101?” she whispered. How could it still affect her so
deeply now, when everything else felt so dull and distant? Why hadn’t those
feelings died along with all the rest?



“If you can stay in detached lockdown through one of
its sessions, then we’ll know you can stay in lockdown for any client, no
matter how nasty. And we all get to watch.”



She pressed her hands against her lips and squeezed her
eyes closed. They wanted her to stay detached through it? After all she’d been
through, she deserved to experience this fully, deserved something that would
make her feel alive, if only for a little while. She stood on shaky legs,
turned on stoneface and her emotion filter, and opened the door. “I’ll do
my best,” she said, voice artificially rock-steady.



“Great. It’s in the bedroom waiting for you.”



Celia looked up at Gyne, her stomach trying to flop, but
failing. “It’s here already?”



“The Mechanic dropped it off earlier. It’s coming
with us tonight. The client requested it. Don’t worry, he also requested that
there be someone with orifices there. If you pass, that’ll be you. Isn’t it
romantic to be the designated orifices?”



She placed one hand over her mouth, then hastily dropped
it. How had that gesture snuck through her filter? Just moments ago, she’d been
dead-set on punishing her body. Now…



Maybe Betty knew what she was talking about when she said
these bodies deserved joy.



Gyne put his lips against her ear and whispered, “If
you want to keep detachment off, I won’t tell.”



She looked up at him, at his easily-readable silver eyes,
and knew he understood.



A small grin quirked the corner of his mouth. “Just
be sure to turn it on before coming out of lockdown,” he whispered.
“Otherwise, you’ll keep shaking and give it away.” 



She nodded, grateful for the advice. Was he just telling
her this to test her, to see if she would be too much of a slave to her desires
to feel the encounter unfiltered?



If he was, she didn’t care.



She nodded, then walked into the house, up to the second
floor, and into the bedroom.



Betty and Tanja leaned against one wall, their
conversation trailing off as Celia walked in. 1101 sat on the far corner of the
bed, its limbs bent at perfect ninety degree angles. It turned and looked over
its shoulder, the strange planes of its face pooled in shadows. “Ah. You
are here. Please disrobe and lie on the center of the bed so we can begin.”



She was grateful for the steadiness of the emotion
filter. It helped keep her hands from trembling as she pulled her clothes off
and set her glasses on the nightstand. This was it. She was going to have sex
with 1101, and it didn’t see the encounter as anything other than a simple
readiness test.



Perhaps that was part of the appeal.



She lay flat on her back, arms and legs tucked tightly
against her.



1101 said, “Turn on your detachment, then go into
soft lockdown.”



Celia waited a moment to simulate the time it would take
her to turn on detachment, then hit soft lockdown and waited for 1101 to touch
her.



The bed sagged under 1101’s shifting weight as it crawled
over to her.



Now.



Mitten hands roamed over Celia’s body, cupping her
breasts, teasing her thighs apart, then stroking back up her torso to clasp her
face. 1101’s own smooth head looked down at Celia, cocked curiously to the
side, and then it placed one hand behind Celia’s neck, the other on her
forehead, and turned her head from side to side, up and down, then left her
with her head angled back, chin jutting to the ceiling. Celia’s mouth was
forced to open wide, and the tip of a mitten was inserted in, stretching the
sides of her mouth and pressing down against her tongue.



This was…  



Was this even sex?



The hands moved again, and Celia was grabbed
unceremoniously by the waist and flipped over, her weight balanced on her knees
and the left side of her face, butt sticking up into the air. Hands stroked her
buttocks, her flanks, and then brushed between her thighs.



The spasm that wracked her body was short and sharp
and… wrong.



1101 shoved her body to the floor, and Celia fell in an
awkward heap, face pressed into the plush carpet, lips mushed out to the side;
one arm pinned flat beneath her, another tucked up so the back of her hand was
pressing against her chin. She had a perfect view of the dust bunnies under the
bed, and one lone high-heeled shoe that was so big it could only be Gyne’s.
1101’s hands spread Celia’s legs apart, and then she felt one mitten trying to
slowly enter her.



There was no way it was going to fit.



This wasn’t what she’d wanted. This wasn’t sex. It was
invasion. It was the kind of debasement she wanted from anonymous clients, not
from her fellow machines, not from 1101. She positioned the cursor over the
lockdown button so she could come back out of it. This had to stop.



The mitten popped in.



It was all Celia could do to keep from hitting the button
right then so she could cry out and curl into a tight, protective ball. Her
body spasmed again, but this wasn’t pleasure.



How could her body betray her like this?



And then something shoved through the tight ring of
muscle of her anus, a thumb, maybe. The sharp explosion of pain was nothing
like the kiss of a knife. This wasn’t done for pleasure. It was done for simple
humiliation. It was done to show ownership and power.



Like the clients would do.



She shifted the cursor to the detachment button and hit
it.



It was as if her body had floated a million miles away.
She was aware of what was being done to it, but she couldn’t bring herself to
care. 1101 finger-fucked her, flipped her, squeezed her, flopped her over
furniture and did it all again. It posed Celia’s body in the most undignified
positions and stretched it out in ways that she’d never thought possible. Once,
when 1101 had Celia’s legs up over her head and started rubbing its forehead
against her crotch, she thought about coming out of detachment so she could
feel what was causing her body to tremble uncontrollably, but she was so emotionally
numb by that point that she feared the outcome.



It might have been minutes, or it might have been an
hour, but eventually 1101 scooped Celia up and gently deposited her on the bed.
“We are done,” it said.



Celia came out of lockdown, but left detachment up, if
only because she was afraid she’d start shivering in revulsion. “Did I
pass?”



“I believe so.” 1101 looked over at the other
three. “Do you agree?”



“Absolutely,” Betty said, and the other two
nodded their assent.



Celia started pulling on her clothes, and 1101 headed out
of the room and down the stairs. Tanja followed. “We need to leave in
twenty minutes,” she called out. “Betty’ll find you something
appropriate to wear.”



Celia kept getting dressed in her own clothes anyway. She
needed to cover herself up, even though she couldn’t understand why.



Betty started rooting through her closet, muttering to
herself about not being sure what she had in Celia’s size. Gyne put an arm
around Celia and in a low voice, asked, “So, what did you think?”



She looked up at him, then looked away.



“I thought so,” he said. “1101 is pretty
asexual. I don’t even think it understands sex anymore. I guess with a body
like that, it’s no surprise. Mind you, I kind of like that shit myself, but I’m
a degradation slut.”



“Aha!” Betty spun around. “This’ll be
perfect on you.” She held up a strange wad of straps and buckles.



Celia tilted her head to the side, trying to envision
what it would possibly look like, on.



 



The web of straps came off pretty quickly once they
reached the client’s place. This one lived in a real house — a very expensive
house out in Weston, where all the properties were single-family dwellings and
far, far out of the price range of everyone but the super-rich. Tanja and Gyne
watched as he unbuckled Celia’s clothes and started posing her on top of 1101.
Celia floated above the scene, completely uncaring, as he opened her mouth and
positioned it over 1101’s face as if to make them kiss, then turned her around
and positioned her mouth over 1101’s blank crotch, with 1101’s face pressing
between Celia’s legs. He sandwiched himself between the two of them and rubbed
himself against their bodies, sometimes sticking his penis in Celia, sometimes
not.



After what 1101 had done to her, she was a bottomless
well of numbness. She probably didn’t even need detachment.



All in all, it was a boring evening.



They piled back into the car, Celia in one of Gyne’s
kimonos. Tanja clasped Celia’s hands and said, “Congratulations. You’re a
woman now.”



Gyne laughed uproariously from the front seat, and Tanja
adjusted her blond wig. “Sorry we couldn’t pop your cherry on someone more
interesting,” she said.



“Oh, I don’t mind,” Celia said. She couldn’t
even remember what he looked like, could barely remember the details of the
encounter. Part of her had wanted her first time to be more memorable, more
debasing. Part of her was glad it was dull.



Either way, she was making money at her body’s expense,
and that in and of itself was a good thing.



Gyne looked down at the floorboards of the passenger
seat. “Are you set?”



1101’s tightly folded body shifted slightly. “I am
fine.”



Gyne tossed a blanket over it and started the car, easing
it down the long driveway and onto route 30. “Tally ho!” he cried,
and headed back in toward Watertown.



Celia stared out the window, at the trees whipping by in
the dark. It was beautiful out here, so close to the city, yet so spacious, so
natural.



They crossed into Newton and the trees vanished, replaced
by a tangle of highway offramps and overpasses.



Humans had made the land unnatural. And yet she wasn’t
allowed to make herself unnatural.



She wondered how it would feel to be natural again, and
realized that she’d already forgotten.



 



Again, they all wanted to have sex when they got back
home. All but 1101. The Mechanic was waiting just outside their garage as they
pulled in, and he lifted 1101 from Gyne’s car and deposited it in his back
seat, blanket and all.



Celia watched as they drove away, wondering where they
were going, but too afraid to ask.



She joined in as the group played with Gyne, and again
excused herself when it was over so she could spend the evening alone on the
sofa.



She wanted to sleep for a week. She checked her settings
— she could actually do that. But somehow, she suspected she’d be woken up long
before that.



Her messages blinked at her. They’d kept piling up. There
was even one from Rivka’s old friend Tyrone.



She opened the message. It was video.



“Hey, um, I know I was less than helpful before. I
had no idea. I would have talked to her for you if I’d realized what was really
going on. Um…” He looked over to one side, then stepped back from the
camera, opening up half of the frame.



Rivka stepped into the emptied space.



Celia slammed herself into hard lockdown so the breath
would literally freeze in her chest.



Rivka cleared her throat. “I’m really sorry about
what the press is doing to you. I still…” She looked down at her hands,
and Celia could picture them twisting, even though they were below the video
frame. She knew that woman’s every gesture far better than she knew even her
own.



Rivka looked back up. “I still feel the same about
you, about this copy of you. But you don’t deserve this. I know how Celia would
have hated it, and so I can imagine how badly you must hate it as well.”



Tyrone cast a pained glance at Rivka, but said nothing.



Rivka swallowed and clutched at her neck, wrapping her
other arm around her belly. “I just thought you should know that I’m
sorry. I thought it might… I don’t know. I’m just sorry.”



She cupped her hand over her mouth and disappeared from
the frame.



Tyrone watched her leave, then turned back to the camera
and winced. “That didn’t come out like I’d thought it would, but… well,
I hope it helped.”



The message ended.



Celia stayed frozen on the sofa all night, watching the
“delete/save?” button flash at her.
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Wednesday morning, Celia and the rest of the nation woke
up to the presidential election results. Tam Galloway had beaten Miranda
Clinton by 67,254 votes.



Galloway wasted no time in reminding America of his
election promises, including his stance on the bioandroid program. “I know
that during my campaign, I promised I’d keep more replacement body centers from
opening in these United States. But I’ve come to the conclusion that that’s not
enough. I’m concerned, like many of you, that science has gone too far, that it
has crossed a sacred line simply for the convenience of a select few. When I take
office in January, I will call for an immediate review of the laws and
regulations of this program with the aim of stopping it as soon as possible.
Humanity was not meant to make people in a factory. That goes against God’s
perfect plan.”



Chelsea Slaughter’s reaction was predictable. “Oh,
fuck him,” she sneered, then lifted her skirt for the camera. She wasn’t
wearing underwear.



Donal Lawson released a recorded statement less than half
an hour after the president-elect’s speech. “I call on all liberty-minded
Americans to reject the agenda of Tam Galloway. Bioandroid bodies are not a
convenience, not when they give patients the ability to continue providing for
their families while science takes the time to cure what’s killing them. Why
should an infant be deprived of his mother’s touch when medical science can
ensure that she be alive for him in all the ways that matter? Tam Galloway
doesn’t understand how well-regulated the American bioandroid program is. And I
believe he simply doesn’t care. If we take this program away, then the rich and
well-connected will go overseas for treatment, while the middle class will lose
out on this incredible scientific advance. Freedom of choice is what makes
America so great. Don’t let Tam Galloway take this choice away from you.”



Celia’s private mailbox was stuffed with messages flying
back and forth among members of the group. Messages also came in from Trini and
Shandra.



Trini’s was a text message, which read, “FUCK! Oh,
Ceil, how could people vote for that troglodyte? I hate Americans. Maybe I’ll
see if I can find work in Europe. Ceil, you should leave too. You can get your
body transferred somewhere else, can’t you? Let’s move to Spain together. And
let’s do it before that fucker takes office and decides to impound your body.
Write me, okay? I know I promised to back off, but this is just… guh. Imagine
that I typed a string of expletives here. I’d actually do it, but it’s not as
satisfying in print as out loud. We need to talk. We need to get you out of the
U.S. before it’s too late.”



Shandra’s message was a video plea for Celia to leave the
country with her over the weekend. “We need to show Galloway that he can’t
tell us what to do with our bodies,” she said. “We need to show him
that 67,000 votes is not a mandate.”



Predictably, the press was pulling out every bioandroid
story they had in stock and looked like they were actively hunting for more.
Even Antoine Benton’s story was pulled out of storage. Wait, it had been
updated.



“Maybe President-elect Galloway can help me with my
case,” he said into the camera. “Maybe he’ll finally get the courts
to authorize switching that faulty copy of my wife off. Hopefully, he’ll follow
through on his promise to shut the program down. You know, I just found out I’d
been working with one of those replacement people. They’re everywhere! You
can’t get away from them.”



Her glasses signaled an incoming call. Oh good, an excuse
not to keep watching Benton trash her.



“Horrible news,” Dr. McElvoy said with a scowl.
“Let’s just hope there’s enough folks in congress with friends and
relatives in the program that they can keep his hands tied.”



“I doubt we’ll be so lucky,” Celia said. Maybe
she should have kept watching to see if he actually named her. No, she’d trust
Ziggie to keep on top of that. “So, are you calling everyone in the
program, or — ?”



“What? Oh, no. The hospital will be sending you an
official mailing about this later today. We’re going to do everything we can to
keep the program functioning for the people already in it. Our governor’s a
real supporter. She’s already told us she’s willing to fight the Feds on this
one.”



“Really? I’ve never heard her say anything about
it.”



“No, but she has a personal connection to it, and
we’ll just leave it at that.”



So the rumors about her daughter were true. Interesting.
And interesting that McElvoy was willing to let that slip. Celia suspected that
his job was even more on the line than he’d been letting on.



“Anyhow, I’m calling about Gary. He’s consented to
the visit. Can you come by tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock?”



“Sure. Tomorrow’s fine.”



“Good, good. Do you mind if I discuss the specifics
of your case with him before you arrive? I can’t do it without your
permission.”



“Just the basic facts, right?”



“Exactly. Oh, and I know I said we’d talk about the
incident in the stasis room tomorrow, but we’ll need to postpone that so I can
prepare things on this end for your visit. I don’t know when I’ll be able to
reschedule, because things are a little hectic around here—”



“Don’t worry,” Celia said. “I can
wait.”



“We really do need to talk about it.”



“Honestly, it’s nothing. What’s more normal than a
fight with your ex? I’d say that’s progress, wouldn’t you?” She hoped he’d
agree. The sooner her private life could be private again, the better.



Dr. McElvoy’s gaze flicked upward, and he sighed.
“I’m sorry. I need to take this call. I’ll see you Thursday.”



“Two o’clock. I’ll be there.”



The connection closed, and Celia sat back and waited for
the Mechanic’s inevitable excited call.



And there it was, right on schedule.



 



That night, while lying in bed, she peeked at Betty’s
message again. “Thought you’d like to see this.”



This time, she actually was able to work up the courage
to open the video.



Celia could barely watch. The body hardly seemed hers.
Only the telltale froth of hair peeping out from under the hood marked it as
indisputably her.



She’d never watched herself have sex before.



Only it hadn’t really felt like sex. It had felt like
salvation.



She deleted the movie file only thirty seconds into it.
Watching it seemed to cheapen the experience somehow. The visual couldn’t
compare with what she’d felt. But that would be what she’d be subjecting
herself to on a regular basis if Betty let her work with them.



No. She wouldn’t enjoy it. She wouldn’t let herself.
She’d only sell herself to men. There, now there’d be no chance of her body
taking the experience the wrong way.



Was 1101 a man? She let its featureless body float in her
mind’s eye, searching for any hint of gender in its lines, its movements, its
voice. If she could be turned on by someone so genderless, then who was to say
if attraction to an actual physical man could be far behind? What had Gyne
said? That sex was artificial?



Well, it certainly was in these bodies.



Still, men?



She flung her arm over her face, nestling her nose in the
crook of her elbow.



She didn’t like where this was going, so she set her
sleep timer for 1:00 in the afternoon so she didn’t have to think again until
it was time to leave to visit Garytron.



 



“Let’s test the camera one last time,” Tinker
said.



Celia nodded and cleared her lenses, pushing Tinker to
voice-only. She called up her control panel and flipped the camera controls to
“record.” “Well, this is my house,” she said, studiously
looking from the blank spot over the mantel, across the living room, to the
front door. “Voila.”



“That should be enough.”



Celia switched the camera back off, then flipped the
switch to “download.” The recording was compressed into a tight
packet, encrypted, and sent through her glasses to Tinker.



“Looks good,” Tinker said, and Celia heard her
words of a few seconds ago playing in the background as Tinker ran the video.
“When you get there, just act naturally and everything should be
okay.”



“Will do.”



“And I promise to keep the Mechanic in my studio
until you get back,” Tinker said.



Celia could hear him muttering in the background of
Tinker’s line. Her plan to sleep in had been thwarted by his early-morning
visit. He’d wanted to spend the entire day alternately ranting about Tam
Galloway and coaching her on what to do and say. She’d had to call Tinker to
come take him away, because all he was doing was making her more nervous than
she needed to be.



“Thanks,” Celia said. “I’ll talk to you
soon.”



The Mechanic had been something of a welcome
distraction from Ziggie’s news that several of the protest mirror sites had
posted lists of everyone that Antoine Benton had worked with in the past five
years, from his university colleagues to the editorial staff on his last
textbook, and her name was on the list. No one had yet linked her name to her
photo. Part of her wanted to just do it herself to get it over with.



She headed down the back stairs, climbed into her car,
and drove to the Mount Auburn Cemetery to wait for her ride to the hospital.
McElvoy had insisted that she not drive all the way to the hospital herself. A
beige half-sedan with opaqued windows picked her up near the gates, and she
settled into the passenger seat without a word. There was a throng of reporters
waiting outside the hospital, alternately trying to interview hospital visitors
and the local group of protesters, who had resumed their quiet vigil once the
showy Southerners had gone back home.



Goddamned Tam Galloway.



The driver dropped her off in the emergency bay, and she
thanked him, turned on the eyeball camera, and followed the directions to the
ob/gyn department, where security escorts once again brought her the back way
to Dr. McElvoy’s office. Celia was beyond nervous. But the Mechanic had
done one good thing for her that morning — he’d installed a tweak to dampen the
physical expression of her emotions. Her palms weren’t sweating, her eyes
weren’t darting from side to side, and best of all, she wasn’t blushing. It
felt like her emotions had to push their way out through a heavy blanket. She’d
been afraid she’d look stonefaced, but she was so anxious about getting caught
that the emotions that did manage to get out ended up looking completely
appropriate.



Dr. McElvoy stood as she entered his office. “Did
you get by the media all right?”



“Yes, I did.”



“They’ve been stalking all of the staff,” he
said. “I nearly had to run one over just to get out of my driveway this
morning. It’s going to be a long year, that’s for sure.”



Provided he even had this job that long. “I’m not
looking forward to it, either.”



“Well, let’s get to it. Gary’s really eager to meet
you, which is great, because he hasn’t been eager for anything since we brought
him in. I’m going to have to ask you to leave your glasses in my office.”



“Of course.” She pulled them off and deposited
them on his desk. She was getting used to this.



“Now, I need to ask, do you have any recording
devices on your person?”



“No. None.”



“I believe you. But,” he grimaced, “I need
to scan you anyway. Just to be safe. I wouldn’t put it past someone to have
slipped a camera on anyone walking toward this wing.”



She nodded and held her arms to her sides as he waved a
scanning wand over her body. Her underarms were desperate to break out into a
flop sweat, but it was held in check by her tweak. Tinker had assured her that
the eyeball camera wouldn’t show up in a scan. Tech scans blanked the actual
bioandroid body out from their scan, and since the eye camera was a part of her
body, the scan would skip right over it.



But clearly, they knew that Garytron had managed to get
around his alarm.



Tinker had told her not to worry about it. That McElvoy
wouldn’t even know how to operate a scanner sophisticated enough to scan within
her.



That was easy for her to say. She wasn’t in any danger of
being locked up in the room next to Gary’s.



“Good, you’re clean,” Dr. McElvoy said. 

Celia fought back the urge to sigh in relief. If it hadn’t been for the tweak,
she never would have succeeded.



He put the wand down on his desk next to Celia’s glasses
and led her out into the hall. “We’ve got him on this floor,” he
said, steering her down a corridor she’d never traveled before. “This
area’s reserved for patients who require extra privacy.”



Celia paid careful attention to the path they were taking
so the camera could record it all. “Understandable.”



“I appreciate you taking the time to do this. We’re
under a lot of pressure to get him back into his biological body as quickly as
possible. And the sooner we get him to consent to the reintegration, the
better, for him and for the program. And the less ammunition that
gives Tam Galloway and his cronies.” He held up a hand. “But I don’t
want you to think that this is all on your shoulders, Celia. If your visit
doesn’t sway him, I can always try something else.”



She shuddered to think what “something else”
might be.



“Today, I just need you to be a sympathetic ear.
He’s never spoken to someone who’s been through some of the same issues as he
has. If you get a chance, tell him how you’re looking forward to getting back
into your own body. Hopefully that’ll make an impression on him.”



Celia nodded and called up her control panel so she could
remind herself that this wasn’t just an academic discussion. The ever-growing
number of controls hovered steadily in her vision.



They stopped in front of a grey door, and Dr. McElvoy
squared his shoulders. “Well, this is it. Remember, he doesn’t look human
anymore, so prepare yourself. He’s… well, you’ll see.”



“I’ll try not to stare.”



“Trust me, that’s not possible.” He placed his
thumb on the lock and the door swung open.



Celia stepped through into a narrow room. Ahead of her
was another door; to her left, a collection of chairs in front of an opaqued
window. Dr. McElvoy closed the outer door, then knocked on the second one.
“Gary? I’ve brought Celia.”



A grating, metallic voice said, “Come in.”



Dr. McElvoy opened the door.



Celia tentatively poked her head through the doorway and
froze as she saw the plate metal man sitting at a table in the center of the
room, hands folded neatly in front of him. His body looked like a suit of
armor; his head was smooth and round, with a face that looked more like an
impression of a face than a real one. It had indentations for eyes, a bump for
a nose, and a rough outline of lips, but it was a solid piece, no mouth joint,
no eyelids. At least 1101 made little pretense of having once been human.
Garytron looked almost like a mechanical parody of a person.



He opened one metal hand, the joints creaking as he did
so, and gestured toward an empty chair on the other side of the table.
“Please. Sit.”



“Thank you,” she murmured, and settled on the
edge the proffered chair. She cast a quick look around the room to record it
for Tinker and the Mechanic. There was a small bed with blankets, sheets, and a
pillow. She couldn’t imagine him using it. Maybe he didn’t. It was impeccably
made. No toilet or shower, but then again, he wouldn’t need either. She
wondered why they hadn’t tried to make him wear clothes. It seemed like an
essential part of being a civilized human.



The walls were white save for the large blacked-out
window to her left, and various outdoor scenes had been tacked to them, as if
to give the room color. She recognized the Lost River Gorge in New Hampshire,
the Concord River as seen from the Minuteman statue, and the fort at George’s
Island, but the rest could have been from anywhere in New England. 



She turned back to face the man she was here to visit,
and again was grateful for her latest tweak. When she’d tried to imagine
Garytron, this hadn’t been what she’d pictured. Every other mechanical she’d
met looked touchable and warm — even 1101 in its own odd way — but Garytron had
abandoned that entirely. He was cold, unyielding, with sharp edges at the
hinges of his joints. He’d so clearly moved beyond wanting to be touched.



But this didn’t bother her.



It didn’t.



Garytron tapped his fingers on the table, and she
startled out of her reverie. “I’m sorry, I’m staring,” she said.



“No, do not apologize.” His head wavered.
“Don’t apologize. I still need to practice contractions. I need to learn
to talk human again for when I go back into my original body.”



“You gave up contractions?”



“Yes. In all my favorite movies, none of the
machines used them, so I decided to emulate that to feel more like them.”
He tapped another little rhythm on the table, then stilled his hands. “I
see you are enjoying my vacation photographs. They are from my old human life.
They are here to remind me of the beauty that I used to enjoy in the world
before changing myself this way and having to hide from it.”



“They’re lovely.”



“Thank you. Some of them used to have people in
them, but Dr. McElvoy had them removed, at my request. It is easier to look at
them this way. Many of the people in them were loved ones who no longer
associate with me.”



Celia nodded. “I know how that feels. My wife left
me while I was unconscious in the hospital.”



Garytron folded one hand over another with a clank.
“They can be so hurtful. And yet, they believe they are doing the right
thing.”



Celia looked back at the wall, at the photo of a mountain
range, and tried to imagine herself and Rivka standing at the front of the
frame, arms around each other, smiling. He was right. Fleshies were
hurtful.



“Dr. McElvoy tells me you cut yourself twice shortly
after having the procedure done.”



She turned back and looked him right in the dents that
were his eyes. There weren’t even lines carved into them to suggest irises or
pupils. “I did, yes. I cut open my knuckle, and then I ran a power drill
through my arm.”



“But you stopped after that.”



“Yes.” And with her tweak, she could say that
without breaking into a furious blush.



“Why did you stop?”



“Because it didn’t help.”



“Why did you start?”



“Because I hoped it would. I wanted to prove to
myself that I was just a machine. Machines aren’t supposed to feel pain. I
guess we’re proof that that’s not true.”



They were just words, said to placate her psychologist.
She didn’t want to believe them, no matter how right they’d proven to be.



Garytron nodded, the mask that was his face unable to
give away any emotion. “You were right to stop early. I have to admire
your restraint. I… I fell in with the wrong crowd. They were alluring. I was
weak.”



“But you’re getting help now.”



“Yes, but it was forced on me. Still, I am grateful.
I’m grateful.”



“I’m glad for you,” she said, and found to her
surprise that a part of her meant it. “Do… do you really feel better? I
mean, you’re still in that body.”



He looked down first at one hand, then the other. “I
believe it will be nice to be out of this, but so long as I am a machine, this
is the body I need to wear. My mind will accept nothing else. I have worn it
too long to change back.”



From behind her, Dr. McElvoy said, “But you know for
a fact that your biological body is ready.”



Garytron nodded. “Yes, I know. I just…” He
looked down at his hands again, flexing his creaking metal fingers. “It
took so long to get this body just right. Saying goodbye to it is proving to be
more difficult than I’d imagined.”



“It is impressive,” Celia said.



“But frightening,” Garytron said, and she
couldn’t help but think he was prompting her.



He knew McElvoy better than she did. “Yes.”



His hand shot across the table and grabbed her wrist,
metal joints biting into her artificial skin. She winced, and without thinking,
called up her control panel to dial her pain down.



“Hey!” McElvoy barked, but Celia held her free
hand up to keep him back.



Garytron cocked his head to the side. “The people
who did this to me are very persuasive. If you meet them, do not let them talk
you into any changes. And if they do, remember, you can always leave. Do not
let it go as far as I did.”



“I haven’t… I won’t… ” she stammered, and
tried to extricate her hand from his vice grip.



He stared at her with his unfinished metal face for
several seconds longer, then released her.



She cradled her hand to her chest and massaged the
reddened flesh. Could he tell? No, he was fishing. Or maybe he’d started by
cutting himself and was just assuming that she was following the same path. Or
maybe he’d figured it out when she’d dialed her pain down. She took a quick
look at her wrist and wondered if she’d obviously under-reacted to the pain.



Thankfully, McElvoy couldn’t have seen that. Not from his
vantage point behind her. And since he’d confessed earlier that this meeting
was semi-illicit, she could be reasonably certain there were no cameras on in
here. Her secret wouldn’t go past Garytron. Hopefully, he’d keep his mouth shut
once he was reintegrated.



He tapped another beat against the table top, and she
stared down at his fingers.



He put both hands underneath the table. “Nervous
energy,” he said. “Ironic, since you and I both have a nonvarying
stream of energy flowing through us from our hydrogen fuel cells. We can seem
so human. But I could not handle it. I needed to look like I felt.”



“The changes you made — did they help you at
all?” She needed to know the honest answer. She hoped he could sense that.



He looked down at the table. “Sometimes it seemed
like they did. But all they did was temporarily distract me from the pain of my
life. In the end, that was not enough.”



Celia sat silently, feeling the words seep through her
fragile artificial skin into her hydrogen fuel cell core.



No, it hadn’t been enough for Garytron, but it could be
enough for her. She wasn’t trying to escape her pain anymore. She was trying to
remind herself that this body was temporary. It would be enough for her.
It had to be.



He looked back up. “At least it will be over soon. I
will be back in my original body, and I can put all of this behind me.”



“Is that consent?” Dr. McElvoy asked.



Garytron turned to look at the pictures tacked above his
bed. “It might be.”



Celia curled her toes up inside her shoes and uncurled
them again, not sure what else to say. Garytron was just putting on a show for
Dr. McElvoy. That had to be it. Didn’t it? Why would he have kept his body
plated in metal if it hadn’t helped? It made no sense. So much of this wasn’t
making sense anymore.



Garytron set both hands on the tabletop again.
“There is no reason to keep this poor woman here any longer. I am sure I
am only distressing her.”



“No, you’re not,” Celia said, but he’d seen
right through her, again.



Garytron held up a hand. “If I am not, then I should
be. Please, I have meant every word I have said today. Take it to heart. I
implore you. You do not want to end up like me.”



“I don’t think she will,” Dr. McElvoy said.
“Besides, she’s here to help you.”



“She has helped me,” Garytron said, and tapped
a nervous beat on the table once more. “She has. Thank you.”



Celia mumbled a goodbye, and Dr. McElvoy escorted her
back into the hallway. “That’s the closest he’s come to giving consent
yet,” he said. “Good job.”



“Thank you,” she said, and stared numbly at the
floor. She wanted to sag against a wall and let all the air out of her lungs,
but the tweak tempered that urge. She couldn’t wait to turn it off. For once,
she needed to feel. “I think I’d like to go home now.”



“Next session, we should talk about this. I’d do it
now, but—” He jerked his thumb at the door. “I suspect today’s going
to be busy.”



He brought her back to his office, let her retrieve her
glasses, and shot her a grin. “Well, here’s hoping he’s a changed man
tomorrow in more ways than one.”



“Tomorrow?”



“Like I said, the hospital wants to move quickly on
this. If he gives consent today, then he’s going back into his body tomorrow.
We don’t want to give him any time to second-guess his decision.”



“Ah.”



She shut off her eyeball camera and waited for her escort
to bring her back to ob/gyn, then she caught a ride back to the cemetery with
an ambulance crew that was just getting off duty. As soon as she was in the
driver’s seat of her own car again, she opaqued all her windows, downloaded the
video packet she’d recorded and sent it to Tinker, then pulled off her glasses
before she had a chance to reply. She turned off her emotion-dampening tweak
and rested her head on the steering pad.



Garytron had said he’d meant every word. Either he was
lying, or he’d pegged her instantly and was warning her away from the path he’d
taken. She didn’t want to be warned from that path. She wanted to run down it
full-tilt. This human-looking body hadn’t done her any favors. If she could,
she’d download herself into her dishwasher and wait for her flesh body from
there.



No, she didn’t mean that.



Or maybe she did.



She thumped her forehead against her steering pad and
looked down at her glasses on the passenger seat.



She was going to have to talk to them sometime.



But not now.



She put the glasses back on, set them to drive mode, and
headed home.



 



When she got home and came off of drive mode, she had
another message from Trini and seven from the Mechanic.



The thought of dealing with the Mechanic right now wasn’t
appealing, so she opted for one of her few remaining connections to humanity.



“Celia?” Trini was peering into her camera from
what appeared to be a hotel room. Through a window behind her, the sky flashed
a brilliant blue, and a palm tree’s leaves waved gently in a tropical breeze.
Celia cast a quick look at the grey November skies out her own windows and
suppressed a sigh.



“Have you been paying attention to the news? It’s
terrible. It’s like the entire media’s in Galloway’s pocket.”



The last time she’d peeked at the news, she’d had to
watch a former colleague badmouth her. That didn’t exactly inspire her to look
again.



“You’d think that bioandroids were overrunning the
country from the way the press has been going on and on about them. I really
don’t think it’s safe for you to stay in Galloway’s United States. Seriously,
take a look at the news for yourself and you’ll see. I know you. I know you
hide from the news when things get bad. Do yourself a favor and tune in for a
bit. My offer still stands. Pick a country, and I’ll go there with you until
this all blows over. Gene Harvest has offices all over the planet. I’ll get a
transfer, even if it means becoming a janitor until something better opens
up.”



Trini closed her eyes and held her hands up in front of
her face. “I’m babbling. Please, just call me back. I need to know that
you’re safe.”



The message ended.



“Fine,” she grumbled, and pulled up the
LawSpecs main news page. “Unprecedented News Coverage of Bioandroid
Program in Wake of Galloway’s Acceptance Speech,” it heralded. Below it
were links to what looked like over a hundred stories, all with today’s date.
The top link read, “Bioandroid Teacher Outed by Wife and Driven from
School Property by Angry Parents.”



What did they have to be angry about?



Celia sank down on her crimson sofa and stared at the
empty coffee table. Garytron’s warning echoed through her brain. She could feel
it resonating off of the metal and ceramic walls of her skull. She was fake, a
replacement, a copy. Of course Garytron felt regret now that he was so close to
being human again. He had the luxury.



She pulled up a keypad on her glasses and typed a quick
reply to Trini.



“Sorry, I’ve been busy. Don’t worry, I’m fine. My
new friends are looking out for me. I’ll get back to you with a real call once
I have some time. Take care, Celia.”



If things really did get bad, the Mechanic would take
care of her. He’d never let them all be switched off. He was too obsessed with
them for that.



And speaking of the Mechanic… she opened his latest
message. “Need to discuss rescue mission. Sending Betty to pick you up at
home.”



She peered out the living room curtains and saw a car
idling in front of her house, inching forward every few seconds to avoid
triggering an illegal parking citation. She grabbed her coat and dashed down
the front walk. “Sorry,” she said as she climbed in. “I was
ignoring my messages.”



“He’s insane, you know.”



“Rescue mission?”



Betty did a U-turn and headed for Moody Street. “I’m
guessing he wants to spring Garytron, but why he’s suddenly all fired up about
it—”



“Well, his reintegration’s tomorrow,” Celia
said.



“Ah. That explains it.” She cast a quick look
over at Celia. “So how did he seem?”



“Garytron?”



Betty nodded.



“I didn’t know him before. I’m not sure I can
judge.”



“There wasn’t a lot to know,” Betty said.
“He was a lot like Ari. He hid everything. Did he seem—” She chewed
on her lip. “God, I want to ask if he seemed happy about his body being
cured, but he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to tell the truth if he
wasn’t.”



“He said—” She stopped and licked her lips.
“Well, in a way, he said he was happy that he’d be back in his body
soon.”



“Well, good! I’m so sick of all these sad sacks
talking about trying to keep their android bodies forever.” She turned to
Celia. “You want your body back, right?”



“Oh, yes. This—” She gestured to herself.
“It’s not real.”



“Good. Glad to hear you’re not spouting ‘body
choice’ crap like the Mechanic. He creeps me out.”



“But we need him.”



“Don’t remind me.” 



“I thought you’d want to keep your body,” Celia
said. “You know, for the… the sex.”



Betty broke into a huge smile. “Don’t get me wrong,
the sex is phenomenal. But it’s a consolation prize. Never forget that.”
She pulled onto the Massachusetts Turnpike. “So, the clubhouse is in
Dorchester.”



Celia’s eyebrows shot up. “How do you afford the
parking?”



“The Mechanic’s set it up so that our cars don’t
register on the grid when we’re there. He’s found a way to exploit a private
property loophole in the system, even though he doesn’t own the
warehouse.” 



“Wow. He’s good.”



“Yeah. He may be a weasel, but at least he’s our
weasel. Goddamned rescue mission. He’s going to get one of us caught. I just
know it.”



Celia’s glasses picked up an incoming call. “Hang
on,” she said. “It’s the Mechanic.”



“Speak of the devil,” Betty murmured.



“Where are you?” he asked, face filling her
lenses.



“We’re on the Pike, and we just passed—” She
glanced out the window. “I think we’re just passing Watertown.”



“Watertown? Can’t you get here any faster?”



“Faster? I don’t—”



Betty leaned over and yelled, “I’m not keen on
getting nailed for breaking the speed limit on the way to meet with a group of
illegal android hackers on a mission to kidnap one of their own from a
psychiatric ward!”



“All right, all right,” he grumbled, and cut
the connection.



Betty shook her head. “I swear. That boy needs to
get his chemicals rejiggered.”



“Maybe an android body would help with that.”



Betty shot her an incredulous look. “If that were
the case, then we’d all be perfectly well-adjusted.”



“Right.” Celia sank down into her seat.



“Rescue mission,” Betty said.
“Faugh.”



 



Betty showed her an easier way into the clubhouse. It was
through another false-faced brick, but it didn’t involve sewers and long
tunnels. Betty simply thumbprinted the door open, and they climbed down a
straight staircase and then entered the room through a different door.



When they arrived, nearly everyone was already there.
Gyne, Ari, and Ziggie were on one sofa, and Tinker sat on the arm of an
overstuffed chair that Tanja had the seat of. Celia waved at Ziggie, and Ziggie
smiled brightly and waved back. Shoot, she should have brought the pie pan. She
didn’t see Dom, or the woman in neon, but the mannequin woman was standing
immobile behind one of the other sofas.



Betty nodded at her. “Hey, Edie.”



Edie didn’t move.



“Series. Sausage. Shatter.”



Celia peered into the shadows in one unlit corner of the
room. What was that?



“Syphilis. Susurrus. Sandwich.”



She could just make out the shadow of a human form.



Gyne pointed back over his shoulder. “Poor little
Dom got a bad tweak.”



The words continued in an eerie monotone. “Street.
Safeword. Spread.”



“Words that start with ‘s’?” Betty asked.
“Well that’s a new one.”



Gyne sighed and flung his hands up dramatically, painted
nails glinting under the lights. “He was trying to get his brain hooked up
directly to the nets so he wouldn’t need glasses anymore just as the news on
Garytron came in. Needless to say, the Mechanic got distracted, and poor Dom is
stuck randomly spouting one section of the dictionary.”



“Is he all right?” Celia asked.



“He’s fine,” Gyne said. “He’ll keep.”



“Sophomore. Straight. Sample.”



Celia peered into the gloom again, at the figure she
could now tell was rocking back and forth, body pulled into a crouch. “I
don’t know…”



“Trust me,” Betty said. “When the
Mechanic’s in a tizzy, it’s better to wait until he’s calm again before letting
him poke around in your brain. Come on.” She bobbed her head toward the
free sofa. “Let’s sprawl over the entire thing before the Mechanic shows
up and tries to sit with us.”



Celia thought that sounded like an eminently good idea.
She just wished there was some way she could drown out Dom. No one else seemed
bothered by him. This must not have been so unusual. She tried not to shiver at
that thought.



She followed Betty to the sofa and sat down next to her,
tucking her feet up on the cushions so she’d take up more space. She leaned
toward Betty and murmured, “I’d like to talk to you when we’re done. I’m
leaving my job, and—”



“You’ll need to pass the audition,” Betty said.



Audition?



The door opened, and the Mechanic walked in with 1101.
1101 walked over to the sofa and asked, “May I please sit?” Celia and
Betty put their feet on the ground to free up the middle cushion, and 1101 sat
down between them. Celia could feel perspiration breaking out all over her
body, and clamped her hands tightly in her lap to keep them from reaching out
to touch the smooth leg next to hers. She wanted to know for sure if 1101’s
body was as hard and unyielding as Garytron’s had been. Her stupid schoolgirl
crush depended on it.



“Star. Sizzle. Splatter.”



“Roxy isn’t coming,” the Mechanic said.
“So this is everyone. We need to rescue Garytron, and we need to do it
today. He gets put back in his body tomorrow, and he wants us to save him from
it.”



“Wait a minute,” Betty said. “Celia said
he told her he wanted to go back into his old body.”



There were murmurs all around the room. 1101 cocked its
head to the side and asked, “Is this true?”



Celia opened her mouth to reply, but the Mechanic barked,
“It doesn’t matter what he said out loud. The shrink was in the room with
them the entire time. But Gary figured out that Celia was one of us and made
sure to get a real message through.”



He tapped at the air, and the sound of Garytron’s
drumming fingertips filled the room.



“Morse code,” Edie said, her voice fluted with
beautiful and unnatural harmonics.



Celia whirled around, but Edie had gone immobile again,
leaving no indication that she’d ever spoken.



“Exactly,” the Mechanic said. “He sent
four messages. That was the first.”



” ‘Sorry,’ ” Edie said.



Celia didn’t bother turning around this time.



“What’s he apologizing for?” Tanja asked.



“Obviously, for getting caught,” the Mechanic
said.



Betty leaned over and murmured, “Oh yeah,
obviously.”



“Here’s the next one.”



Another quick flurry of taps, and Edie said, ”
‘Scared.’ “



“I think that one’s pretty obvious,” the
Mechanic said. “The next message was harder to decipher. He used different
fingers to type out different words simultaneously. I was able to pull it apart
because each finger created a slightly different tone on the desktop.” He
played the series of taps. ” ‘Don’t want to change back.’ “



“He actually managed to use a contraction,”
Betty said. “I’m impressed.”



The Mechanic turned to Celia. “The last message
seems to be for you.”



Again, the taps filled the air.



” ‘Don’t trust the doctor.’ “



1101 put one of its mitts over Celia’s hand, and she had
to blink away a wave of dizziness. It was warm, and ever so slightly soft. What
would it feel like to—



No, now wasn’t the time to be thinking that way. This was
frivolous, stupid. She wouldn’t give in to her body. Not now. Not ever. It
didn’t deserve it.



Wait, what did Garytron know about Dr. McElvoy?



“Slander. Scratch. Smarmy.”



The Mechanic paced the room. “Thanks to Celia, we
know exactly where they’re keeping him. I managed to get into the hospital
computer system, and his reintegration has been scheduled for tomorrow morning
at ten. We need to get him out tonight.”



He stopped and scanned the room.



“I need volunteers.”
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She only stayed in lockdown for a few seconds, just long
enough to test that it was working properly. It was. She couldn’t wait to get
home to try it out longer. This was a private thing. It wasn’t meant to be
shared. She thanked everyone, said her goodbyes, and let the Mechanic walk her
back to the bus.



“Your body will flash reminders for you when you
need to eat or drink. It’ll look a lot like the control panel.”



“I’ll keep an eye out for them.” She put in her
request to the MBTA. It replied that it would hold a Waltham-bound bus for her
in Central Square provided she caught the next westbound bus.



“If you have any questions, I have a box you can
leave notes in. I’ve just mailed you the IP. My path to it is untraceable, so
if you decide to blab, or if they get a subpoena to go through your files, they
won’t find us.”



“Wait.” She stopped, her breath steaming in the
air between them. “What if they subpoena you, or Tinker? What happens to
me?”



He stepped back to let a pair of pedestrians walk by.
Once they were out of earshot, he turned back with a smug grin. “They’ll
never get our records. Everything’s triple-encrypted, and I can run a purge
with a flick of a finger. You’re fine. Besides, Tinker and I would never betray
any of you.” His grin melted away, replaced by something that looked
uncomfortably like reverence.



Celia’s shoulders stiffened, and she looked down at the
sidewalk. “Um, I should go. There’s a bus coming.”



“I’ll be seeing you.”



She left him standing on Vassar Street and jogged to Mass
Ave. to catch her bus.



 



Celia lay in bed, the control panel floating in her
vision, the pointer hovering over the lockdown button.



A small voice in the back of her mind screamed that this
wasn’t healthy. 



“I know,” she murmured back at it. “I know.”



No.



The voice was right. It was about time she listened to
it. This path she’d chosen — the only word to describe it was
“crazy.” She was becoming the kind of person that would have scared
her back when she was in her old body.



She scrubbed her face with her hands, thought
“control panel off,” then reached for her glasses.



It was about time she tried to do the healthy thing
again.



Celia surfed to the public information banks for the
greater Boston area and looked up Rivka’s public IP. It was illegal to put
filters or blocks on public IPs. Rivka would get this message whether she liked
it or not. Celia copied the address into her shortcut list, then pulled up a
blank mail screen and a holographic keyboard and started typing.



 



Rivka,



 



Please don’t shut me out like this. I need you to come
home. You can have our bedroom and I’ll move into the guest room. Don’t worry —
I won’t pressure you to treat me like your lover. Just be my roommate. Just
come back. You have no idea how hard this is to handle alone. You have no idea
the things I’ve done.



 



Celia deleted the last sentence, then covered her mouth
with her hand and reread her words. God, she sounded so desperate.



Well, she was desperate. She’d drilled a hole
clean through her arm and gotten involved with an illegal group of bioandroid
body hackers. She might as well sound desperate. 



She started typing again.



 



If you come back, I promise to forget all those things
you said about me being a copy when I’m put back into my old body again.



 



She deleted that as well. That would just make her
defensive. She didn’t want to face a defensive Rivka.



Maybe this would be better.



 



Please, Rivka, don’t throw away seven years so easily.
Please give me another chance. Even if you don’t think I’m really your wife,
please keep me company until my body is cured. Please help me build happy
memories to give to that body when it wakes up.



 



She signed her name to the letter and sent it to Rivka’s
public address, and immediately received autoconfirmation of receipt. She went
in and tweaked the filters on both her public and private boxes so she’d be
alerted the moment a reply arrived.



She set her glasses by the bedside table, lay down, and
closed her eyes. She didn’t need lockdown. Not if she got Rivka back.



 



By morning, there was a message from Trini, but no reply
from Rivka.



That was all right, though. Rivka usually slept late
without Celia to wake her. And besides, it would probably take her some time to
think about what to write in reply.



She skimmed Trini’s message — an apology for being too
busy to call and a promise to make up for it when she was done in Madagascar —
then deleted it.



Celia jogged down the stairs and looked in the
refrigerator for something to satisfy her stomach.



Right, she didn’t need to do that anymore.



She drummed her fingers on the refrigerator door, then
closed it. Not eating would save her money in the long run, which was a nice
bonus.



But maybe she should keep acting like she used to so when
Rivka came back, she’d still be in the habit of seeming human. She grabbed the
refrigerator door handle again.



And stared at the knuckle she’d opened a little over a
week ago to see her artificial parts.



She let go of the handle when the pain of her grip cut
through her reverie. She stared down at her palm and watched the red line fade
back to tan.



Why did she need pain?



She rested her head against the refrigerator door, palms
pressed against the flat surface. No, she’d eat when Rivka came home — she’d
cook a big celebratory dinner for the two of them. Until then, there was no
point in sticking food in a machine.



She downed a glass of water, refilled it so she could
water the plant, then went upstairs and sat at her desk to wait for Dr. McElvoy
to call. The African violet’s leaves seemed to be bouncing back, although the
petals had fallen off of all the flowers and there was no sign of new buds. She
sighed and swept the dried-up petals into the trash.



Dr. McElvoy’s call came through just as she was
straightening back up. “Good morning, Celia.”



“Good morning, Dr. McElvoy.”



“You seem rather well this morning.”



“I do?” She flitted her hands to her face, then
dropped them back into her lap when she realized how silly a gesture that was.



“So, did you manage to get out of the house this
weekend? Meet any new people?”



The answer was yes, but she couldn’t tell him that. The
Mechanic was monitoring this conversation. He’d shut her out if she even hinted
at what happened. And if Rivka turned her down again, she’d need him more than
ever. God, this made her head hurt.



Wait, no, she could still tell the truth, just a
different truth; one Dr. McElvoy might actually be able to help counsel her
through. “Actually, I’m trying to get my wife back.”



Dr. McElvoy raised his eyebrows. “Really?”



“Yes. I sent her a letter.”



He looked impressed. “Well, I wish you luck. But it
sounded to me like she wasn’t interested in reconciliation.”



“We’ve hardly tried. It’s only been a week and a
half.”



“That’s true, yes. But, I’m curious as to why you
want her back after how she’s treated you.”



She blinked back tears. “Because I vowed to spend
the rest of my life with her, and I’m not giving up on that without a
fight.”



“Celia, you do realize this could go badly.”



She flung her hands up in front of her face. “I
can’t think about that right now. I just — I need to think positively.”
Without meaning to, she thought “control panel on,” and the red
lockdown button hovered in front of her. She closed her eyes and thought
“control panel off,” but “control panel on” repeated
through her mind like the proverbial elephant in the corner, and the button
blinked at her, tempting, daring.



“No,” she muttered.



“What’s that?”



Celia covered her face with her hands. “Nothing. I’m
just — Nothing.”



In a gentle voice, Dr. McElvoy said, “I do genuinely
wish you the best of luck in wooing your wife back, but you need to prepare
yourself for disappointment. I don’t want to see you picking up a drill again
and — hold on.”



She dropped her hands into her lap and finally succeeded
in shutting the control panel off. Looking up, she saw him reading from his
lenses and tapping at the air.



Dr. McElvoy winced and drew a breath in through clenched
teeth. “I hate to cut you off now, but I’ve got a patient that needs
me.”



“The bioandroid who’s checked into your mental
ward?”



He stared at her, mouth hanging open. “How did you
know about that?”



Damn. That would teach her to say anything unrehearsed.
“I… I read about him online. I did some research after my… incident to
see what might be happening to me.”



Dr. McElvoy closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “We tried so hard to keep this quiet.” A sucking sound escaped
his lips, and he shook his head and looked back up at Celia. “Don’t worry,
I don’t think you were ever in any danger of becoming what he’s—” He
stopped and cleared his throat. “Good luck with your wife, and I’ll talk
to you Thursday morning.”



“Not tomorrow?”



“It’s our annual audit tomorrow, so I won’t be
available.” He glanced up again. “I really have to go.”



The connection winked shut.



She immediately got another call. The Mechanic.
“Spying again?” she asked.



“Well, yes. I thought you might want to know the
real story of what happened to Garytron.”



“Garytron?”



“The mechanical they have locked up in the
hospital.”



She nodded. “Yes, I would.”



“I’ll meet you for lunch. You’ve got a privacy café
in Waltham, right?”



“The Morrigan. It’s on Moody Street, close to the
river.”



“I’ll be there at noon.”



“Wait, I—”



But the connection was already closed.



“—have a meeting,” she finished. No, she had a
meeting to leave early. There was no way she was missing this. But she’d have
to have a little talk with the Mechanic about his assumptions about her
availability.



 



“You never used to skip out of meetings early,”
Mansour griped. It was 11:45, and if she walked quickly, she could just get to
The Morrigan in time.



“I didn’t used to work from home so much,”
Celia said. “Things come up when you’re not in the office.”



That looked like it hit home. Good? Not good? Ugh. She
should have kept her mouth shut.



“Well, we’re pretty much done with you anyway. Why
don’t you come in for the Thursday meeting?”



Could she face everyone? Then again, if she stayed home,
how would that look? Plus, the longer she stayed away, the harder it would be
to work up the courage to finally go in. She couldn’t work from home forever. “I’ll
see you then.”



She closed the connection from her end, then grabbed her
coat and headed for the door as she checked her messages. Still nothing from
Rivka, but she’d be at work now and wouldn’t be able to write a decent reply
until the commute home. Well, maybe at lunch, but she wouldn’t be taking her
lunch break for half an hour yet.



As she walked down Moody Street, she got a text from Mt.
Auburn Hospital. With a flick of her finger, she called it up.



 



It has come to our attention that the protesters outside
of our hospital have been photographing all people entering and leaving the
building and posting their photos online as ‘potential bioandroids.’ Your photo
is among those on their site, along with the photographs of over a thousand
other people. They have also been photographing and posting license plates. If
you are a returning visitor and would like to keep them from photographing your
next visit, we would be happy to arrange a ride for you to the hospital in one
of our cars at no cost to you. Mount Auburn Hospital remains committed to
providing the highest standards of care, and that standard of care includes the
well-being and safety of our patients.



 



There was contact information for the ride program
appended to the email.



Celia swallowed hard and sent out her searchbots to find
the protesters’ site. The photographs were arranged by date, and the first date
was the date she had been brought to the hospital in lockdown. She flipped
through the photos and found hers, with a note underneath: “Seen leaving
hospital — no photo of her entering.” And there was a link for people to
use to fill in her name if they knew it.



“You’re late.”



Celia switched off her glasses with a start. The Mechanic
was leaning against the doorframe of The Morrigan and shaking his head
disapprovingly.



She flipped her glasses on briefly and looked at the
clock. “One minute late. Besides, you were late last night.”



“Eh, whatever. Let’s go in. You need to hear this
story.”



“Hold on, I…”



Did she want to bookmark that site?



No, she really didn’t. Besides, like the hospital said,
there were over a thousand photographs on it. There was no way people would
figure out what she was from that one photo. If she bookmarked it, all she’d do
was obsess over it. Or look to see how often they’d photographed Rivka coming
in to visit her frozen body.



“Never mind.”



They entered the Morrigan, and the attendant handed them
lead-lined cases for their glasses and took their coats. The locks on the cases
clicked tight and wouldn’t unlock until they were ready to leave. As they
waited to be seated, Celia read the sign posted just inside the door:
“Pursuant to the laws of the Commonwealth, this is a fully licensed
privacy café. No recording devices are allowed in at any time. Anyone found
possessing a recording device will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the
law.”



A waiter escorted them to a walled booth and put paper
menus down in front of them. “I’ll be back once you’re ready,” he
said, and closed the booth’s accordion doors. The white noise generator turned
on with a hiss. Even if someone did manage to sneak in an audio recorder, the
white noise would protect their conversation from it.



Celia placed her glasses case in front of her and folded
her hands behind it.



“Are you eating?” the Mechanic asked. “You
still can if you feel like it.”



“No, I’m fine.”



He scanned the menu, hit the red call button on the wall,
and said, “I’m just going to have a little something.”



The booth’s lights blinked to warn them that the waiter
was approaching. Several seconds later, he opened the door, and the white noise
switched off. “Yes?”



“I’ll have a Guinness and a baked haddock
sandwich,” the Mechanic said.



He turned to Celia. “And for you?”



“Oh, I ate already. I’ll just have a glass of water
with some lemon.”



The waiter left, the hiss of the white noise returning.



“So, ‘Garytron’?” Celia asked. “What kind
of a name is that?”



“One of his choosing,” the Mechanic said.
“We all thought it was silly, but he said it made him feel even more
mechanical to take a robot name. He was Gary before, as you probably
guessed.”



Celia nodded. “Dr. McElvoy said something about
him… well, becoming something.”



“Garytron was hard-core. Mechanical all the way. It
was an honor to work on him. It truly was. I mean, what he did to better himself
made Ari’s tweaks look like child’s play.”



The lights blinked again, and the Mechanic fell silent as
the door opened and the waiter brought them their drinks. Once the waiter left,
the Mechanic took a long gulp of his beer and sighed. “I miss him so much.”



Celia leaned forward, trying to ignore the butterflies in
her stomach. She’d have to ask if he could get rid of them for her. Well, if
she didn’t get Rivka back. “What happened?”



The Mechanic leaned back and stared at his beer. “He
had it rough from the start. His wife and children left, and when he told his
mother why, she had a heart attack. She survived it, but that was enough to
make him realize that human emotions were killing him, so he came looking for
us. And we helped him.” He took another gulp from his glass. “We made
him expressionless, like Ari. He stopped sleeping, stopped eating, stopped
breathing. He had lockdown, like you, only he had his set to switch on
automatically whenever he was alone.”



“That’s… wow. That’s pretty extreme.”



“Yeah. Eventually, he quit his job, sold his condo,
and joined us full time.”



“You can do that?” Celia whispered. 



“A few do. Not many. It’s a pretty big commitment to
drop out of society like that. Once he did, Tinker changed his body so he’d
look like he felt. She took off his skin and plated him with steel.”



Was that excitement crawling through her belly, or
horror?



“He was exquisite. A real machine. Absolutely
perfect.” He pulled his lips thin and swiped a finger along the bottom of
one glittering eye. “And they took him.”



The lights blinked, and the Mechanic hastily dried his
eyes and waited for the door to open. The waiter put down a large plate, and
the tantalizing aroma of freshly cooked fish filled the booth.



She’d have to ask about getting her mouth watering reflex
shut off. She squeezed her lemon into her glass and took a long gulp of water
to try to distract her taste buds.       



“Do you need anything else?” the waiter asked.



“No, I’m fine,” the Mechanic said.
“You?”



“All set,” Celia said.



When the door was closed again, she asked, “So why
did they take him? For voiding his contract?”



The Mechanic lifted the top half of his bun and pulled
the tomatoes off of the fish. “They didn’t know about that until they
hauled him in. He was arrested because he started missing child support
payments. We didn’t know he was having money troubles. He was a good enough
hacker that he was able to cover them up, even from me, but apparently, he
wasn’t good enough to figure out how to siphon money from elsewhere to cover
his debts.”



“You mean he wouldn’t steal.”



“It’s only stealing if someone doesn’t deserve it.
There are plenty of corporations that could use a little asset
liberation.” At her shocked look, he said, “Don’t worry, I’m not
involved in anything like that. Anyhow, they issued a warrant for Garytron’s
arrest. Next thing we knew, we’d all gotten messages saying that he’d arranged
to be brought somewhere where no one would connect him to us once the court
order to activate his GPS came through. He was picked up in a cabin in
Cochituate State Park. We think his brother drove him out there. He turned
himself in so none of us would get caught.” The Mechanic picked up his
sandwich and took a huge bite.



Celia was astonished that he still had an appetite after
what he’d just said. “But if they have him in custody, aren’t you in
danger? They have to have your faces on record by now. I mean, can’t they just
download all of that from his mind?”



The Mechanic shook his head as he chewed. Once he
swallowed, he said, “First, no matter how badly you void your warranty,
that’s illegal. You can’t download a biological human’s memories, and it’s
illegal to treat bioandroids any differently. But just to be safe, I gave
Garytron a tweak, at his request, to fuzz out all the faces and voices and
names he’d added to his memories since getting his android brain. He gets to
keep his memories of what happened and what was said, but not any of the
identifying marks associated with them. So even if they do break the law and
break into his mind, they won’t get anything incriminating. So, McElvoy says he
doesn’t look human. Interesting.” He took another huge bite.



“He certainly insinuated it.”



“I’d have figured they’d have forced him back into a
human-looking body again.” He shook his head. “We’re all really
worried about him. Do you think you could get more information from your
shrink?”



“I — I guess I could try. But I’m not sure how to do
it without raising suspicion.”



“Yeah, that’s the tough part. Still, if you could
try, we’d really appreciate it. I mean, they’re holding one of us prisoner for
just being himself. We have to know what they’re doing to him. God, I miss
him.” The Mechanic set his sandwich down and rubbed his face. “At
least we still have 1101.”



“Who’s 1101?”



“You’ll meet it later. In the meantime, I’ll see if
I can’t find some information on Garytron on the nets so you’ll be able to ask
questions without making McElvoy suspicious. And if I can’t find any, I’ll
plant some.”



Celia swallowed hard.



“Damn it, we shouldn’t have to do this.” He set
both hands flat on the table. “Celia, there’s a war being waged against
our way of life. They’re legislating what we can and cannot do with our own
bodies, and that’s not right. Not in America.”



Celia fingered her neckline and said nothing.



He picked his sandwich back up and jabbed it at Celia.
“We should all be able to mechanize if we want to. There’s no reason for
us to have to be stuck in flesh bodies, and there’s no reason our replacement
bodies should be so slavishly human.”



“But you’re perfectly healthy. I don’t understand
why you’d want a mechanical body.”



The Mechanic nearly dropped his sandwich. “How could
you say that?” he said, setting it back on the plate and fumbling to stuff
the fish back inside the bun. “That body you’re in is the height of human
achievement!”



Celia crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “I’d
rather have my old one.”



“That’s the stigma talking. Once you’re in this body
for a while, you’ll never want to go back. Give it time.”



“I lost my wife, my coworkers won’t look at
me—”



He waved a hand dismissively. “People will get used
to it. They’ve gotten used to marriages like yours, after all.”



Celia winced. “Not every state acknowledged we were
married.”



“Still, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have the
ability to modify our bodies as we see fit.”



“Well, that wouldn’t be fair. Not everyone can
afford to change their bodies. You’d be creating a whole new class of haves and
have-nots.”



“The fairness issue is bullshit. We have the
technology to make ourselves better, so we should. We can do it legally through
plastic surgery, so why not through mechanics? So what if not everyone wants or
can afford a replacement body? Does that mean progress should grind to a halt?
Hell, the body you’re in is only available to those who can afford it. Does
that mean you shouldn’t be allowed to have it just because you’re lucky enough
to have the means?”



If she hadn’t sprung for this body, she’d still be
married. “You’re changing the subject.”



“Just making a point about progress. People without
means always get left behind.”



Celia lifted her chin. “Well, if you feel that
strongly about it, then why don’t you go to Dubai like Chelsea Slaughter and
get your own replacement body?”



He scowled. “The Dubai doctors are hacks. They’re
only interested in making rich people look young and beautiful forever. They
don’t understand the full potential of bodies like yours.”



“But if you had them do the transfer, you could come
back here and have Tinker fix you up the way you want to. You wouldn’t be bound
by the same rules that I am.”



“No. It takes connections to get back into the U.S.
after one of those procedures; connections that I don’t have. Never mind the
fact that the quality is terrible. I don’t care what Chelsea says. Screaming
until people’s ears bleed and then clawing at their faces when they try to get
you to stop is not acceptable. They should have switched her off and tried
again. Hell, maybe the rumors are true and the Dubai doctors accidentally
damaged her flesh brain and can’t make a new copy. No, you couldn’t pay me to
put my brain in their hands.”



“Well, I’m sorry you can’t be like me. I can see how
much it means to you.” She didn’t really mean it. She didn’t think that
just anyone should be handed a body like hers. She’d had to suffer to get it,
and she couldn’t see what the Mechanic had done to earn one for himself.



The Mechanic looked down at his half-eaten sandwich and
shrugged. “Some day, society will catch up to technology. Some day, we’ll
realize just how much we held back human progress by not moving out of our
flesh bodies and into far superior mechanical ones. I just hope I’m alive to
see it.” He picked his sandwich up again and squared his shoulders.
“So, how did your lockdown go last night?” He stuffed nearly half the
remaining sandwich into his mouth.



“Oh, I didn’t use it,” Celia said, then wished
she’d lied.



Through a mouth filled with food, the Mechanic asked,
“Why not?”



“I just… I didn’t feel like it.”



“Because of your wife.”



She glared across the table at him. “I really wish
you’d stop spying.”



“Can’t.” He took a big gulp of his beer and
swallowed down his mouthful of food. “She won’t take you back, you know.
And even if she does, that’s no reason to give up on being fully
mechanical.”



“I don’t think she’ll want me if I act
mechanical.”



He shrugged. “Her loss. Besides, there are plenty of
people who’d love to be with you.” He crammed the remainder of the
sandwich into his mouth.



Celia shuddered. “I’m not interested in fetishists.
It’s not sex I want. It’s love.”



He held one finger up as he chewed, then after
swallowing, said, “I’m not talking fetishists. I’m talking about people
who love mechanicals.”



“I fail to see the difference.”



“You will. Give it time. Oh, so I saw that Mount
Auburn photo site.”



Celia’s mouth went dry, and she clutched her water glass
tightly with both hands. “Is that… is that a problem? That I’m on
it?”



“A lot of people are on it. You should be fine. I’ll
be keeping an eye on it, though.” He looked up at the small wall clock in
their booth. “Crap, I’ve got class in less than an hour. Look, I’ll
contact you shortly. We’re having a gathering of the full tribe, and it’s time
you met everyone.”



A thrill ran up Celia’s spine. “Really? I’m not
provisional anymore?”



“Not anymore. Friday night. I’ll pick you up at your
place. Is eight okay?”



Celia tapped her temples, looking for her glasses so she
could check her calendar. “Shoot. Um, it should be.”



“Great.” He opened the door and slid out of the
booth. Celia followed, clutching her glasses case tightly in her hand. The door
attendant gave them their coats, then unlocked the cases. Celia slid on her
frames, did a quick confirm that her calendar was free on Friday night, paid
for her water and lemon, and said her goodbyes.



As she started walking down Moody Street, her public box
flashed.



Rivka.



She gripped a lamppost tightly in one gloved hand as she
opened the message.



 



I’m sorry, but I can’t. Please understand how awkward
this is for me. I want you to be Celia, but you can’t be. Celia’s in stasis,
and she can’t be two places at once. I know I’m jeopardizing any possible
future relationship I might have with my wife by doing this, but right is
right, and wrong is wrong. I’m so sorry.



 



Celia’s hands went numb. Her whole body went numb. She
stumbled home, lay down on the living room floor, and went into lockdown.



Rivka was right. She wasn’t Celia. The Celia she’d
married couldn’t do this.
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Gyne plopped down beside Celia on the sofa the next
morning. “Wake up, sunshine. We’re having Garytron’s memorial service this
morning.”



How could Rivka still affect her so deeply? What more did
she have to do to herself to excise that pain?



“It’s going to be lovely, if I do say so
myself,” Gyne said. “I planned the whole thing, down to every last
little detail. I even got Tinker to make calla lilies out of scrap metal. It’ll
be just what he would have wanted.”



She reluctantly pulled herself out of lockdown and hit
the blinking delete button on the message. The breath she’d been holding all
night came out in a soft sigh, and she felt herself deflate. Maybe someone
else’s pain would help distract her from her own. “Where’s it going to
be?” she asked.



“In an old scrap yard in Marlborough. The folks who
own it rent it out for parties and weddings and things like that. I have to go
now to set things up, but Betty and Tanja will drive you, okay?”



Celia dug an appropriately somber outfit from her
suitcases and sat silently in the back seat of Betty’s car the entire trip.



The media. How bad had it gotten?



Her searchbots returned hundreds of hits on her name. And
that was with the search filtered to today’s stories only. “Shandra
Lewiss’ Mechanical Soul Sister.” “The Search for Celia
Krajewski.” “Krajewski vs. McIntyre and Moore.” “Krajewski
— Her Hidden Past.”



Hidden past? She opened the article and saw a picture of
her father and a recent set of images of his widow. A line of text caught her
eye: “All efforts to contact Ms. Krajewski have gone unanswered.”



She flushed her public mailbox unread, then turned to her
private mailbox and weeded out all the media requests that had gotten through
her filters. 



A message from Human Resources?



They’d fired Mansour for his “discriminatory
behavior.” That was unexpected. And they were offering her a sizeable cash
settlement in exchange for her taking an open-ended leave of absence and
forfeiting any right to sue the company. All she had to do was authorize them
to release a press statement stating that both sides agreed that she should
take some time off from work until the media frenzy had died down.



She suspected that “open-ended” meant just
that.



The cash settlement was very generous.



She accepted the offer.



Celia turned to the rest of the messages. 



Her coworker — or now, former coworker — Emmaline had
left a passionate voice mail where she railed at Shandra, at Mansour, and at
the press. Celia would have been touched if she were capable of feeling that
emotion anymore.



She deleted Dr. McElvoy’s message unread.



Trini’s messages…



Celia closed her eyes, half-hoping that they’d vanish if
she couldn’t see them.



No, she needed to hear this.



She opened the first of five.



“Ceil! I cannot believe that bitch!” Trini
backed away from the camera and started pacing, vanishing off of the sides of
the video with each circuit. “Right now, I’d pay money to kill her
biological body for her. All she had to do was not mention the shit at work. I
can’t believe she didn’t realize — gah!” Trini’s fingers clenched around
an invisible neck and throttled it.



“Ceil, you’ve got to come down here with me. Central
America’s got tons of undocumented space. It’s perfect. You’ll love it. Most of
these people haven’t even heard of a bioandroid, especially when you get out of
the cities.” She stopped pacing and stepped closer to the camera, peering
intently, as if she could see right through the connection to Celia.
“Please, call. Okay? I love you, Ceil. I just want to help.”



Trini’s offer was almost tempting.



She looked around the car at her fellow bioandroids. No.
She couldn’t leave them. Now more than ever, she needed to be with her own
kind. There was no way Trini would understand. It wasn’t worth trying to
convince her.



She deleted that message and the next three, then opened
the last.



“Okay Ceil, if you don’t want to come here, I
understand. Hell, I’d be afraid to hit an airport right now if I were you. I
mean, sure, there has to be some way to get you here undetected, but it would
take more money than either of us has ever seen in our lives.”



Celia thought back to the house in Weston. Oh yes, she’d
seen that much money. She’d even been fucked by it. Another thing Trini could
never understand.



“So instead, I’m going to come back to Boston to do
whatever I can to help you out. There’s no way I’m going to sit on my ass down
here when my best friend’s in so much trouble. I’ve talked my boss into giving
me a leave of absence. I just need to finish up a few things here. It should
probably take me two or three days, maybe four if things get complicated. So
I’ll see you soon, okay? Love you, Ceil.”



“Damn,” Celia whispered.



Betty looked back at her from the passenger seat.
“What is it?”



Celia shook her head. “An old friend of mine is
coming out to visit. She wants to help.”



“Well, shit.”



“Yeah.”



“Think you can dissuade her?”



She let out a long breath and stared out the window,
watching the sound barrier race by. When she was little, she used to be able to
see houses in the distance when her mother drove her out here. Now, everything
was built right up to the interstates and all she could see were the concrete
barriers and the occasional treetop peeping up from behind them. “I’ll
try.”



Celia pulled up her virtual keyboard, poised her hands
over the keys, and waited for inspiration to strike. When it didn’t, she simply
wrote, “Please don’t come to Boston. My friends are hiding me. If you
come, I’m afraid people will use you to find me. But thank you for the concern.
I do appreciate it.”



She sent the message and turned back to the window.



Trini called back less than a minute later.



Damn.



Betty turned around again. “Just ignore it.”



“How did you—”



“That sigh was unmistakable. Ignore it.”



So she did.



They reached the scrap yard a short while later and
parked just outside the main function space, a building with walls made out of
crushed cars, topped with a corrugated tin roof. Inside, elegant metal calla
lilies in burnished steel vases graced the corners of the hall, perched on
ancient upended milk crates that looked like they’d been there for a century.
Light electronic music played in the background, and the sunlight that filtered
in through the butcher paper on the windows filled the entire room with a
beautiful, diffuse glow. Hanging from one wall were giant blueprints of
Garytron’s schematics, both internal and external, and below them was a strange
beige mass lying atop an old desk, surrounded by a flurry of metal lilies.



Tinker handed Celia a glass of white wine and put one
hand on her shoulder. She nodded toward the mass. “That’s Garytron’s old
skin.”



Celia turned to look at her in horror, but Tinker didn’t
notice. Tears spilled down Tinker’s cheeks, and she turned away into the
Mechanic’s embrace.



Celia looked down at the beige wad and forced herself to
remember that it was completely artificial. Technically, there was nothing
gruesome about it. But she could see the little hairs sticking up from the
surface, a flat mole. She stepped closer, leaned over it, and saw a tuft of
curly blond hair above an unmistakable tube of skin. She swallowed hard, turned
on her emotion filter, and then turned away.



The service didn’t last long. People shared remembrances
of the deceased from both his Gary and Garytron days. He’d changed himself
quickly, shedding his visible humanity less than two months after finding the
group.



It sounded eerily familiar.



Celia spent the entire service watching Tinker as she
sobbed on any available shoulder. Did she miss Garytron as a human being, or as
one of her greatest creations?



Celia cornered her when the eulogies were over. “Can
I talk to you for a moment?”



Tinker nodded, wiping her eyes with a sodden sleeve.



Celia took her by that sleeve and brought her outdoors.
Their shoes crunched on the ground, still hard with last night’s frost.
“I’m really sorry about Garytron.”



“Thank you.” Tinker pulled her lips into a
tight grimace. “God, I still can’t believe he’s gone. I’m glad you got a
chance to meet him, Celia. I just wish—”



“I know. And now that I’ve done what you needed me
to do…” She looked meaningfully at Tinker.



Tinker froze in her tracks, face set in a rictus of
horror. “No way in hell,” she whispered.



“But,” Celia’s hands came up, trembling,
“but you said—”



“That was before.”



“Before the media?”



“Before the suicide.”



“But… I’m not like him.” She flattened her
hands against her belly, vainly trying to squash the butterflies that were
rioting there. “This is completely different.”



“No it’s not,” Tinker said. “They forced
him back into his old body, and he couldn’t take it, and he killed himself. All
because of my work.”



Celia tried to take Tinker’s hand, but Tinker jammed both
of them deep into her jacket pockets. “You can’t blame yourself for
this.”



“Can’t I?” Tinker took a step backward as fresh
tears started streaking down her cheeks. “I remade him so perfectly that
he said he couldn’t live in his old body anymore. That sure as hell sounds like
my fault, doesn’t it?”



Celia shook her head, too panicked to speak. If she
opened her mouth, she feared the scream in her throat would escape. Tinker had
promised. She’d promised. She couldn’t back out of it now. Celia turned
on her emotion dampener so her voice wouldn’t break. “It wasn’t your
fault. You only gave him what he asked for.”



Tinker pulled her lips and eyebrows into hard lines and
sniffed. “No. I’m out of this business. I can’t do this anymore. Not
unless the Mechanic manages to find a way to pull your GPSs so you can keep
these bodies forever. I never want another suicide on my hands again.”



She’d have to make sure the Mechanic realized how urgent
that particular project of his had just become. “And if he does?”



Tinker hugged herself tightly. “I’ll think about
it.”



Celia stepped closer to Tinker, closer than was
comfortable. In a near-whisper, she asked, “What if I promised to wipe all
my memories before getting put back into my flesh body? Would that be good
enough?”



“W… wipe…” Tinker’s eyes went wide, but
then they narrowed, unfocused, and she sucked her lower lip into her mouth.
Celia could practically hear the gears turning in the woman’s head. “I’ll
think about it,” she finally said. “That’s pretty drastic.”



“My life is pretty drastic.”



Tinker looked over at Celia, staring silently, with an
odd empathy in her eyes. “It is, isn’t it?”



Celia nodded, and even smiled a tiny bit.



She got a tiny smile in return.



Tinker lifted her head high and looked back at the hall.
She turned to Celia and raised her eyebrows in a question.



Celia nodded in reply.



Together, they walked back to the memorial.



 



After the service, she switched her glasses back on and
discovered two new messages from Trini. She’d apparently failed to dissuade her
from coming to Boston. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised.



The first place Trini would go to look for her would be
the townhouse, so she had to make sure she wouldn’t be there when Trini
arrived. There were a few things she wanted to go back and get, things that
she’d left behind in her mad dash to flee. Some of the books, for instance. A
framed photograph of her mother. Ziggie’s pie pan. Little things, but important
things.



She checked the news to see if the protesters were still
there. They were. Of course. 



But surprisingly, there were also a handful of
counter-protesters. She pulled up an interview with a young woman holding a
“This Is None of Our Business” sign.



“Look, I don’t support what Ms. Lewiss has
done,” she said, “but someone has to stand up to these people. Ms.
Krajewski is in a legally-sanctioned replacement body because her brain was
about to start eating itself.”



“Souls cannot be replicated!” one of the
protesters shouted.



“Celia Krajewski’s soul is none of your
business!” the counter-protester shouted back. She turned to the camera
and rolled her eyes. “I swear, they think they have the right to run
everyone’s lives.”



Off-camera, the reporter asked, “But don’t you think
people have a legitimate right to protest Shandra Lewiss’ actions?”



“Of course. But not here. Celia Krajewski didn’t go
overseas to cheat her way into a new body, Shandra Lewiss did. These people
should let Ms. Krajewski get on with her life.”



Counter-protesters. What a strange surprise.



Well, this would make things more difficult. But she’d
been planning on going around back and pulling into the garage anyway. The
protesters couldn’t ambush her there. It was private property. And she’d borrow
someone else’s car so no one would recognize it. Gyne offered to go with her,
but she wanted to do this alone. She took him up on his second offer, though,
and let him paint the frames of her glasses a matte black to add another layer
of change to her makeover.



As she turned Gyne’s car around the corner to her block,
she was astounded at the size of the protest. The media hadn’t done it justice
— there had to be fifty people standing in front of her building, and another
dozen counter-protesters marching across the street, as well as nearly a dozen
police officers monitoring the situation. God, her poor neighbors. Why didn’t
these people have the decency to leave them alone? She’d told them she’d left.
Why were they still here?



And then she noticed the reporters. Of course. The
protesters had constant media attention. It was exactly what they wanted.



She went to pull around back and noticed a media car
parked directly across from the complex’s driveway. The only reason for it to
park there was if it was monitoring her garage door.



There was no way she was getting into this house
unnoticed. If she tried, her image would end up all over the nets, and her new
disguise would be useless.



She couldn’t risk it.



Celia drove off and waited until she was out of range of
the cameras before thumping her hand on the dashboard in frustration.



Maybe visiting her mother would help.



But when she got to the cemetery, there was another media
car parked across from her mother’s headstone.



She wasn’t even allowed to visit the dead unmolested.



Hot tears flowed down her cheeks as she drove back to the
main road.



She pulled into a restaurant parking lot, took her
glasses out of drive mode, and checked her public mailbox. It was nearly
stuffed to capacity again. She deleted them all and got back on the road before
the restaurant could tag her for illegal parking.



She needed to figure out a way to vanish even more
thoroughly from society. But she couldn’t do it alone. She needed Tinker and
the Mechanic more than ever, and that dependency scared her.



 



Betty set up a clothes rack for Celia in her basement and
bought some plastic stacking shelves for her to use as a dresser. Celia took up
residence on the sofa. She tried her best to be quiet, to take up as little
space as possible, and it seemed to work.



But Betty was careful to spell out that the living
arrangements were temporary.



“Just until you can go back home, or get your own
place,” she said. “We don’t have enough bedrooms for everybody.”



“I don’t need a bedroom.”



“Yes, yes you do.”



On Wednesday, an “accident” occurred with
Shandra Lewiss’ biological body, and it was declared brain dead. Immediately
after that, Shandra boarded a sub-orbital to Los Angeles, where she attempted
to reenter the country. She was put in a holding cell in the airport while her
attorney argued that Ms. Lewiss was simply availing herself of medical
technology that was perfectly legal in the Philippines, and as such, she could
not be punished by the United States government for her actions.



On Thursday, the government granted her provisional entry
into the country while they sorted her case out.



She landed in Boston that evening to a flurry of media
coverage and protests. Celia sat on the basement stairs and watched, knees tucked
against her chest, frozen in lockdown.



Shandra’s replacement body was stunning. Flawless. Celia
had thought she’d looked perfect before, but she’d clearly had no idea what
perfect had really meant. Everything — legs, hair, teeth, skin — everything glowed
with incredible health and vibrancy. It was as if Shandra were redefining
beauty itself.



She debarked amid a flurry of flashbulbs stopped in front
of a mass of reporters. “I consider this my own personal victory over the
politics of stagnation and fear. Despite Tam Galloway and his supporters,
progress marches on.”



One reporter asked, “How did it feel to have your
body die?”



“I have to admit, it was unpleasant, but I have no
regrets. If it had remained alive, then our government would have done everything
in its power to force me back into it. I see no reason to live in a fragile,
flesh body when I can spend the rest of my now-extended lifetime in something
so much better.”



“Has your body been augmented in any way?”



“Only for personal defense. I knew that by going
public with this I’d be inviting physical attacks from extremists, so I made
sure this body was extremely hard to damage. It’s also stronger than my
original body, but again, only for personal defense. I’m not a fan of violence.
I’m not about to go around picking fights.”



“Do you fear that you could be setting a dangerous
precedent? What if people get new, stronger bodies so they can commit violent
acts, or get completely new appearances so they can avoid police
detection?”



“All of that is currently available through
conventional plastic surgery and genetic treatments. I see no reason why this
medical technology should be treated any differently from any other medical
technology.”



“If you require repairs—”



“Why the hell didn’t you leave Celia alone?”



Celia felt a moan struggling to escape her lockdown as
the cameras swung to show Trini glaring angrily at Shandra from behind the
phalanx of reporters. They parted to give their cameras a better view.



Shandra stared through the corridor of reporters and
said, “Excuse me?”



Trini placed her hands squarely on her hips. “I
said, why the hell didn’t you leave Celia alone?”



“What? I never—”



“You had to mention your coworker, didn’t you? Did
you really think they wouldn’t dig up her name?”



“Oh god. I didn’t think—”



“No, obviously not. Do you know how many protesters
are outside her house right now?”



Shandra’s new face was even beautiful when it scowled.
“The police should be able to take care of that.”



“The sidewalk’s public property, and we have this
little thing called free speech. You have no clue how much you hurt her, do
you?”



The reporters pressed in on Trini. “How do you know
Ms. Krajewski?” “What has she told you about life after the
procedure?” “Can you help us set up an interview with her?”



Trini flung her hands in front of her face and tried to
back away. “Fuck off, you vultures. You’re just as bad as she is.”



Celia unlocked long enough to shut off the live feed and
cut over to a broadcast band. They’d already IDed Trini, splattering her full
name over the nets. It wouldn’t be long before they’d dig up the college
connection, and they would be sure to follow her wherever she went in the hopes
that she’d lead them right to Celia.



Just as Celia had feared.



She got a private text message. Trini.



She unlocked again.



“I fucked up. God, I’m so sorry. Me and my big
mouth. I’ll lie low for a few days and see if they leave me alone.”



But Shandra’s actions guaranteed that would never happen.
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Celia was too entranced to blush. How could emotions
possibly trouble someone so flawlessly expressionless? It had no face to twist
up in tears, no human timbres to its voice to give away its grief, no lips to
tremble. She could never picture its knees wobbling, or its mitten hands
grasping at its smooth, plastic chest. It was solid, steady, contained.



Perfection.



1101 raised one hand to gesture to the room, and said,
“Celia, we welcome you, and we all look forward to seeing you develop into
the machine you were meant to be.”



Oh god, Celia was swooning like a teenager. She didn’t
trust herself to talk, so she just nodded and hoped that was enough. 



1101 moved its hand to its chest. “I understand that
my appearance is shocking—”



“No,” Celia blurted. “It’s amazing.”
Her mind whirled with the implications. That could be her. Her body could be
changed that thoroughly. She’d never have to be mistaken for human again.



As if she were reading her mind, Tanja said, “Start
small. Especially if you want to stay in the world.”



“When you are ready to leave it,” 1101 said,
“I will be there.”



Celia swallowed hard.



Even standing in front of her, 1101 was a mystery. She
couldn’t tell where its voice was projecting from, or how it saw, or how it
heard. There were no visible openings in its plastic shell, no visible sensory
organs either. Her appreciation for Tinker’s skills skyrocketed. And the
creeping fear in her belly skyrocketed along with it. Would she end up like
that some day? What must it be like, being perpetually locked up in that body?
Should she be scared that the thought turned her on?



Why did it always keep being about sex?



1101 bobbed its head at her in what seemed to pass as a
farewell and walked off to speak to Tinker.



“That’s some hard-core kink,” Tanja whispered.



Celia’s face burned, and she shot Tanja a betrayed look.



“Don’t get me wrong,” Tanja said. “I’m
impressed. And hey, it gets a lot of requests.”



“Requests?”



“1101’s the ultimate love doll.”



“But how — I mean, does it have — ?”



“Orifices? No. But people rub themselves on it to
get their kicks.”



Celia looked over at 1101, then cast her gaze around the
room, suddenly seeing the outfits in a new light. “Are you all
prostitutes?” she whispered.



“No.”



“We’re rather more selective than that,” Betty
added with a sniff. “There’s us, 1101, and Gyne with a ‘y’.” She
pointed across the room at the man in the clear dress. “He can change sex.
Some clients are really into screwing someone who can change back and forth
like he does, or be both at once.”



“Am I the only one here with a day job?” Celia
asked.



“Who needs a day job?” Betty said. “Fuck
day jobs. What’s better than being paid to do what you enjoy?”



“That doesn’t explain why 1101 hooks,” Tanja
said.



“Who knows why 1101 does anything?” Betty said.



Celia gazed back at 1101, her hand fluttering to her
throat. She needed to be more like that. She needed tweaks, and now. She
needed—



Oh god, she needed clean underwear.



“Excuse me,” she muttered. She made a beeline
to the Mechanic, who was deep in conversation with Gyne.



“—slow motion? I’ve never done that tweak
before.” The Mechanic rubbed his short beard. “I’ll have to get back
to you on that one.”



“You do that,” Gyne said, then turned his solid
metal eyes toward Celia. “So plain,” he said, and glided away.



The Mechanic shook his head. “You’ll have to excuse
him. He gets a little theatrical. So, are you enjoying yourself?”



“I need more tweaks,” she blurted.



He grinned and nodded. “That’s what most people say
when they come to their first gathering. You’re feeling a little underdone,
right?”



She nodded, then gazed over at 1101.



“Yeah, 1101’s pretty awe-inspiring, isn’t it?”
He let out a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “So, what do you
want?”



“No pain,” she said. “And no sleeping
unless I want to. And…” She cast a quick look at Betty and Tanja. She
wasn’t interested. She really wasn’t. But just in case, “…soft
lockdown.”



“No problem. All of these are pretty simple. And
I’ll give you a self-repair tweak once Tinker makes a skin sealer for
you.” Celia opened her mouth to protest, and he said, “Trust me,
you’ll damage yourself accidentally, or deliberately, and you’ll need it.”



She bit her lip and nodded. He probably knew what he was
talking about. He was their expert, after all. “Thank you. Can I have
more?”



“Depends on what it is.”



She looked over at Ari. He seemed all right now, but she
couldn’t help but remember his glitch from when she first met him. “Is the
tweak that makes Ari expressionless what makes him freeze up?”



“No. Well, probably not. He was fine until I
installed the no breathing tweak. You should be fine if you just get
stoneface.”



“Can I get it, then?”



“Sure, but it’s a tricky one. I’ll stick it on the
list for later. I need to do it someplace without distractions, and this is
pretty much the opposite of that.”



She looked back around the room and saw a young man
lowering himself jerkily into a chair. “What about what he has?”



The Mechanic cracked his knuckles. “Dom’s robot
moves? It’s a little tricky, but I can do it now.”



She leapt up and got the permission card out of her coat,
then sat back down next to the Mechanic.



“Ready?” he asked



“Ready.”



Again, she felt nothing as he did his work, but her
control panel flicked on unbidden. The lockdown command button now had two
settings: “hard” and “soft.” A dial appeared to its right.
The word “pain” was above it, and it displayed settings from zero to
three.



“Three is what you feel normally,” the Mechanic
said. “I figured I’d give you full control in case you decide you like
turning it down rather than all the way off.”



The thought of liking that disturbed her more than the
thought of liking sex in lockdown.



A timer appeared with the word “sleep” above
it, and next to it, a slider marked “sensitivity.”



“Just set it however long you want to sleep,”
he said. “You’ll still wake up to things like alarm clocks and loud noises,
just like you do now. You can also use the slider to reset how easy you are to
wake up, but only to make it easier, not harder. And unless you use this to
actually set yourself to sleep, you won’t sleep at all.”



Just one more to go, and this was probably the most
important one. This was the one that would make her appear more like a machine.



And then she froze, harsh sounds stuttering unbidden from
her throat, the hand not clutching the permission card jerking in concert with
the noise. Oh god, what was happening to her? What was this? She fought to get
her body back under control, and couldn’t.



“Shit,” the Mechanic hissed. “Hang
on.”



Her body unlocked, and she sagged forward in relief.



“Sorry,” he said. “Let’s try again.”



“What was that?”



“A glitch. They happen. Don’t worry about it.”



She watched as his fingers typed furiously at the air,
her control panel flashing like a strobe light before her. Her free hand curled
up in a claw, and she stared helplessly at it as it jerked its way toward her
face.



And then it fell back to her lap. The control panel came
on full, with a new switch labeled “robot moves.”



“Sorry about that,” the Mechanic said.



Celia dropped the permission card into her lap and
pressed her hands to cheeks flushed hot with mortification. Had everyone seen
that? “Does that always happen?”



Behind her, Betty said, “That was nothing,
honey.”



She felt her face get even hotter.



“Don’t let them scare you,” Ziggie said.
“He always fixes things in the end.”



Celia looked back over at 1101.



How many glitches had it gone through to become what it
was?



Betty plunked down next to her and waggled her eyebrows.
“Want to try your soft lockdown?”



Celia’s eyes went wide, and she said nothing.



“I actually do need to test everything I just
installed,” the Mechanic said.



She gazed around the room and realized she couldn’t do it
in front of all of these people. She felt exposed, despite being the most
dressed person in the room, next to Ziggie and the Mechanic. “Can we do it
someplace else?” she whispered.



The Mechanic understood. He took her to the hall, and to
her relief, each tweak tested out perfectly. She switched them all off and
returned to the gathering.



She spent the rest of the night sitting quietly with
Ziggie, talking about nothing of consequence, and stealing furtive, guilty
glances at 1101 whenever she thought no one was paying attention. When the
Mechanic asked her if she’d like to go home, she gratefully took him up on it.
She was emotionally exhausted. She needed a little time alone to recharge. Parties
had always drained her unless Rivka was there to keep her energized.



Rivka.



She turned her pain settings off completely and pinched
the web of her thumb so tightly that her skin turned white.



“I’ll set you up with an anonymous mailbox and
shortcuts to everyone else’s,” the Mechanic said. “That way you can
keep in touch. You’re one of us now. Welcome aboard.”



She put on her coat, then steeled her courage and crossed
the room to say goodbye to 1101. “It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope to
see you again.” She was sure the tremor in her voice gave everything away.



If so, 1101 didn’t comment on it. “It was good to
meet you as well. I hope to see you at our next gathering,” it replied,
the flat, mechanical voice hiding any possible emotional inflection.



Celia couldn’t form any more words, so she let the
Mechanic lead her back to the spiral staircase. At the top, he held out the
hood again. “Sorry.”



She put it on, grateful for her thick wool coat. Her body
responded with a vengeance, becoming wildly, painfully aroused. And when he put
her into lockdown, the arousal froze with her. Every brush of the blanket,
every tightening of the belt — it all surged to her nipples and groin. It was
torture, sheer torture, imagining 1101’s mitten hands roaming over her, that blank
face rubbing between her breasts, nuzzling between her legs, the soft bump of
its chin teasing at her folds, as she lay there, helpless to respond.



When her lockdown ended, she curled into a tight ball to
hide the orgasm that tore through her body.



Oh god, how had she gotten to this place?



The blanket lifted, and she awkwardly pulled the hood
from her head. Mumbling her goodbyes, she thumbed the lock and dashed up the
stairs.



In the moonlight, the blank square on the living room
wall shone at her.



She felt guilty, filthy.



But she’d never come that hard with Rivka.



Maybe some other night she’d test her ability not to
sleep. Right now, she desperately needed to fade into oblivion. She lay down
above the covers, fully clothed, set the sleep clock for ten hours, and closed
her eyes.



 



Celia awoke to the sound of the doorbell. Her timer
showed she’d only slept for six hours and twenty-one minutes. She switched the
control panel off and blinked at the ceiling, then fumbled for her glasses on
her bedside table and came up empty. Right, she’d left them on the coffee table
downstairs. Who would be at her door on a Saturday morning?



Rivka?



She leapt off the bed, took a quick look in the mirror
and tried to pat her hair back into place. Her wrinkled clothes were a disaster,
but they’d have to do. If Rivka had come back, then she wouldn’t care about
something so trivial as wrinkles.



Celia raced down the stairs, artificial heart pounding,
and looked out the peephole.



There stood Trini, complete with an overnight bag.



Celia ducked her head and pressed her hands over her
heart. What was Trini doing here? Was she planning to stay? Oh god, Celia was
going to have to shut off all her tweaks, pretend to be normal, even in her own
house. Did she even know how to go back to her old life?



She missed that life so badly.



1101’s face floated before hers, head cocked to the side,
and Celia squeezed her eyes closed and murmured, “Go away.”



The doorbell rang again.



She could do this. She could even pretend to be happy
long enough that she might just forget she was pretending. Celia put on a
smile, pulled the door open, and threw her arms around her old friend.
“Trini! I had no idea!”



Trini squeezed her tightly, then stepped back, hands
gripping Celia’s shoulders. “Well I did try to call, but someone
wasn’t answering her glasses!”



“Sorry, I didn’t have them with me. Come in.”



Trini scooped up her bag and deposited it just inside the
door. “What do you mean, you didn’t have them with you? Don’t tell me you
left the house without them.”



“I…” Celia waved her hand, trying to flit
away the cobwebs of weirdness she’d been wrapping herself up in. “It’s
complicated. What are you doing here?”



“Finally being a good friend, that’s what.”
Trini looked Celia up and down and asked, “Did you sleep in your
clothes?”



Celia ran her hands over the rumpled fabric. “Sorry.
I’ve gotten kind of slovenly now that I’m the only one here.”



Trini glanced around the immaculate living room.
“You’re the neatest slovenly person I’ve ever known.” She grabbed
Celia’s hands, fixing her with an earnest stare. “Ceil, seriously, how are
you doing?”



Celia let out a long breath. How was she doing? Such a
simple question. Such a loaded question.



Her knees wobbled, and she sank down on the sofa, pulling
Trini with her.



“Ceil?”



Celia looked over at her best friend. “It’s been
hard. Really hard. I’ve—” She chewed on her lip, staring down at the
carpet. “I’ve been trying to make some changes—”



“Good for you! Shake things up!”



Celia opened her mouth to protest, to say that wasn’t
what she meant, then quickly closed it again.



Trini gave Celia’s hands a squeeze, then let go, resting
her hands on her knees as she turned to look around the living room. “You
know, with half of the furniture gone, now would be a good time to get your
mother’s things out of storage. What did Rivka call them? ‘Chintzy’?”



Celia felt the corners of her mouth curl up, and she cast
an impish glance at Trini. “You know, I just might.”



Trini laughed. “A real smile! Finally! Yeah, that’s
more like it.” She flopped back on the sofa and blew a great mouthful of
air out through pursed lips, her cheeks ballooning comically. “Ugh, I’m
sorry it took me so long to get here. I ran into some trouble in
Madagascar.”



Celia inched forward, guiltily grateful for the
distraction from her own problems. “What happened?”



Trini straightened her spine and placed one hand over her
breastbone. “I, Trinidad Mason, picture of saintliness—”



Celia snorted.



“Okay, picture of a formerly spotless criminal
record, just spent nearly a week in jail.”



“Jail? You’re kidding!”



“I wish. So I went to the Club Med and asked after
an old employee named Abdoulaye, and next thing I knew, I was cornered by a
pair of government goons who wanted to know why I was looking for this person.
As soon as I mentioned that I was searching for my birth father, they whisked
me off to jail.”



Celia gaped. “How is looking for your father a
crime?”



“Well, considering that one of the high-ranking
generals in the current military regime happens to be named Abdoulaye
Rajaonarivelo, and he worked at Club Med right about when my mother visited,
and suddenly there’s this Westerner with a story that might fuck up his
official biography…” Trini flipped her hands up. “Basically, they
wanted to shut me up. They only let me out when Gene Harvest paid my bail and
signed paperwork promising to expunge my visit from their corporate
records.”



Celia clapped both hands over her mouth. “Oh Trini,
I’m so sorry. It must have been horrible.”



“It wasn’t that bad, really. I had my own cell, the
mattress was clean, the toilet was reasonably private, and the food was edible.
It could have been worse.”



“But being kicked out of the country, all because
your father is—”



“Might be.”



Celia shot her a puzzled look.



“Abdoulaye is a popular name over there. Personally?
I don’t think the general is my father. He doesn’t look a thing like the guy in
the picture.”



“Then why — ?”



Trini wrinkled her nose, pushing her multicolored
half-frames up. “They’re on some racial purity bullshit kick. They’re
seeing how mixed other countries are becoming—” she gestured meaningfully
at herself and Celia “—and want to keep that from happening there. Just
the rumor of a half-Western daughter was enough to cause problems. So, jail,
then banishment.” She held up her hand. “And before you tell me how
sorry you are, seriously, I’m fine. Besides, I ended up with a hell of a story
to tell at parties.”



Celia rolled her eyes. “Fine, no sympathy. Still,
you didn’t find your dad, and I’m sorry for that.”



“Thanks. It’s not like I was expecting a relationship,
but—” She waved her hand and the hint of regret that had crept into her
features vanished. “I’ve already arranged for a full workup to see if
there’s anything weird lurking in my genes. I should have sprung for it years
ago.”



“Me too,” Celia said, pulling her feet up onto
the sofa and wrapping her arms around her knees.



“No, I understand why you didn’t,” Trini said.
“Your dad was in the genebanks. It would have killed your mom if he found
out about you once you got legally connected. Me, I had no excuse other than
being cheap.”



“Are you sure you can afford this visit, then?”



“The company’s paying for it,” Trini said.
“They’re sending me on to Guatemala for a couple of months, so I talked
them into a stopover in Boston for the weekend.”



Celia felt her heart drop. Just a weekend. She only got
to be normal again for a weekend. Funny, how she was suddenly feeling regrets
over something she hadn’t wanted just a few minutes ago. She tried to keep her
voice steady as she asked, “Guatemala now?”



Trini shot Celia a half-grin. “Apparently, they
think it’s a good idea to use someone generically brown like me in countries
with brown citizens. Besides, I am a quarter Latina, even if my Spanish stinks.
You know, they’d love you. Hang on—” Trini’s glasses opaqued, and she
tapped at the air before scowling and shutting them back off. “No job
openings. Ah, well. It’s not exactly your dream job, anyway. I can’t picture
you walking up to a stranger and asking for a swab of their DNA.”



Celia shook her head. “I couldn’t do that.”



“Well, maybe I’ll get lucky and find a gene in the
wilds of Central America that can help cure you.”



Another real smile crossed Celia’s face. “That’d be
nice.”



Trini rested a hand on Celia’s shoulder and looked her in
the eye with obvious concern. “Hey, are you okay? Really? You’re not
thinking about ditching your new body just because of Rivka, are you? Because I
sure as hell would miss you while you were gone.”



“I’m fine. This body’s fine.” Not fine enough,
but she’d take care of that in time, once Trini left her again.



“Are you really?” Trini asked, and scooted
closer to Celia. “Ceil, talk to me.”



“I—”



On the coffee table, her glasses chimed.



Celia winced and plucked them up. “I should probably
see who that is.”



Trini leaned back. “Of course.”



She put the glasses on, activating them as soon as her
identity was confirmed, and waved off a blizzard of political ads.



“Serves you right for leaving your glasses off all
night,” Trini said.



Celia shot her a look through the frames.



“Just vote early and make them go away.”



The call was from the Mechanic.



“Sorry, I have to take this,” she said.



Trini nodded and flicked on her own lenses. “I’ll
just catch up on some Guatemalan prep.”



Celia walked into the living room and typed,
“Yes?”



“Is this a bad time?” the Mechanic asked.



“An old college friend just showed up at my door. I
can’t talk, but I can type.”



“Got it. Tinker’s done making your skin sealer, so I
wanted to schedule a time for the repair routine installation. It’ll be quick.
Any idea when you’ll be free?”



“Not this weekend.”



“No problem. Just leave a note in my box when you’re
ready. Oh, and I’m adding you to our network. You’ll see your box as soon as
you end the call. Does your friend know you’re a bioandroid?”



“Yes.”



“Good for you for keeping a fleshie friend for so
long. It won’t last, though.”



“What do you mean?”



“If you’re like everyone else, you won’t be able to
deal with fleshies for much longer.”



“But you’re one.”



“Yeah, but you need me.”



A shiver ran up her spine. “I have to go.”



She cut the connection, then cast a quick glance into the
living room. Trini was still busy reading. She turned back to her lenses and
peeked into her new anonymous box. There were already two messages: one from
Ziggie, and one from Betty. Ziggie’s read:



 



It was lovely talking with you
yesterday. If you’d like to have a home-cooked meal, you have an open
invitation to come by my place in Arlington. I promise delicious food and
pleasant company without any of that bizarre sex talk that some of our fellow
mechanicals like to spout. Don’t let them talk you into anything that you don’t
feel comfortable doing, all right? Take care, and I hope to see you soon.



 



A set of directions was hyperlinked to the note, along
with a movie of Ziggie pulling a steaming pie out of the oven and holding it up
to the camera with a warm, grandmotherly smile.



Betty’s message was a video file. With trepidation, Celia
opened it.



Her trepidation was completely founded. The video was of
Betty, lying naked and immobile, with Tanja crawling robotically all over her,
jerkily stroking, licking, fondling, probing. Betty’s body would twitch every
so often, but her face remained frozen in an expression of wide-eyed,
wide-mouthed shock.



Celia snapped the video off and closed her eyes, trying
to bring her breathing back under control. This wasn’t about sex. She wasn’t
getting tweaked because of sex.



Maybe she needed to call Ziggie to remind herself of
that. Or maybe she needed to exercise more control around 1101.



Oh god, she shouldn’t have thought of 1101. Her brain
superimposed 1101’s image over Tanja’s and her own over Betty’s, and Celia
hugged herself tightly to try to get her libido back under control.



This was not normal. It was the antithesis of normal.



She was going to be normal this weekend.



No matter how much she wanted to run her fingertips over
that smooth shell and feel those mitten hands—



No.



Celia went back to her main screen and peeked into her
work inbox.



Mansour had left a full video message.



“Celia, how come you’re not online?” He sighed
and leaned toward the camera. “Benton just got back to me on the last
chapter you submitted, and he’s really unhappy. He says you butchered it. I
need to talk to you as soon as you get this.”



Shit.



She balled her hands into fists to keep them from shaking
and went back into the living room. Trini looked up through her semi-opaqued
lenses and frowned. “What’s wrong?”



“It’s work. I’m really sorry, but I need to talk to
my boss. Something’s come up.” He was going to fire her. She just knew it.
She took a look at her bank balance and quickly tried to do the math. Well,
she’d be saving money by not eating more than once a week, and maybe she could
get a night vision tweak so she could save on electricity.



Maybe she should quit before Mansour got a chance to fire
her.



Trini stood up and hurriedly smoothed her dress. “Do
you need me to leave for a while? My hotel room should be ready by now. I
really should have waited for you to call back before I got on that
suborbital—”



“No. I just — I’m just going to take it in my
office. Hopefully, it won’t take long.”



Trini slowly sat back down. “All right. But I’ll go
if you need me to.”



“I’m glad you’re here. Really I am.”



Trini shot her a grateful smile that lit up the room.



Celia smiled back despite herself, then headed up the
stairs, her smile fading fast.



 



It took forty minutes, but Celia finally convinced
Mansour that she’d done the best she could with a very shoddy chapter. She
showed him the original draft and the work she’d done on it, along with the
notes she’d sent to Benton for clarification. Finally, Mansour grudgingly
agreed that her work didn’t constitute a “butchery.”



“Damn it, Celia, you have to keep me looped in on
this shit as it happens,” he said. “I can’t help you if you don’t
tell me what’s going on.”



“I’m sorry. You’re right. I just didn’t want to
trouble you with—”



“Celia, it’s only trouble if I don’t know about
it.”



She fell silent.



“All right. I’m going to call Benton back and try to
calm him down. As soon as he gets back to you, do whatever it takes to get this
chapter whipped into shape without pissing him off again.”



He snapped his end shut without giving her a chance to
reply.



Celia took off her glasses, buried her face in her hands,
and went into lockdown. At least she had this. At least she could escape being
human when it got to be too hard. If only she could just stay this way forever.



A knock on the door startled her, and her mind screamed
at her body to jump, but it stayed rock-still. No, she wasn’t supposed to be
doing this. Not this weekend. Had it already become so automatic for her?



She’d have to be more careful, at least until Trini left
her again.



She released herself from lockdown, put her glasses back
on, and opened the door.



Trini grimaced. “I’m sorry. I was kind of
half-listening to see when it got quiet again.”



“No, that’s fine. I’m done,” Celia said.
“But I may need to deal with an author soon.”



“I’m really sorry about showing up
unannounced.”



“That’s all right. I need the distraction.”



“You’re not just saying that?”



“I’m not.” And she meant it. Because what she
was doing to herself was terrifying, and she needed a break, if only for a
weekend, before falling back in.



“Great,” Trini said. “Why don’t you put on
something that isn’t wrinkled and I’ll take you out for drinks.”



“But it’s only—” Celia checked her clock.
“Oh, it’s twelve after one already. A little early, but—”



“But I think you could use some margaritas. They’re
still your favorite drink, right?”



She’d have to explain to Trini that alcohol didn’t work
on her anymore. But not yet. She smiled back. “That, at the very least,
hasn’t changed.”



“Excellent.” Trini looked past her into the
office and frowned. “What happened to that plant?”



She followed her friend’s gaze to the poor little African
violet. Its leaves had taken on a dull grey cast, and there was no sign of new
buds. “Rivka left it in my hapless clutches.”



Trini slid past Celia, picked up the pot, and dumped it
in the trash. She brushed her hands together with a grin. “Problem
solved.”



Celia opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again.
Best not to keep torturing the poor little thing. It was as dead as her
marriage.



She turned back to Trini and faked a grin. “This
calls for a drink.”
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When Celia opened her eyes, Rivka wasn’t there.



A white-spectacled technician looked down at her and
said, “Sorry about the company.” He jerked his thumb over his
shoulder, and she followed the gesture with her gaze and saw a pair of hospital
security guards flanking the room’s closed door. “There was another
incident this week.”



She struggled up onto her elbows. “Can you tell them
to please let my wife in?”



He winced. “I’m really sorry, ma’am, but she’s not
here.”



The chill in her bones felt so real that it took her a
moment to remember they were now fake.



“I need you to stand for a couple of tests.”



She couldn’t feel any difference in her body as she sat
up and planted her bare feet on the cold tile floor. Her muscles felt the same,
her weight felt the same, her center of gravity felt the same. If she didn’t
know better, she’d think the hospital had done nothing at all and that she’d
just awoken from a light nap.



Either way, Rivka should have been there.



The tech put her through a battery of physical and mental
tests to make sure that her mind had integrated properly with her new body,
then he gestured toward a curtained-off corner of the room where a pile of
clothes awaited her. Once she was dressed, the security guards delivered her to
the office of Dr. Kenneth McElvoy, the patient relations administrator for the
program. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Krajewski,” he said,
smiling at her through an orange beard that had seemingly gotten fluffier over
the past week. “How are you feeling?”



“What happened?” she asked.



His smile vanished. “The Hartford clinic was
firebombed. There haven’t been any threats against our facility, but we’ve
stepped up security anyway, just as a precaution. Don’t worry — patient safety
is very important to us.”



She’d meant what had happened with Rivka, but she
couldn’t bear to ask again.



Dr. McElvoy adjusted his glasses. “So, like I asked,
how are you feeling?”



Celia looked down at her hands, hands that looked just
like her old ones, all the way down to the small scar on her palm from a
childhood fence-climbing incident. She’d known the reproduction would be exact,
but still, it startled her to see how perfectly they’d recreated every little
flaw. “Everything feels the same.”



The smile came back. “Just like we promised.”



“Just like you promised.”



Why wasn’t Rivka here? It wasn’t like her to be late, and
now of all times…



Celia worried at her lower lip with fingers that felt
just as warm as before. Maybe the hospital had asked her to stay home for her
safety, what with the Hartford attack. No, someone would have said so if that
were the case.



“Here’s your glasses,” Dr. McElvoy said,
handing her the copper half-frames. “Let’s give your new biometrics a
quick test.”



She put them on and made sure the bone conduction pads
were tucked behind her ears. She felt the light sting behind one ear as the
frames attempted to verify her identity by sampling this body’s unique chemical
signature, now that she no longer had DNA. She then pressed the tips of her
thumb and index finger together to activate the microscopic fingerdots just
below her skin and turn on the glasses. The holographic lenses sheeted down at
half-opacity and showed her home screen. In the upper right corner, her private
message box had the Commonwealth of Massachusetts symbol flashing over it. That
meant an official court document was waiting for her.



She didn’t dare open it.



“Everything seems to be working,” she said.



“Good. Now… ” Dr. McElvoy leaned forward,
elbows propped on his desk. “During your intake interview, we discussed
how crucial it was to have a strong support system in place, especially during
these first few difficult days. I’m concerned that your support system seems to
have, well, vanished.”



“But, Rivka…”



Dr. McElvoy frowned at her through his beard. “She’s
not here, Ms. Krajewski.”



The message box seemed to flash even brighter. Celia felt
her body go cold, and pressed her fingers together again to shut down her
lenses.



“Do you have any close friends to stay with?”



“My friend Trini’s out of the country. She’s it,
really.”



“You shouldn’t be alone right now, Ms.
Krajewski.”



She wouldn’t be, because everything was going to be fine
with Rivka. Maybe she was having another heart-to-heart with her rabbi. Or it
could have been work. With the money they’d paid for this procedure, she
couldn’t blame Rivka for feeling the need to try to rake in a big bonus this
quarter.



“Tell you what. I’ll see about getting a security
officer sent home with you, just to be safe—”



“No,” Celia blurted. “I don’t want a
stranger in my house.”



“I’m not trying to scare you, but you and I both
know that this isn’t the safest time to be one of our patients. Hartford took
us all by surprise, but really, it shouldn’t have. In other parts of the
country—”



“My townhouse shares walls with the neighbors on
both sides. I’ll be safe. Honestly, the walls are so thin that you can
hear—”



“You shouldn’t be — “



“Please, don’t make me spend the night with a
stranger.”



He stared at her for a long moment, then softened.
“If you insist. But I’m going to have a private security detail drive by
your house for the next few days. Don’t worry — they’ll be discreet. We’d never
do anything that would publicly connect you to the program.”



“Fine,” she whispered.



“So, who else knows about your procedure?”



“I told Trini, and Rivka told her rabbi. And I had
to tell my boss and the HR department. Taking a week off at this time of
year—”



Dr. McElvoy held his hand up. “Of course. And I’m
sure they understand the importance of keeping your new status confidential.
So, I’ve got you set up for daily check-in sessions this week. Call my office
if you need anything tonight, and if not, I’ll talk to you tomorrow morning at
eight.” He stood up and held out his hand, and Celia took it reluctantly,
submitting herself to the handshake out of sheer politeness.
“Congratulations on the successful procedure. We’ll have you back in your
own body in no time.”



Celia had the sinking suspicion that for Rivka, it was
already too late.



The security guards had her wait a moment before
escorting her out of the bioandroid wing and into an empty hallway. “It’s
better if no one sees you leave,” one of them explained. When they hit a
more populated part of the hospital, the two men faded back into the crowd. She
let the hospital computer guide her to her car, climbed into the sky blue
two-seater, pressed her thumb against the ignition pad, and let out a pent-up
breath as the car started. There was no visible difference between this body
and her old one. None at all. The car couldn’t tell the difference, the tiny
DNA metrics pads on her glasses couldn’t tell the difference, not even Celia
could tell the difference.



So why wasn’t Rivka here?



No, she was just stuck working on a particularly tricky
account. All Celia had to do was open her mail and she’d see that. The legal
message was just…



She’d feel better once she was home and saw that
everything was okay.



She put the car into gear, and her glasses flashed a
message from the hospital suggesting that she mirror her windows before leaving
the garage, as the protesters might be filming people entering and leaving the
building. So she did. She exited the garage and stopped at the base of the ramp
to stare at them as they knelt in prayer on the sidewalk next to their
“Souls Cannot Be Replicated” banner.



That’s what the protests in Hartford had looked like only
a week ago.



Her glasses helpfully offered links to more information
on the aftermath of the Hartford incident, the latest manifestos issued by
radicals in the bioandroid protest movement, and the fastest route from
Cambridge to Waltham given current traffic conditions, but she waved them all
away.



The message icon taunted her.



She turned her glasses to drive mode to clear the lenses,
and drove home.



 



Celia knew the truth even before she entered the house.



She turned into the driveway, her townhouse’s garage door
opening automatically for her car, and as she looked up, she saw that the
plants were gone from the kitchen window.



Their two-car garage was empty.



Celia took a deep breath and stepped out of the car. If
she stayed in the garage, she could pretend that Rivka had gone out to run an
errand. That she’d pulled the plants onto the kitchen table so she could do a
little pruning. That the procedure hadn’t changed anything between them. That
everything was going to be all right. 



If only she could stay here forever.



No.



She squared her shoulders and forced herself to walk
through the door. As she stepped into the laundry area, she saw that the litter
box was gone.



She stared up the stairs in trepidation. There was a
hollow where her heart had been, and a small part of her brain marveled that
this body was so perfect that even grief felt the same. She swallowed down the
lump of fear that was swelling in her throat and started up the stairs. At the
top, she hesitated, one hand on the cold metal knob, before forcing herself to
open the door and get it over with.



The photo wall was peppered with gaps. One of the matched
easy chairs was gone. The artwork that Rivka’s brother had painted as his
wedding gift was missing, leaving a bright white rectangle on the wall where it
once had been.



On the mantelpiece directly below that rectangle was a
note. A paper note.



She crossed the room in slow-motion, as if the air had
turned to molasses, and saw herself reaching out to pick the note up.



“I’m so sorry. I can’t cheat on my wife by living
with her machine copy. - Rivka.”



The numbness fled and was replaced by pain. With shaking
hands, Celia put the little yellow note back where she’d found it and made her
way up to the bedroom, trying to ignore all the things that were missing along
the way: the plants, the linen dining table runner, Rivka’s bureau. The hope
chest at the foot of the bed was gone, and in its place was a small stack of
sheets and blankets. Celia pulled her childhood afghan out of the pile, climbed
onto the bed, and curled up under the blanket to cry.



 



She should never have looked her father up in the
genebanks. If she hadn’t, she’d still be married.



Of course, if she hadn’t, by the time they’d discovered
and diagnosed the genetic time-bomb lurking inside of her, it would have been
too late to do anything about it. It was a particularly nasty mutation of
early-onset Alzheimer’s, one that only two people in the genebanks were recorded
as having: her, and her father.



But she had looked him up. Less than a week after
her mother’s funeral, Celia had petitioned the genebanks to identify her
biological father — the father who had never known that she existed, the father
who her mother had steadfastly refused to name. All Celia knew was that she was
the deliberate souvenir of her mother’s affair with a married man. “He has
a wife, and by now, a family,” her mother would say. “It’s best not
to trouble him.”



The genebanks identified him as Warren Dunlop. He’d died
less than a month after Celia had been conceived, just three days after his
strange memory lapses had been officially diagnosed. The doctors had said they
wouldn’t be able to find a cure for him until after even more irreversible brain
damage had set in, so he had shot himself in the head. Since the mutation was
unique to him, and since he was registered as having no progeny, the case was
closed on his disease.



And then Celia’s records were legally tied to his, and
the case was opened again.



There was still no cure, because there’d been no reason
to try to find one, and the diagnosis was the same — in the time it would take
to come up with the gene therapy to correct the condition, Celia would suffer
irreparable brain damage. But thirty-seven years after her father received his
diagnosis, Celia had two advantages that he didn’t.



First, the disease hadn’t yet struck her brain.



Second, there was now a stopgap available.



An android duplicate was created of Celia’s body, a
duplicate that looked and felt identical to the original, even for the wearer.
The contents of her brain were transferred to this new body and her biological
body was put in stasis. When the cure was finally developed, it would be
applied to her biological body, then her new memories would be reintegrated
into it and the android body retired.



Celia had had to petition a judge for a special waiver to
get into the program. Dunlop-Krajewski’s Alzheimer’s, as her condition had been
dubbed, wasn’t technically deadly. Access to replacement bodies was strictly
controlled, and they were only doled out to those suffering from terminal,
incurable diseases. Celia’s neurologist had argued that while Celia’s body
wasn’t in any mortal danger from her disease, her mind certainly was. The waiver
had been granted quickly.



The replacement body and the program to support it
weren’t cheap. Insurance paid for some of it, but due to the controversy of the
program, the bulk of the funds came out of Celia and Rivka’s house fund. For
the entire seven years of their marriage, they’d been saving up to buy a real
house out in the suburbs, somewhere where entire city blocks weren’t taken up
with rows upon rows of townhouses and apartments.



And if Celia had just gone into stasis and not insisted
on a replacement body, then she might have woken up in that house. But how
could she have willingly walked away from her marriage for years to lie
unconscious in a stasis tube, waiting to be revived, when there was this
miraculous alternative? And how could Rivka have expected her to?



Oh, Rivka had brought up plenty of tough questions about
the procedure, sure, but Celia had assumed that she’d simply been trying to
make sure that they really understood what they were getting into.



“What if the brain transfer is buggy?”



“What happens if the new body breaks?”



“What if the protesters find out what you are?”



“Do you think you’ll be able to handle living with
the knowledge that you’re only a copy of the real you?”



Rivka only played devil’s advocate when she didn’t like
something. Celia should have known. She should have —



Celia pressed her lips in a tight line and touched her
index finger and thumb together to activate her lenses and all ten of her
fingerdots. She tapped her index finger on the holographic projection to produce
a cursor, and froze with it just under the flashing message icon. She closed
her eyes, then flicked her finger up. There, at the top of the list, was a
message with a legal flag.



A tap of her finger opened it.



The divorce was already final. Pursuant to the divorce
laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Rivka Nomi Ben-Ur had been granted a
unilateral divorce from Celia Isoke Krajewski on the grounds that by having
more than 51 percent of her body medically altered or replaced, she was no
longer the same person her spouse had married.



Celia pressed her fingertips together to shut off her
glasses and placed the frames on the one remaining bedside table. She pulled
the tatty afghan tightly around her, let out a long breath, and walked across
the room to the full-length mirror.



The face that stared back at her looked exactly like her
own. Same warm beige skin, same honey-colored eyes and dark tan spiral curled
hair that was always just a little too springy to manage. Same lips that were
halfway between her mother’s skinny Polish/Irish lips and the full African lips
from her father’s picture. The same lips that Rivka used to trace with her
finger—



No, not the same lips.



Machine lips.



She looked the same. She even felt the same. But she was
just a machine copy of the woman Rivka loved.



And she was alone.
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At 2:00 in the morning, she laid her head down on the
kitchen table and set herself to sleep.



At 9:34, her glasses woke her up. It was Trini.
“Hey. I’m really sorry about how I acted last night.”



“That’s—” Oh shit. She’d left all her tweaks on
before turning on sleep and the stoneface was still altering her voice. She
turned everything off, but didn’t turn pain back on. She wasn’t interested in
feeling the tatters of her arms.



“Wow, you sounded pretty weird there,” Trini
said.



“I just woke up,” Celia said, hoping that would
be enough.



It was. “Look, I’m trying to apologize, here. Ceil,
you have every right to have new friends, and I have no right to be jealous of
the time you want to spend with them. Let me make it up by taking you out to
breakfast.”



Celia stared down at her arms. “I don’t
know…”



“Come on. Everybody needs breakfast.”



She didn’t. Not anymore. “Ten-thirty?” she
asked. It would take a while to fix her arms.



“My flight’s at one. That’ll be cutting it
close.”



“It’ll be fine.”



“Okay. I’ll see you at ten-thirty” The
connection winked off.



Celia grabbed her skinsealer, went up to the bathroom,
stood in front of the mirror, and methodically fixed her arms. She’d been right
— half an hour wasn’t enough time to repair the carefully constructed ruin
she’d left them in. As it was, she barely had time to change into clean
clothes, fix her hair, check to make sure her name wasn’t yet associated with
her picture on the protest site, and put the skinsealer back in the silverware
drawer before Trini arrived.



She held up a large paper sack. “I picked up
breakfast on the way to save time. You still like blueberry pancakes?”



The aroma tickled Celia’s nose, and she found her mouth
watering despite everything. “You didn’t need to.”



“You’re still my best friend, Ceil, even if I can’t
be yours right now.”



Celia opened her mouth to protest, but Trini swept by
her, humming loudly, and put the bag down on the kitchen table. “I told
them I didn’t need silverware,” she said. “Why don’t you unfold the
plates while I get us forks and knives?”



Oh god. The silverware drawer.



“I’ll get them!” Celia blurted, but it was too
late. Trini had the drawer open and was staring into it curiously.



“What’s that?” she asked.



“It’s, um…” Shit, she couldn’t think of a
convincing lie.



Trini pulled the skinsealer out of the drawer and held it
up at eye level. “Is it something Rivka left behind? I’ll just grab a
quick pic and do an image search—”



“Don’t!”



Trini blinked behind her multicolored frames and looked
over at Celia.



She let out a long breath and decided to go with a
half-truth. “I’m not supposed to have it.”



Trini’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me that Celia
Krajewski has finally done something illicit?”



“No, it’s nothing like… look, I’ve been kind of
clumsy lately, and I’ve had a few accidents in the kitchen.”



Trini frowned. “Accidents?”



“Nothing serious. I just get shaky sometimes when I
think about Rivka and nick myself when I’m chopping things. The program gave
that tool to me so I could fix the cuts myself.”



“I thought you said you weren’t supposed to have
this,” Trini said, pointing it at Celia.



“Technically, I’m not.” Which was true.
“The contract says I need to go to a program facility for repairs. But
since it was such a hassle to keep going to Mount Auburn, they decided to bend
the rules for me.”



Trini stared thoughtfully at the skinsealer for a long
moment, then asked, “So why the silverware drawer?”



“It’s near the knives.”



That drew a chuckle from Trini. “Okay. Sorry for
prying.” She put it back in the drawer and pulled out two knives and two
forks. “So, are you going to unfold the plates or what?”



Celia sat down at the kitchen table, suppressing a huge
sigh of relief, and drew two paper containers from the takeout bag. She tore
open the paper tops on each and folded them back, creating two plates, each
covered with a steaming hot meal: blueberry pancakes for her; eggs over-easy,
toast, and soybacon for Trini. As she did that, Trini pulled out two snap cups.
One snapped apart into two full coffee cups, the other into two glasses of
cranberry-blueberry juice.



“So,” Trini said. “When are you going to
put a new painting up in the living room? That big white rectangle is like some
sick shrine to a dead relationship.”



“Maybe I’m not done mourning yet.”



Trini bobbed her head. “No, I suppose not. Still,
it’s not healthy.” She dunked her rye toast into an egg yolk and ate the
soppy result.



“I know.” Celia peeled the sugar paper off of
the top of her coffee cup and dunked it in the hot beverage.



“You know, I may have done you a favor yesterday
when I called Rivka. The way she’s treated you—”



“I know.”



“And you’d still take her back, wouldn’t you?”



Strangely, she wasn’t sure at the moment. Celia stuffed a
large forkful of blueberry pancakes into her mouth to forestall her need to
answer.



“It was a low blow, leaving you when you were
unconscious, Ceil. That’s not how you treat the one you love.”



But this Celia wasn’t the one who Rivka loved. That Celia
was in stasis. This Celia was doing inhuman things to herself. She stuffed more
pancakes into her mouth, still not trusting herself to talk.



“Look, all I ask is that your new friends take care
of you.”



Images from Betty and Tanja’s video rose in her mind’s
eye. Yes, if she wanted them to, they’d take care of her.



“And I’ll stay out of their way.”



Celia stared straight at Trini and gulped down her
mouthful. “You’re… you’re okay with that?”



Trini smiled and squeezed Celia’s hand. “You’re my
best friend. That means I have to do what’s best for you, no matter how much it
hurts.”



“Trini—”



Trini held up a hand, her eyes glittering with tears.
“I shouldn’t have said that.” She wiped her eyes on one of her bell
sleeves. “God, look at me. Only I could take your divorce and make it all
about me.”



“Don’t say that,” Celia said. “I’m being a
rotten friend.”



“I’m being a worse one.” Trini covered her
mouth with her hand, staring wide-eyed into empty space, then sniffed loudly.
“All right, let’s just eat breakfast and ditch the psychodrama.”



So they did.



There were hugs when they were finished, and a few more
tears on both sides. “I’ll call when I get to Guatemala. I’ll understand
if you can’t call back right away.”



“Have a safe trip.”



“And you,” Trini rested her fingers on Celia’s
breastbone, “you have a safe life.”



When the door closed, Celia leaned her forehead against
it. “Goodbye,” she whispered.



It was over. Normal was over.



She switched on her stoneface, climbed the stairs, and
pulled up Benton’s latest notes.



Things must have been going worse with his wife’s case.
He’d gone from sloppy to illogical. But she set herself to work anyway, logging
the changes with Mansour so he’d understand what she was up against. Like he’d
said, she was a machine. She would get him through this deadline. She would get
them both through this deadline.



 



She spent all day in her home office, agonizing over
Benton’s work. It was so convenient, having a body that didn’t need sleep, or
food, or attention. She kept her pain setting dialed to low, left on the
stoneface, and plowed through his new chapters. She had to resist the
temptation to rewrite huge chunks of text herself. How he’d managed to take a
simple revision and turn it into such a disorganized mess was beyond her.



Her glasses chimed at 7:48, a welcome distraction from
the Sisyphean task she was up against. The Mechanic. She activated her
wall-mounted camera and opened up a video connection. “The tweak
works,” she said in her flat, stonefaced voice. “Thank you.”



Through a voice-only connection, he said, “Oh good,
you had me worried there. I thought you’d be too afraid to use it after all
that. So, good news and bad news about that photo site. The good news is that
Ziggie’s campaign worked. All the user comments have been pulled down. It’s
just a collection of pictures again.”



She called up the site and saw that it now read,
“Public commenting has been disabled in light of a recent information
attack on our site.” Well, that was something. “What’s the bad
news?”



“Well, there’s two pieces of bad news. The first is
that there are at least a dozen mirrors of the last snapshot of the site before
they reset it. We’re still trying to figure out what to do about those. Maybe
nothing — none of them are on particularly reputable servers. We’ll watch and
see. The other bad news is worse. Someone in one of the pictures on the site
got bashed.”



Celia covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my god.
Are they all right?”



“Yes, but he wouldn’t have been if he were still in
his human body. His picture had a name on it, and an ex-lover decided to wait
outside his home with a baseball bat. He’s damned lucky it wasn’t a false
outing, because he would have had his brains bashed out otherwise. You want a
link?”



“No.” She shook her head emphatically. She really
didn’t need to read about that right now. Or ever, for that matter.



“They’d just broken up, and the ex-lover freaked out
when she found out she’d been sleeping with one of you.”



So, people were coming after bioandroids with baseball
bats now. In Massachusetts. Was there no place in this country that was safe?



“But that’s actually not why I’ve called. There’s a
small group getting together tonight, and they’ve asked me to ask you
along.”



“Who?”



“Betty, Tanja, and Gyne. Listen, I know they’re
kinky. You don’t have to be like them if you don’t want to. I mean, if you do,
then I’ll tweak you, because it’s your body and your choice. But I really wish
they wouldn’t sell themselves. It just seems… ” She wasn’t sure if she’d
actually heard or just imagined a soft sigh. “Mechanicals shouldn’t be
treated like things.”



Did she want to go? Memories of Betty’s video flashed
across her vision: the groping, the tasting, the twitching. She felt her
underwear moistening just thinking about it, a thrill of fear gripping her
stomach in a tight fist.



No, she couldn’t. She’d be too embarrassed. She wouldn’t
know what to do. She’d do it all wrong. She wasn’t that kind of girl. Betty
didn’t even like her.



Maybe she could just watch.



Why was she even thinking of going?



She could use a distraction.



“If you want to go, I’ll drive you there and
back,” the Mechanic said. “And until you make it through a few more
counseling sessions without spilling the beans, we need to play it safe. I’m
really sorry, but I’m going to need to put the hood on you again.”



That did it. The hood, and lockdown. Celia became
suddenly, painfully aroused, but the stoneface kept the blush from reaching her
cheeks. “Tell them I’ll be there.”



“When will you be free?”



“I just need an hour to wrap up my work.”



“I’ll see you then. Leave the garage door
open.”



The connection closed.



Celia took deep breaths to try to make herself as calm on
the inside as she appeared on the outside. Oh god, she was going to do it. She
was going to have sex with them.



Could she?



She pressed her fingers over her lips and felt the smile
through her fingertips.



Wow.



She forced herself to concentrate on her work long enough
to finish editing the chapter and write up copious notes for both Benton and
Mansour. Then she dropped her tweaks and stood in front of her closet and
stared. She had nothing that could even remotely be considered appropriate for
a gathering with these people. All her clothes were fashionably loose and
flowing. There had to be something in there that she could kludge together.
Something appropriate. Something clingy.



Of course. Her running tights.



She took off all her clothes, pulled on a green pair of
running tights, then dug an old colorful fabric band from the back of her
closet. She looped it around her neck, then crossed it at the hollow of her
throat, ran it down over her breasts, and tied it around her back. She stepped
back and took a look in the full-length mirror. Not bad for a woman her age.
Just a tiny pillow of fat below the bellybutton, but everything else looked
lean and tight. The best part was that as long as she had this replacement
body, she didn’t have to do a thing to maintain it.



Her hair. It should be loose. She pulled off her headband
and let it fluff out around her. She looked wanton. She felt wanton. Oh god,
she was going to do this, even if she didn’t understand why.



She slid into a pair of brown suede boots and pulled on
her long winter coat, putting the permission card in its pocket.



The Mechanic pulled into her garage ten minutes later.
She left her glasses on the coffee table, then stared down at her ring.
Pointedly avoiding gazing at the note or the blank spot on the wall, she pulled
the ring off and set it next to the glasses. Her left hand practically floated
from the lack of weight, like gravity depended on that slim platinum band.



Celia wasn’t ready to live without it full time, but she
certainly didn’t want it with her tonight.



She nearly ran down the stairs to the garage, then
climbed into the back seat of the Mechanic’s car, pulled on the hood, and
gripped her permission card tightly.



He helped lower her down onto the back seat and put her
in hard lockdown.



She lay there, immobile and helpless, her arousal frozen
in place through the long car ride. It was exquisite torture. It was near-perfect
bliss. Machines weren’t supposed to feel pain, but she was glad they could feel
this. Maybe Betty was right. Maybe she was owed this.



The car came to a stop, and she was released from
lockdown. She immediately switched on robot moves and stoneface, and sat up,
not wanting to remove the hood. She was a coiled spring, a tense piano wire.
She wanted to be led up the stairs and ravaged by unknown hands, not worrying
about shame or consequences.



But the Mechanic pulled the hood off, and she saw that
she was in a garage, much like her own, with a staircase leading up to what
looked like yet another townhouse. How mundane. She’d pictured something more
decadent.



“They’re waiting for you,” he said. “Just
come back down when you’re ready to go.”



“You’re going to wait here?” she asked in her
flat monotone.



“I am.”



His slavish devotion to her kind continued to give her
the creeps, but it was convenient sometimes. She got out of the car, climbed
the stairs with mechanical precision, and knocked on the door. This would be
the first time she would show her tweaks to her fellow machines. There was so
much about tonight that was going to be new.



Tanja opened the door, also moving robotically, but her
face and voice were still animated. “Oh good. Come in.” She flung her
arm out in a jerky movement to usher Celia in the door.



Celia walked into a living room with fully opaqued
windows. Soft blankets and pillows covered the floor. Gyne and Betty lounged on
the sofas, completely naked. Gyne’s penis pulsed in and out of his body, and he
had one of his breasts cupped lovingly in his hand.



“So, you do realize that by having sex with us, you
permanently disqualify yourself for the Gloom Patrol,” Betty said.



Celia jerked a nod, not trusting her voice. She
unbuttoned her jacket, tossed it aside, then kicked off her boots.



“Ooh, nice scarf!” Gyne said. “I would
love to tie you down with that.”



“No. I’m not into men.”



He grinned and gestured to his crotch. “Then I’ll
put this away for the night.” His penis retracted completely, leaving only
bare vulva. As she watched, the bones of his face subtly shifted, became more
gracile. In a higher voice, he asked, “Is this better?”



She nodded again.



“You’ll eventually get over the gender thing,”
he said. “I mean, look at me. I’m living proof that sex is artificial and
gender is all an act. You wouldn’t have caught me within thirty meters of bush
back when I was a fleshie. Now?” He shrugged. “Sex is sex. Body parts
are of no consequence.”



Betty held up a wad of black cloth. “Hood, or no
hood?”



Celia stared at the fabric, her mind a whirlwind of fear,
confusion, desire, shame, need.



She needed this. She needed to let go. To feel joy. To
embrace this body and all its potential. To live.



She needed to be someone that Rivka wouldn’t recognize.



“Hood,” she whispered.



Betty smiled and stood up, her body taut and slinky as
she crossed the room. “It just covers your eyes and ears. It leaves your
mouth free so we can play with it.”



From the sofa, Gyne held up three fingers and said,
“No penis. Scout’s honor.”



“As soon as you put this on, go into soft
lockdown,” Betty explained. “And then we’ll do what we want with you.
If it gets to be too much, just come out of lockdown. But if you stay in, we’ll
keep going.”



“There’s no shame in coming out quickly,” Tanja
said.



Celia looked at the robotic Tanja, her skin gleaming
silver, then Gyne, reclining decadently on the sofa, then turned to Betty, who
was standing so close that Celia could see the threads of sapphire, aquamarine,
and gold in what little of her irises were still visible around her huge
pupils.



This was what machines did.



Celia nodded, slipped the mask over her head, and
switched on soft lockdown.



It was out of her hands now.



Hands adjusted the hood, snapping it into place under her
chin. She wobbled, off balance, and quickly shut off her pain, just in case.
Three sets of hands helped her stay upright. She felt stroking, licking,
fingers delicately probing. And she stood there, helpless against them. No, not
helpless. She could make it stop. But that was all the power she had.



She wished she didn’t even have that.



She was posed like a doll, arms akimbo, her top removed
and the scarf trailed over her body. She was picked up, bent forward at the
waist, torso resting lightly on a chair, as her leggings were peeled down and
then jerky hands ran up her thighs.



As they brushed her pubic hair, she felt an explosion
rock through her body, her mind tossed like a loose object in an earthquake.
She wanted to gasp and collapse into it, to surrender herself to the totality
of orgasm. But that would have meant coming out of lockdown.



She could take more.



She was lowered to the floor, her mouth pried open into
an astonished “O,” and fingers probed her every opening, snaking down
her throat, up her vagina, even her anus. 



No, not her anus. She hated that. She felt herself trying
to flinch away from the invasion, her control panel flicking on with her escape
button hovering right before her eyes—



No.



She wouldn’t come out of lockdown. This was true
surrender. She didn’t have to like everything they did to her. It would be
better that way. What they did to her body was out of her control.



And it stayed that way for what felt like hours.



She was stroked, licked, finger fucked. Someone sat on
her face and rubbed themselves against her until she felt them press hard
against her and shudder. She would have smothered if she still needed air. Her
body lay flopped in whatever awkward position they’d put her in last. She was
posed, bent, splayed, arched, and all the while invaded, stretched, tasted,
groped, possessed. Someone kissed her hard, and she was helpless to respond
beyond the tremors that rocked her body whenever it got to be too much.



She didn’t think she could take any more. So she did.



Her body had a seemingly endless capacity for pleasure,
even as each shockwave seemed to fray her nerves down to the atom. She felt
like she was being torn apart and rebuilt with each orgasm, her mind dissolving
into a fine mist of pure sensory overload. And they did it again, and again,
and again.



When her body wouldn’t stop spasming, when the tremors
became constant and jarring and oh-so-overwhelming, hands smoothed all over
her, calming her, stroking her with a gentleness that set all her nerves
aflame. Fingers fumbled with the snaps, and the hood was pulled off of her
head. Light. A voice. “Come back, Celia. Come back.”



She pulled herself out of lockdown, curled into a tight
ball, and sobbed.



Bodies pressed in around her, firm, soothing, crooning
words of comfort.



“It’s all right.”



“We’re here.”



“We understand.”



She slowly came back to herself, slowly wove the threads
of her mind back together into a coherent pattern. “Thank you,” she
whispered.



A hand stroked her hair. Tanja crooned, “You needed
that, didn’t you?”



She nodded.



“It’s never going to be like that again, no matter
how much you want it to.”



“You can stay tonight if you need to,” Betty
said. “We’ve got the room.”



“No,” she whispered. “I think I need to go
home.”



“Do you want me to take you, or are you okay with
the Mechanic?”



Oh god, she couldn’t face him right now. She could barely
face the three people who’d just had sex with her. Shame started crowding in on
her, thick and black in her peripheral vision. She’d never done anything like
this before, never even dreamed of it. But she’d needed it so badly. What did
that say about her? What had she become? “Not him.”



“I’ll drive you back,” Betty said.



“Thank you.”



They helped Celia back into her clothes, wrapping her
coat around her like swaddling. Betty put on red cat’s eye frames and guided
Celia down the stairs to the garage and into her little olive green car. Betty
then tapped on the Mechanic’s window to wake him as he snoozed on his steering
pad, and he blinked up at her, eyes bleary.



“I’m taking her home,” Betty said.



“Okay, let me get the hood—”



“No. No hood. Not now.”



“But—”



“No argument.”



He nodded meekly and drove away.



Betty climbed into the driver’s seat and started up the
ignition. “Where do you live?”



“Waltham. Off of Moody Street.”



“I’d appreciate it if you close your eyes.”



Celia nodded and buried her face in her hands and felt
the car back out of the garage.



She sat there, silently, listening to the soft patter of
rain on the car roof and trying not to think about what she’d just put herself
through. It had taken three people to replace Rivka, and they’d only been able
to do so for an evening. How was she supposed to make a life out of that? How
was she supposed to look herself in the mirror in the morning? What did this
all mean? Would she be able to stand doing this again? Could she? Did she need
to? Was this healthy? Did she even care?



“Okay, you can open your eyes.”



Celia dropped her hands to her lap. They were driving
across the Moody Street bridge. “That was fast.”



“The Mechanic probably took you the long way so you
wouldn’t guess how close I lived.”



“Oh.”



They pulled into Celia’s garage. “I’m not coming
in,” Betty said. “I’m not interested in coffee and
conversation.”



“That’s okay.” She didn’t want her there.
Didn’t want anyone there. Betty backed out of the garage, and Celia used her
thumbprint to open the back door. She made her way to the bedroom and fell on
top of the covers.



If she’d still been flesh, she’d be spending a long night
staring at the ceiling.



But she could spare herself that.



She hit the sleep button on her control panel and fell
into oblivion.
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After five days of research, Celia knew plenty about
bot-brains, but didn’t know the most important thing of all: how to find them.



She knew that bot-brains were bioandroids who embraced
their machine nature and rejected their old human selves. She knew that many of
them illegally modified their bodies to look more robotic. She knew that when
they worked in the sex trades, they called themselves “love dolls.”
And from a search on an unregulated rumor net in Antigua, she learned that
Mount Auburn Hospital had legally committed one to its psychiatric ward just
two months ago, but no matter where she looked, she couldn’t corroborate the
story.



Strange how no one had ever mentioned any of this to her
when the hospital was selling her on the procedure.



Celia had trawled through every public news databank, all
the private ones she had subscriptions to, and most of the ad-sponsored rumor
banks, sitting through advertisement after advertisement just to try to get
access to precious information. LawSpecs, of course, had the most sympathetic
coverage, but to get to it, she’d had to sit through one of Donal Lawson’s
pop-ups, where he exhorted her to treat bioandroids just like flesh and blood
people. “We took these bodies because we wanted to stay with our loved
ones,” he said, eyes flashing bright through his trademark blue
trapezoidal frames. “How can anyone think ill of us for that?”



She wondered if siccing him on Rivka would have any
effect.



A political ad was piggybacked onto his pop-up, but she
waved it to text before Miranda Clinton had a chance to start talking. Celia
skimmed through it — yes to education, yes to reopening friendly relations with
Canada, yes to expanding the Mars colony, yes to letting civilians on the Moon,
yes to closing the last of the nuclear plants, yes to continuing the bioandroid
program — before clicking “OK” and getting back to her research.



But even the news and information cached on the LawSpecs
network couldn’t tell her how to meet bot-brains. None of the info banks could.
The few that had any mention of them chalked the phenomenon up as an urban
myth, just like the tech who’d picked her up.



The fact that there was probably a bot-brain in treatment
at Mount Auburn Hospital gave her some hope. That might mean that there were
others like her in the Boston area. It would make sense, what with two area
hospitals doing the procedure — Mount Auburn in Cambridge and UMass Medical in
Worcester. But how to find them?



Celia bit back bitter tears of frustration and tried to
lose herself in the textbook revision to distract herself from her failure.
Antoine Benton had done a terrible job with his draft. The last time they’d
done modular updates of his text, his work had been impeccable. Late, but
impeccable. Celia sighed and buried her fingers in her curls, then popped over
to the Miami University hub to see if his class load was unusually high that
semester. He tended to get scatterbrained when he was overbooked.



No, he was on sabbatical. That was odd. Hadn’t he just
come off of sabbatical? She dug a little deeper, sending out searchbots to
scour the news banks.



After waving off a political ad from Clinton’s opponent,
she read the first hit that came up.



His wife, Brinda Mehta, had been diagnosed with a new and
aggressive form of Ebola after a business trip to Uganda and had been given a
bioandroid body. But the brain pattern transfer hadn’t worked as planned. In
the rush to copy her mind before the disease took hold, she’d become one of the
casualties of the 5.1 percent failure rate. Now Antoine Benton was trying to
write a textbook while simultaneously petitioning the courts for permission to
switch his wife’s bioandroid body off.



How had she missed this? She checked the date on the
story — it had broken when she was in the hospital and had quickly been buried
by the Hartford Hospital news.



Text scrolled across a freeze-framed wedding photograph
of Brinda and Antoine. “When the transfer procedure goes wrong, the
results are most devastating for the loved ones of the patient. And when the
patient’s biological body is later awoken, she has to deal with the knowledge
that there was a faulty copy of herself taking over her life in her absence. In
Ms. Mehta’s case, no memories formed after the age of twelve were transferred
intact to her new brain, leaving her with only fractured, bewildering memories
of her husband and their fourteen-year marriage.”



The picture dissolved to Antoine’s face as he spoke.
“The doctors say they’d have to pull her out of stasis to redo the copy.
With her disease, a week out of stasis could kill her. And the copy…” He
rubbed one eye with dark, shaky fingers. “It’s not her. Her parents
disagreed with me at first, but after spending a few days with her, they
changed their minds.”



A voiceover said, “Chelsea Slaughter, the heiress
who has gained infamy by buying herself a vanity bioandroid body in Dubai and
refusing to go back to have her own flawed brain pattern transfer fixed, disagrees.”



The image switched to a red carpet shot of Chelsea
Slaughter, resplendent in a jeweled, low-necked caftan that showed off her
perfectly-sculpted, never aging, completely illegal replacement body. With a
dazzling grin, she said, “I know everyone says I’m broken, but who gives a
fuck? I’m happy, and I love my body. And if Brinda is happy, then no one has
the right to shut her off. You hear that, Antoine?” She flipped off the
camera and yanked her plunging neckline to one side to expose her left breast.



Antoine came back on with a wry laugh. “Everything
Ms. Slaughter says only helps strengthen my case. Even Donal Lawson is on my
side.”



The reporter asked, “Why are you going public with
this?”



“Because people need to be aware of the risks. And
because the early termination clause needs to be more explicit. Brinda’s
contract specified that I could have her shut off if the copy wasn’t
functional. Well, they didn’t define ‘functional,’ and now I have to go to
court to convince a judge that being able to walk and talk is light years away
from being ‘functional.’ This isn’t my wife.”



The voiceover came back on. “Professor Benton
declined to let us film his wife for this story.”



Celia shut off the story. A tremor ran through her, and
she hugged herself in a vain effort to make it go away. He wanted to switch off
his wife. He wanted to switch off the woman he loved.



Or was she really the woman he loved? Could a copy be
that flawed? Could his wife grow into the woman he once knew if only he gave
her more time?



What if Rivka were able to prove that Celia was buggy?



The tremor redoubled.



This wasn’t helping. She needed distraction. Work.
Benton’s book. Could she even look at it, after that?



Yes, she could. Even if Benton didn’t know what Celia had
become, she felt a desperate need to prove to him that machine copies were just
as good at the originals.



 



That evening, Celia sat in the kitchen, munching on a jar
of olives. She hadn’t gone grocery shopping since she’d gotten home from the
hospital, hadn’t left the house at all in the past five days. Her boss kept
encouraging her to work from home, and she didn’t have anyone to visit, so
there was no point in venturing outside. Besides, thanks to his big mouth,
anyone out there could know what she was. Every time she thought about walking
out her front door, she wondered if someone would be waiting out there to
record her, to throw a rock at her, to start a protest against her.



A couple of coworkers left sympathetic messages for her,
which was a welcome surprise. Emmaline sent a card of a robot beating a cartoon
version of their boss into a bloody pulp, and it brought the first real smile
to Celia’s artificial face. And Shandra, who worked in Math and Stats, sent a
note congratulating her on her new body. “It’s something to be proud of,
not something to hide,” she’d written. “Someday, the rest of the
world will figure that out.”



Celia wasn’t so sure about that.



She tipped the jar back to pour the last couple of olives
into her mouth, then dumped the empty jar into the tumbler, which sorted it
into the appropriate bin for her block’s weekly recycling pickup. What else did
she have to eat? She peered onto the shelves and realized that she was actually
set for quite some time provided she didn’t care what she put in her mouth. And
she didn’t. She hadn’t even touched the stove since coming home. She used to
love cooking, Italian especially. She loved working with the rich cheeses, the
thick tomato sauce, aromatic spices, and pasta of all shapes and sizes. She
loved setting the table for two and watching her wife’s eyes go wide as she
took her first cheesy bite. “We’re going running first thing tomorrow
morning so this doesn’t land straight on my hips,” Rivka would say, and
then wipe her plate clean with a hunk of fresh-baked whole wheat bread from the
bread maker.



Celia turned away from the shelves and suppressed a sigh.
Those days were over.



Her glasses registered an incoming call.



Trini! Finally!



She opened the connection. “Hi.”



Trini smiled and stepped back from her camera, the top of
her head getting cut off as she imperfectly tried to frame herself in the video
feed. “What? That’s it? ‘Hi’? You get put into a new body and I go missing
for a week and all you can say is ‘hi’?”



Celia plunked down at the kitchen table again. This almost
felt normal. It was nice. “Um, okay. Would ‘hello’ make you happier?”



“No, I expect to be chewed out. You’re supposed to
start yelling, ‘What kind of a friend are you, anyway?’ and things like
that.”



“A very busy kind of friend.”



“Well, yes. That’s true. I’ve been in the field, and
I was never free when you’d be awake. Still, I could have written. But for that
matter, you could have written, too.”



Celia wrinkled her nose. “I’m not much for
writing.”



“Tell me something else I don’t know! Ah well.
Still, this means you and Rivka have had several gloriously uninterrupted days
to make sure your new body behaves just like the old one.” She winked and
grinned lasciviously.



Celia felt her throat trying to close up to keep her
voice in. But this was Trini, the only other person besides Rivka who she’d
always been able to talk to no matter what. The only person she really had
left. In a painful whisper, she said, “Rivka’s gone.”



“What?” Trini thundered, and stepped closer to
the camera, pale eyes flashing dark. “Why?”



Celia shrugged helplessly, then finally remembered to set
up the camera. She tacked it to the half-wall in front of the kitchen table,
“The procedure. She couldn’t—” She let out a long breath through her
nose, a breath that whistled through the artificial mucus that was building up
as she fought back tears. “She said she couldn’t live with a machine. That
I was just a copy of her real wife.”



“That bitch!”



Celia reared back in shock.



Trini glared at the camera, nostrils flaring. “I
never took her to be a closed-minded bigot, but I guess life’s full of shitty
surprises. Jesus, Ceil, I’m so sorry. How are you holding up?”



“I’m… coping,” Celia said. “Actually,
that’s a lie. I’m miserable.”



“That’s it. I’m coming home. There’s got to be some
way to rearrange my schedule…” She started jabbing at the air.



Celia held up her hands. “No, you’re busy. I don’t
want to—”



“You’re my friend, Ceil. I can’t just leave you…
Oh, crap.” She winced. “I can’t make it out there for at least a
week. I’m booked solid.”



“Where are you now?”



“Still in Turkey. And tomorrow I’m going to
Madagascar for six days. I can’t back out now — I petitioned the company to
send me there. Hell, I fought them for it. They hadn’t scheduled the
island for a gene hunt until 2093.”



“So why—”



“So I can find my father.” Trini sighed. She,
too, was the result of a fling, albeit a much briefer one. Trini’s mother
hadn’t even gotten his last name. “After what happened to you…”



Celia nodded. “I don’t blame you.”



“This would be so much easier if they were
genebanked. But as usual, privilege costs money, and they don’t have
money.”



“How do you plan on finding him?”



“I’m going to wing it. Mom gave me a picture of the
two of them together, and I figure I’ll start with the Club Med where she was
working when she met him and then go from there. I’ve tried showing the picture
around a few of the Madagascar-specific virturooms, but so few working-class
people on the island have glasses—”



“Hold on,” Celia blurted. She sent her
searchbots out to troll for virturooms geared toward “bot-brains” and
“love dolls.” She spent so little time in virturooms that it hadn’t
even occurred to her to look there.



“Are you all right?” Trini asked. “You
look—”



“Just needed to set up a search,” Celia said.
“Something you said reminded me—”



“You’re looking for folks like you, aren’t
you?”



Celia’s chest tightened. “I just — I mean —” Oh
god, what if Trini found a way to report this? One more incident and—



“Hey, if I were in your place, I’d do the same
thing.”



Wait, Trini couldn’t possibly know. She had to think
Celia meant something else. Celia felt herself relax again and tested the
waters by saying, “I’m not a huge fan of virtual space, but if I can find
people to talk to there… I just wanted to set up a search before I forgot.”



“Good idea. Look, Ceil, enough about me. Really. Do
you want to talk about the divorce?”



If she had to think about herself or Rivka one more
minute, she’d burst into tears. And machines didn’t do that. “No, I
don’t.”



The true joy of old friends was their ability to
instantly understand. “Okay. We’ll talk about it another time. What do
you want to talk about?”



“Tell me about Turkey.”



Celia kept Trini talking until her bots came back with
eight positive safe room matches and hits on dozens more unregulated rooms. And
as much as she was enjoying finally having a friend to talk to, she was itching
to start digging through the search results. “Trini, I’m sorry, but I
really should go. I’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow and I need to get some
sleep.”



Trini scowled. “Stupid time difference. You take
care, all right? And if you need to talk, just let me know. I can hop an
orbital plane and be back there in a few hours if you really need me.”



“No, I’ll be fine. And you need to find your father.
I wouldn’t want to keep you from that. Here’s hoping you have better luck than
I did.”



“Thanks. Be well, Ceil.”



“You too.”



Celia snapped the camera back onto her frames and
scrolled through the matches. The safe rooms would certainly be, well, safe.
But she probably wouldn’t find who she was looking for there.



She looked at the unregulated rooms.



One promised “hardcore love doll action with no
impostors.” Yuck. Another called itself “The Bot Zone” and
advertised itself as a place where “bot-minded people could come together
in a supportive environment.” That looked promising. Another was a virtual
reproduction of a local Boston club called Manticore’s. Its room was advertised
as “hardcore love doll space for real machines and their fleshie
fans.”



She’d start with The Bot Zone, and if that didn’t work,
maybe try Manticore’s if she could work up the nerve. The Boston connection was
oddly comforting.



Celia looked at the shelves one more time, decided she’d
eaten enough, then went up to the bedroom. Maybe she’d better lie down for this.



She stared at the ceiling, at the white stucco that cast
jagged shadows against itself as the streetlight flowed across it from the
unopaqued upper window panes.



She couldn’t do this. It was too much. Too soon. What
would she say if she found them? After all, these were people whose chosen
lifestyle was illegal, never mind societally reviled. Why would they open up to
a newbie in their midst? Would they even visit rooms that advertised themselves
as being for bot-brains? Maybe they’d think she was a cop, or a snitch, or just
a creepy fetishist.



Actually, creepy fetishists probably would fit right in
there.



She shuddered.



Tomorrow. She’d do it tomorrow. She could be brave
tomorrow.



 



She packed all of Rivka’s little bottles into a box the
next morning and stashed them on a shelf in the basement. She found another
empty box and packed up all the power tools. If she managed to find her people,
she wouldn’t need them anymore. And if she didn’t, well… she didn’t want to
end up locked in the bowels of Mount Auburn Hospital.



She looked at the box of bottles and bit back tears, then
shook her head. No, there’d been enough crying. She should just throw the
bottles out. Getting them out of the house was the sanest thing to do.



Or…



She pulled the box back off the shelf, picked up a little
glass bottle, and felt its weight in her palm. One quick fling, and she’d be
able to hear it shatter satisfyingly against the cinderblock wall.



She closed her eyes and gripped the cool bottle, letting
out a long breath as all the fight flowed out of her. 



She couldn’t do it.



Celia placed the bottle back in the box and slid it onto
the shelf.



She’d throw them away later.



She took in a deep, wet sniff and blinked her eyes hard,
hoping to dry them through sheer force of will. As she brought her left hand up
to dab the tears from the corners of her eyes, her wedding ring caught her
attention. It was a platinum band, subtly etched with a simple ivy pattern, the
pattern that Rivka’s ring had in mirror image on hers.



Maybe she should ask to have the ring put on her
biological body’s hand.



She reached down and gave the ring a twist, then pulled
it up to her knuckle.



The skin underneath was pristine, smooth, identical in
color and texture to the skin around it.



In her old body, the ring left a pale indent  — a
permanent mark of its presence.



Her stomach flopped, and she jammed the ring back into
place.



She ran back upstairs and ate just enough dry cereal to
satisfy her programming, then stared down at the table through semi-opaqued
lenses. She needed to work her courage up to go to the virturooms. She couldn’t
live this in-between life any longer.



Her glasses flashed to remind her of an online editorial
meeting. The boss would expect her to send a video stream, so she had to look
decent. She ran upstairs to tie her hair back with a thick cloth band and
smoothed her hands over her long, flowing knit shirt. She walked into her home
office, then walked right back out to grab a cup of water for the
sickly-looking African violet on her desk. Celia hadn’t watered it since coming
home, but she was terrified of overwatering it, which was supposed to be just
as bad, if not worse. It had been a birthday gift from Rivka several years
back, and Rivka had always taken care of it for her. She should have taken it
with her when she left. It was cruel to leave the plant in Celia’s incompetent
clutches. She lifted the leaves and poured a little water into the soil, then
drank the rest.



She put the empty cup on the desk, sat down, and tacked
her camera to the wall.



The camera ended up being largely unnecessary. Only
Emmaline would look her in the eye. Mansour flicked occasional furtive glances
in her feed’s direction, and everyone else managed to avoid her gaze
completely. Not that she forced the issue. Every time she thought of trying,
her cheeks would burn and she had to look down at her desk until she could
breathe again.



Maybe once she found her people, they could help make her
stronger.



The meeting ended, and before Celia could sign off, her
boss pulled her into a private channel. “Good work on the revision so
far.”



“Thank you.”



“I guess you’ve noticed that Antoine is pretty
distracted.”



“I read about his wife.”



Mansour shot her another quick look, then stared off just
past her ear, tugging absent-mindedly on his thick black beard. “Yeah.
It’s a real shame. I’m glad yours turned out better. Look, why don’t you keep
working from home? It’ll be easier to stay on schedule if you aren’t distracted
by office crap.”



She was afraid of what would come out if she opened her mouth,
so she simply nodded.



“Great. Later.”



She tried signing off again, but got another private
channel request from Emmaline. “Celia. How are you doing?”



“Oh, I’m okay.”



“You look good.”



“Thanks.”



“Hey, the Boston Corporate Challenge Run is coming
up in a few weeks. Sign-up ends tomorrow. Are you going to do it again this
year? I could use a running buddy.”



“I don’t know. I don’t think they let people like me
compete.”



Emmaline’s face flushed. “Oh. Right. How stupid of
me.”



“Thanks for asking, though.”



“No, don’t thank me for being an insensitive idiot.
By the way, Shandra says ‘hi’.”



“I’m surprised she cares. We barely know each
other.”



“I know, but she’s become your biggest supporter
around here.”



Celia’s cheeks grew warm. “Do I need one that
badly?”



“Not so much anymore. The chatter’s starting to die
down. Now that Brendon’s announced his pregnancy, they’re all talking about
that instead. He’s going to be a nightmare. He’s already regaling everyone in
the lunchroom with tales of exactly what the doctor did to his anatomy to make
this possible. I’m going to have to start eating at my desk if he brings up
breast feeding.”



“Do I want to know what people were saying about
me?”



Emmaline sighed. “Oh, the usual shit about it not
being natural, about what it meant for your soul, things like that. I think
someone tried to arrange a prayer vigil for your biological body, but HR caught
wind of it and shut it down. It might be uncomfortable for you to try to come
in, but it shouldn’t be dangerous. And like I said, Shandra’s been evangelizing
for you. She’s actually managed to shame a few folks into admitting that you
shouldn’t be treated differently. Whether that’ll result in them actually
treating you like they used to…”



“I suppose I’ll find out eventually.”



“Screw Mansour. You should come in.”



Celia tried to picture herself walking into the MacArthur
and Myers offices, walking the gauntlet of staring coworkers, and felt her
breath hitch in her chest. “Not today.”



“No, today would probably be a bad idea. But
soon.”



“I’ll think about it.”



“That’s all I ask.”



Emmaline cut the connection on her end, and Celia was
finally able to sign completely off of the call. She connected to the
BostonGroup node and took a quick look at her bank balance. If she ruthlessly
cut her expenses, could she afford to quit? She barely needed food, only needed
to heat the house enough to keep the pipes from bursting in the winter, and
could easily cut her electric bill in half if she were careful.



The thought was almost too tempting.



 



That night, she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling
“Just do it,” she whispered to herself. But she wasn’t a “just
do it” kind of person. In fact, she was normally a “just hide from
it” person when all was said and done.



She took a deep breath, pulled up her personal firewall
software, checked her privacy filters to make sure no one could snag her public
or private IPs, and took the plunge, diving head-first into the world of
virtual space. Her lenses sheeted out to cover her face, immersing her visually
in the artificial world.



She checked her avatar and realized that the last thing
she wanted to do tonight was look like herself. It didn’t feel right,
pretending to be someone else online, even though everyone else did it. But for
her personal safety, it would be better not to walk around in virtual space
asking about bot rooms while wearing her own face. She called up an anonymizer
program to make her identity difficult to trace, then selected a random woman’s
face from the pre-programmed options. Tonight, she was a pale redhead with
straight hair — everything she wasn’t in real life.



First stop, The Bot Zone.



It only took five minutes to realize that its advertised
“supportive environment” was too safe for what she was looking for.
All they wanted to do was talk about “honoring their bot feelings”
and “supporting each other’s replicated realities.” There was no way
that any of the people in that room had the backbone to break the law.



Manticore’s was next. She pulled up its IP and watched
the security protocol coalesce in front of her in the form of a massive wooden
door with heavy hinges and a thick metal knocker. She had her avatar reach out,
clasp the ring, and knock once.



The door opened with a squeak of unoiled hinges, and a
metal man stepped out, arms folded across his inhumanly massive chest. Celia
was terrified, and she hadn’t even stepped inside. “What do you
want?” he barked, his voice resonant with artificial tones.



“I… I just want to come in.” Celia spoke the
words aloud. She’d never gotten the hang of typing while manipulating an
avatar.



“You don’t look like our type. Why don’t you try a
nice little safe room?” He stepped back and started to close the door.



“Please!” she gasped, then stepped back and
clasped both hands over her mouth, eyes scrunched shut. Oh god, she must have
sounded so desperate.



The hinges stopped squealing, and she felt a tiny glimmer
of hope. She dared open her eyes a crack, and saw the man staring at her with
his metal head cocked to the side. Was there a real person riding this avatar,
or was he just part of the security program? Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure.



She took a deep breath and blurted, “I’m a
bioandroid. I just… ” She looked down at his feet, encased in solid
metal boots that looked like they each weighed more than she did. “I want
to meet—”



“Nothing is real here,” he said. “But you
should come in anyway.”



He stepped aside and gestured for her to enter.



Celia moved her avatar inside the dark space, hanging
back along the rough brick wall. Inside the old warehouse building, several
small spotlights lit very public tables, with people moving in the darkness
between them.



She clutched the afghan beneath her actual body and cast
her virtual gaze at the closest table.



On it, a completely metal man moved with mechanical
jerkiness, grabbing a nude human by his topknot and pulling his head back. He
forced him onto all fours, then climbed behind him and, still holding the
topknot, penetrated him. His hips clanked with each stroke, and Celia felt her
gorge rise at the thought of what his metal penis must be doing to that flesh
before remembering that none of this was real.



Was this really what she was looking for?



She looked away, virtual eyes adjusting to the
semi-gloom, taking in the rest of the patrons. Her hand tugged awkwardly at the
collar of her decently long and loose sweater. Everyone else was either nude,
nearly nude, or wearing extremely tight clothing. Most of them had shaved
bodies and very little hair on their heads, if any. It was so clear that she
was just a tourist gawking at their world.



She faded farther back into the shadows.



She heard a creak and looked up to a series of catwalks.
A mechanical-limbed woman was chained by her metal wrists and ankles to a set
of stairs, and was being stroked by a human male and a fully mechanical woman
with visible joint screws. The chained woman arched her back and moaned, and it
sounded like metal grating against metal. Celia wondered what the participants
were getting out of it. Were they wearing full virtusuits and feeling crude
approximations of the encounter? Were they getting a purely visual thrill? Or
were they voice-controlling their motions while their hands…



Celia turned away.



No wonder that tech had thought this was a sexual thing.
If this was what it meant to be a bot-brain, it wasn’t for her. But there had
to be more to it. She couldn’t be the only one who felt the way she did.



She caught a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye
and turned to catch a quick glimpse of what looked to be a naked, human-sized
faceless doll before it disappeared down a dark hallway. Her hand fluttered to
her throat. She’d had no idea that bot-brains could be so inhuman. That was
amazing.



But the doorman said that nothing here was real. She had
no way of knowing if any of these avatars truly represented the people or
machines behind them. She couldn’t even determine if any of these avatars were
representing real people, or if they were AI routines running pre-programmed
scenarios.



This was hopeless.



She turned to leave and came face-to-face with a slender,
bald white man wearing nothing but black tights, thick leather wristbands, and
a coating of silver body paint. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I
need—”



He held his hands up. “Hey, no rush. I just wanted
to talk to you. You’re new, aren’t you?”



Celia looked down at her clothes and said, “I guess
that’s obvious.”



The man smiled. “That’s okay. We all have to have a
first time. You can call me the Mechanic.”



“I — I don’t have a special name.”



“That’s all right. You’ll get one eventually. Hey, I
can help you tweak your avatar if you want to play a scene. I’ll bet you’d look
great in bronze.”



Celia started edging past him. “No, that’s okay,
really. I just need to go.”



He stepped into her path. “We all start somewhere.
Why wait?”



“I’m not—”



“Why did you come here, then?”



She shook her head. “Not for that. Please,
just—”



He narrowed his eyes, then shot her a knowing grin.
“I’ll bet your shrink would be really interested to know about this, Celia
Krajewski.”



Celia yanked her glasses off, her whole body shaking.



She raced down the stairs, first to the ground floor,
then to the basement, and knelt in front of the box of power tools, her breath
coming in little gasping pants. Her fake fingernails scraped down the rough
cardboard, and she curled up on the dusty floor, fighting the shakes and the
tears and the utter terror that the Mechanic would report her to McElvoy and
give him that final incident he needed to get a judge to authorize locking her
up.



Or what if the Mechanic outed her to the media? She’d
been lucky that her coworkers had kept their mouths shut so far, but if this
Mechanic decided to spread the news of what she was to the world, what was left
of her life would be over. And if she went to McElvoy for help, he’d just take
it as an excuse to lock her up and tell her it was for her own safety.



There was no way for her to win this one. No way at all.



Programming or no, she didn’t sleep that night. She just
lay wide awake in a ball on the basement floor.
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Tinker’s workshop took up a corner of the top floor of an
old factory building that had been converted to artist studios. She said they’d
had no problem with her declaring robotics as her art. “What could get me
kicked out is the fact that I live here,” she said. “That’s a big
no-no.”



“Why don’t you get an apartment?” Celia asked.



Tinker sighed and flicked her hair out of her face.
“Well, dock work doesn’t pay so well, and there’s only so much I want to
be beholden to the Mechanic. He’s the money behind this group, you know.”



He didn’t look like someone with money.



Tinker gestured to a chair. “So, let’s see the
rip.”



Celia sat down and pulled her hair back from her face.



“That’s an easy fix. Good glue job, by the
way.”



“Thanks.” 



Tinker rummaged through her drawers, and Celia killed
time by looking around the large room. The outer walls were bare brick, with
massive windows going from just above the floor nearly all the way to the high
ceiling. The white inner walls that delineated Tinker’s corner of this floor
were clearly not part of the original factory, but products of its conversion
to twenty-first century space. The curtained-off inner corner must have
contained the bathroom, because Celia didn’t see any other place for it. Along
the walls was an assortment of metal sculptures, all with a decidedly robotic
bent. “You really work on us in here?” she asked. “It hardly
seems private.”



“The windows are modern, so I can opaque them,”
she said. “Usually I do the prep work here, then bring it and my tools
with me off site to do the actual modifications, unless it’s a full-body job,
like for Garytron or 1101. Those I do here. Ah, here we go.” From a
drawer, she grabbed a knife, a black plastic strip, and what looked like a
variant of the adhesive probe they’d used at the hospital when Celia had cut
herself.



“How did you sneak them out of here when you were
done?”



“That’s the beauty of it. They walked in here
looking human, and I brought out what looked like human-sized sculptures. They
both went into lockdown so they’d be completely immobile, and I carted them out
on a dolly and loaded them into a rental van.”



“What’s 1101 like?”



“You’ll meet it tomorrow.”



” ‘It’?”



“It’s discarded gender.”



“Really. What was it before?”



“That’s up to 1101 to say. I know the answer,
obviously, but it’s my friend, and it trusts me to keep my mouth shut. Do you
have your permission card?”



“Oh, yes. Hang on.” Celia unzipped her jacket’s
inner pocket and pulled it out.



“Good.” Tinker stuck the sliver of black
plastic to the side of Celia’s permission card. “The Mechanic made this
for me. It switches off your pain. Let me just test it to make sure it works on
your model.” She pinched the tip of Celia’s nose with her fingernails.



“It works,” Celia said, and rubbed her nose. It
was rather disconcerting to feel sharp pressure without accompanying pain.



“Good. Now hold still. This’ll only take a
minute.”



She was right. It didn’t take long. First, Tinker sliced
the skin back open and cleaned the glue off of it with a solvent. Then, she
used the skin sealer to join it back together. When Tinker was done, Celia
admired the results in the mirror. It was flawless. “The program techs won’t
be able to detect this repair, will they?”



“If they decided to do a molecular scan of your
body, then yes. But there’s no practical reason for them to do so. I wouldn’t
worry about it.”



“Thank you so much.”



“Anytime. Frankly, they make your skin too fragile.”



Celia put the mirror down. “Can you toughen it up
for me?”



She drummed her metal fingers against her metal thigh.
“I think so. No one’s ever asked for that before. The only way to make it
reversible would be to replace your entire skin. If I change the skin you’re
currently wearing, they’d notice the difference in your annual checkup. Or when
your flesh body got cured.”



“Too bad Garytron didn’t get the chance to
reset.”



“It’s his own damned fault. If he’d just come clean
to us, we could have—” Tinker shook her head. “Poor bastard. We’re
still trying to figure out how to bypass your GPS. Garytron would still be out
here if it weren’t for that.”



“Didn’t he want to go back to his body
eventually?”



Tinker narrowed her eyes down to tiny slits, visibly pondering
her answer. “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t think he did.”



“Has anyone from your group been cured?”



Tinker leaned against her workbench and wrinkled her nose
to push up her clear plastic frames. “Nope. I mean, there’s really no
hurry to fix your bio-body once they get it into stasis. The average wait time
is something like five years, isn’t it?”



Celia looked down at her hands, her mechanical hands that
still seemed so biological to her. At the hospital, they’d warned her that
she’d likely be in this body longer than most, what with the low priority her
one-person condition warranted in the queue. Would she want to go back to her
old body after all that time? Could she?



“Anyhow,” Tinker said, “I’m happy to fix
you up whenever you need it, or if you like, I could build you your own skin
sealer and have the Mechanic write you up a repair subroutine so you can handle
it yourself.”



Celia looked back up. “Um, thank you. I’ll have to
think about that.”



“Don’t worry,” Tinker said. “You’ll find
out soon enough if this is something you’ll need or not. Not every mechanical’s
meant to be a cutter.”



A cutter. Oh god. She didn’t even want to think about it.



“Do you want to stick around?” Tinker asked.
“I might have some beer somewhere if you’re still into that.”



Celia gathered up her coat. “I really should be
getting home. I have a lot of work to do.” Which was true. When she let
herself think about the textbook’s deadline, it frightened her. This was not
the time to fail.



“Fair enough. See you tomorrow evening?”



“Yes, definitely.”



She fled for the subway, placing her request to the MBTA
as she walked. A cutter. Troubled teenaged girls were cutters. Not quiet,
responsible, grown women like Celia.



But with a repair subroutine, and no pain…



No.



She wrapped her arms tightly around herself to drive off
a chill that couldn’t be fully attributed to the blustery November winds.



 



Celia pondered asking to have her sleep shut off for her
next tweak. Then she’d be able to get more work done. But the timestamps on the
files would give her inhuman schedule away. Maybe she should ask the Mechanic
if he could hack those for her. It was the only way she could think to get this
revision done on time.



But even with sleep, she managed to finish final edits on
chapter four before the Friday night gathering rolled around. She hoped that
would satisfy Mansour, at least for now.



Eight o’clock, the Mechanic had said. Celia sat in her
living room, smoothing her hands over her vertically striped black and grey
caftan. It was one of her more daring outfits, with a scooped neck, silver
buttons, and slits up the sides that showed off the slim crimson leggings
beneath that were a perfect match for her head scarf. For this time of year,
she was showing a lot of curves and a lot of color. But she felt the need to be
bold with these people, even if she knew her clothing was impossibly tame by
their standards, if the clothes in the virturoom had been any indication.



At seven minutes past eight, she received an incoming
call. It was the Mechanic. “I’ll be at your house in a minute. I’ll pick
you up in your garage. Leave your glasses at home.” The connection winked
off.



She let out a long breath, opened her garage door, then
took off her glasses and set them on the coffee table. She hadn’t left home
without them in years. Decades, even. It felt dangerous. Exciting.



A horn honked from downstairs.



She grabbed her coat, felt to make sure the permission
card was still in the pocket, and headed down the basement steps to the garage.



The Mechanic was sitting in Rivka’s space in a private
car large enough to have both a back seat and a trunk. If he could afford the
parking fees for a car that size, she was no longer surprised that he could
afford to finance his little group of mechanicals. He gestured to the back door,
and she climbed in. “Why do you want me back here?” she asked.



He shot her a sheepish look. “Well, you’re new, and
I can’t have you knowing our meeting location just yet, so I need to take some
precautions.”



“Precautions?”



He held up something Celia couldn’t identify — a matte
black object that moved like rubber, but had a fabric-like texture. “A
sensory deprivation hood,” he said. “You won’t be able to hear or see
a thing in it. I need you to lie down on the back seat and put this on. I’ll
put you into lockdown, cover you with a blanket, then release you once we get
there.”



Celia gingerly took it from his hands and held it with
her fingertips. “A hood? I wouldn’t tell—”



“We can’t take that chance. Not until we know you
better. You’re going to learn too much tonight, and we really don’t want to
have to find a whole new meeting place if you freak. Do you have your
permission card?”



“Yes.”



“Good. You’ll need to hold it so I can set the
lockdown.”



She fumbled for it with shaky hands, then set it on her
lap.



“Um, there’s a front and a back to the hood. See
where the bumps for the nose and chin are?”



She turned the hood, searching the fabric for… ah,
there.



Goose bumps prickled her flesh, but she swallowed hard
and pulled the hood over her head.



It clung to her face like skin. No, tighter than skin.
More intrusive than skin. The darkness and silence were absolute, and a shock
of fear ran through her. He wouldn’t ask her to do this without reason. He
wouldn’t hurt her, would he? She couldn’t believe she’d gotten to a place where
she’d voluntarily make herself blind and deaf at someone’s whim.



She picked up her permission card, felt along the back
seat, and lay down. The Mechanic’s hands guided her into place. A blanket fell
over her, and then she was immobile, locked solid, no breathing, no movement,
no sight, no sound.



She was completely helpless. Completely vulnerable.



The thrill that ran through her was a mixture of fear and
desire.



Desire? Where did that come from?



A pair of belts fastened around her body. The car backed
out of the garage, and she slid forward, stopped only by the belts. She felt
the car turn onto the road, and she slid again. The thrill shot to her groin.



What was going on? This kind of thing, this… kink had
never enticed her in the past. Did all mechanicals feel this way, or was she
perverting the perfection of her new state of being by getting a cheap sexual
thrill from it? Oh god, did the Mechanic know? Would he pull over and—



She tried to pull up her control panel, but it was
blocked.



She couldn’t shut off this lockdown.



She was trapped.



No, he knew she wasn’t interested in men. He wouldn’t do
that. Besides, he practically worshipped her. But what if he worshipped her in
a stalker kind of way? What if—



Thoughts of Tinker making love to her in this state
drifted through her mind, and if she had been breathing, the breath would have
stopped in her chest. She pictured those mechanical hands roaming over her
naked skin, slipping between her thighs, the cold metal—



No, she couldn’t think this way. This was wrong. Dirty.
Perverted.



She wanted to groan. She wanted to cry. She wanted to sit
up and rip the hood off. She wanted a pack of anonymous women to ravage her
while she lay helpless in the back seat. She wanted her old life back. She
wanted to dive head-first into this one. She wanted someone to sit down and
tell her which of these feelings were healthy and which she should run away
from.



Instead, she lay helpless in the back seat of the
Mechanic’s car, the belts tightening against her with each turn, each brake.



And then the car stopped.



She felt her lockdown lift, and she tightened her arms
around her chest, across her suddenly rock-hard nipples. When she clamped her
legs together, her underwear was damp against her skin.



Hands undid the seatbelts and helped her into a sitting
position. She tried to shake her horrible arousal off. The off switch for her
lockdown had become an on switch for her body to finally react to it. She
reached for the hood, desperate to free herself, but hands moved hers away, and
she felt herself being guided to her feet, then led along a rough surface. She
kept her arms wrapped tightly around her traitorous body, willing it to stop
acting this way, but it wouldn’t, and another flood bloomed between her thighs
as she imagined a room full of hooded bioandroids, all feeling each other with
mechanical fingers, stroking, probing, exploring—



There were fingers at her neck, and she joined in and
tore off the hood.



She blinked and stared at the Mechanic, the cold jolt of
November air helping chill her back to sanity.



“Oh dear, your hair—”



She jammed the permission card back into her pocket
before reaching up and frantically patting her hair back into place, grateful
for the distraction from her bewildering libido. This was wrong. She had to
leave. Oh god, she wanted those fantasies to come true.



No, that wasn’t why she was here. She closed her eyes and
tried to compose herself.



“Nervous?” the Mechanic asked.



“Yes,” she said, although certainly not for any
reason he suspected. Or so she hoped. She’d never felt like this before. This
wasn’t her.



Well, she wasn’t the old her anymore. She’d become an
entirely different person these past few weeks. Maybe this was part of the
person she was becoming.



Again, the thrill that passed through her was equal parts
erotic and terrifying.



She let the Mechanic lead her into an old warehouse. They
got to an oversized manhole cover, and he slid it aside, revealing a
rickety-looking spiral staircase leading underground. A string of tiny lights
wound around the railing to illuminate the way. “There are other ways
in,” he said. “This is just the hardest one to trace.” He
gestured down. “Mechanicals first.”



She put a foot on the first step to test it, and when it
seemed solid enough, started down. As she approached the base of the staircase,
a series of lights went on to her right, brightening a bare brick tunnel. She
waited for the Mechanic to join her, and he led her along the lit path. A short
distance away, jazz music was playing. It sounded like Shirley Horn vocals over
a modern band. The Detroit Diggers, if Celia remembered correctly. Well, at
least these people had good taste in music.



The lights stopped at a worn metal sliding door. The
Mechanic pulled the false front off of a nearby brick, revealing a biometric
scanner. He placed his thumb on it, and the door unlocked with a clank. He put
the false front back on the brick and turned to Celia. 



“Ready?”



Not trusting her voice, she nodded. If this did end up
being a giant orgy…



She’d probably stay. And that was what scared her.



The Mechanic slid the door open with a squeal of metal on
metal.



The room was just dark enough in the corners to give it a
clandestine thrill, but a lot of effort had been put into dressing it up. There
were a series of magnetic click sofa modules throughout the room, a handful of
multicolored easy chairs, several low tables, and twinkling lights strung
everywhere. No windows, of course, and all the walls were naked brick, but
still, it felt oddly homey.



And then there were the people.



Celia no longer felt the least bit daring.



Ari, Ziggie, and Betty were all there, as was Tinker. Ari
sat nude and immobile on a three-segment click sofa, with Ziggie sitting next
to him dressed in a long, loose shirt and pants, crocheting what might have
been a hat. Betty looked old-fashioned naughty in a very tight, very short,
very red sleeveless dress and spiked heels that buckled around her ankles. A
large dragon flew up her back. Was that a real tattoo? Celia didn’t think
people got those anymore. Could bioandroids even be tattooed? She couldn’t
imagine the pre-bioandroid churchgoing Betty having a tattoo.



Tinker was also wearing something scandalously short, but
not nearly so tight. Her green racerbacked sleeveless dress showed off the scar
tissue where her mechanical arms met her body, and her mechanical legs were
also bared and shoeless. Without her flesh gloves, her fingers were spidery and
delicate, and Celia had to catch herself from gaping as she watched Tinker’s
thumb split into two digits like a slender metal koala hand.



And the other people…



There was a glowing silver woman, nude and completely
hairless; a young man in tight black clothes moving jerkily across the room
like an old-fashioned movie robot; the most classically stunning woman Celia
had ever seen, who she thought was a mannequin until she saw her move ever so
slightly; a tall man standing in a corner in a sheer plastic gown, a pair of
lush breasts sinking into his torso until his chest was completely smooth; and
a woman sitting quietly in the corner in a pool of darkness, wearing what
appeared to be neon.



“Let me get everyone’s attention,” the Mechanic
said. He hung his coat on a peg on the wall. Celia did the same and followed
him across the room.



Ziggie looked up and shot her a quiet smile. “Celia,
so good to see you again.”



She smiled back and flicked a nervous gaze over at Ari.



Ziggie waved a hand. “Pay him no mind. He’s
happy.”



Ari turned his impassive face toward Celia. “Clothes
are a human necessity.”



She plucked nervously at her buttons. “Well, I
suppose that’s true…”



The Mechanic turned to the center of the room.
“Everyone!”



All eyes turned toward him as the music faded, then the
gazes quickly shifted to Celia. She blushed under the scrutiny.



“This is Celia,” he said.



She cleared her throat unnecessarily. “Hello. I… I
look forward to getting to know all of you. And to getting tweaked to be more
perfect, like you.”



The group nodded and murmured approval as the music came
back up.



Ziggie patted the empty spot on the sofa next to her, and
Celia started toward her, whispering, “Why do they all dress this
way?”



Ziggie rolled her eyes. “The Mechanic’s fishing
methods aren’t very sophisticated.”



Celia gingerly sat on the proffered spot, trying not to
touch any of Ari’s nude flesh. “What do you mean?”



“He found you at a sex virturoom, right?”



She blushed. “Yes, but I normally don’t—”



“It doesn’t matter. That’s where he looks. Although
sometimes, he finds us elsewhere.” She set down her crochet. “He
found me in person.”



“Really?”



“I was trying and failing to get drunk. I suppose it
got pretty obvious what I was after the tenth shot. Frankly, I’m lucky no one
in the bar caught on but him. He marched up, introduced himself, and asked me
if I needed his help. And here I am. But pretty much everyone else in this room
got scooped up by the spy program he snuck into the Manticore doorman.”



“Myself included,” Ari said. “And it was
also my first ever visit to a sex room.”



“But what about—”



Betty plunked onto Ari’s lap and held her hands out to
Celia. “Come on, I’m going to introduce you around.” She ground her
hips into Ari’s crotch, then frowned. “You are such a stick in the mud. Or
not, as the case may be.”



She bounced to her feet, grabbed Celia’s hands, and
yanked her up with surprising strength. As she was led away, Celia looked
helplessly over her shoulder at Ziggie, who shook her head and turned back to
her crocheting.



“You need to meet my good friend Tanja,” Betty
said. She steered her toward the glowing silver woman.



“Celia! It’s great to finally meet you.” She
held out one silver hand. “We have got to make sure you don’t join the
Gloom Patrol over there. Ugh, what a waste.”



Celia murmured something that she hoped sounded
noncommittal and tried not to stare at Tanja’s naked body, but it was difficult
not to. She had no muscle definition, no texture. Her aureole were so flat they
were practically reflective. Celia flicked a quick glance down. Even her labia
were undefined. It was eerie. “Um, so what—”



“Tweak talk is boring. Let’s talk about something
more fun.” Her eyes were solid silver, with shiny spots for irises and
burnished pupils peeking out from within them.



“Yeah, like your drive over,” Betty said.
“You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”



Celia splayed her hand over her breastbone. “What do
you mean?”



Betty grinned and leaned in close. “I can smell it
on you. I’ve got boostable senses.”



Celia’s face burned, and she took one step back.
“Please, I—”



Tanja stopped her from moving away any farther by
clamping a hand on her shoulder. Were they all this strong? “I already
told you, no more Gloom Patrol.”



“Have you ever heard of love dolls?” Betty
asked.



“Y-yes. Just what I’ve read online, though.”



Tanja leaned in. “Well that’s what we
are.”



“You should try it,” Betty said. “You’d
love it. Trust me, the nose knows.”



Celia didn’t think her face could get any hotter, but it
did. “You’re both prostitutes?”



“The money’s great,” Betty said. “We do
jobs once or twice a week, and only for people that we thoroughly prescreen.
It’s perfectly safe, but it doesn’t feel it, and that’s what makes it so
exciting.” A blush crept into Betty’s cheeks, and she bit her lip and
looked over at Tanja.



“Any time you see love dolls advertised online, it’s
a fake,” Tanja said. “Just well-trained fleshies who are good at
lying perfectly still. But we’re the real deal.”



“I… I’m really not interested—”



“Oh, we don’t need you to join our business,”
Betty said. “We just want to fuck you in lockdown.”



Celia’s gaze darted from woman to woman, and she fought
back a nearly overwhelming urge to flee. This was — she didn’t really
want it. It was just a fantasy, right? She couldn’t possibly — could she? Oh
god, no. She couldn’t want this. It wasn’t right.



“Do you even have soft lockdown?” Betty asked.
“You’ll need to ask for it if you actually want to come while we’re
fucking you.”



Tanja added, “If you prefer men, I’ll bet Gyne would
do it with his male parts.”



Celia shook her head hard. “No, that’s not… I
mean, I don’t—”



A flat, robotic voice cut through the room. “She
will tell us what she wants when she is ready.”



Celia turned to the source of the voice and had to catch
herself on Tanja as her knees threatened to give out. Standing in the middle of
the room was the life-sized, jointed art school doll that she’d seen in the
Manticore virturoom. No features, no face, no fingers. It was… perfect.



Tanja gestured and said, “Celia, meet 1101.”



She heard Betty sniff behind her. “Now I know what
she’s really into.”
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Celia opened her eyes and blinked in the dim light.



God, she was stiff.



She stretched her hands up over her head, then rubbed
them across her face. It felt like she’d been sleeping for years.



Wait.



She pressed her hands against her face and tried to
think. She actually had been sleeping for years. It was all coming back
to her now. The last thing she could remember was lying down on a hospital bed,
waiting for the sedation to kick in. Where were the memories after that? Had
something gone wrong with the replacement body?



“What’s going on?” she mumbled.



Soft hands clasped her own, moving them away from her
face, and she blinked and focused on the body sitting next to the bed.



“Rivka?”



She looked so much older. Grey streaks kissed her hair,
and small lines had accumulated around her eyes and mouth. But she still looked
beautiful. It was a face worth waking up to, no matter how long Celia’s nap had
been.



“Rivka, what happened?” she asked. “Did
something go wrong with the replacement body?”



Rivka clasped Celia’s hands to her bosom and began to
cry.



Celia eased one hand out from Rivka’s grip and stroked
her hair. “Don’t cry, honey. Please don’t cry.”



She struggled to sit up, ignoring the wave of dizziness,
and eased Rivka into her arms, cradling her in her embrace. Rivka buried her
face in Celia’s shoulder and sobbed, the tears seeping through the thin cotton
of her hospital gown. God, she’d missed this woman, even if it seemed like no
time at all had passed since she’d last seen her.



“It can’t be that bad,” Celia crooned.
“I’m back now. Everything’s going to be okay.”



She’d ask what happened to the android body later, after
Rivka calmed down. Whatever was upsetting her, they could work through it.



“Ms. Ben-Ur, we told you you couldn’t come in here
until we secured Ms. Krajewski’s permission.”



“What?” Celia pressed her cheek against the
crown of Rivka’s head and turned to face the woman standing in the doorway.
“This is my wife. You can’t keep her out of here.”



“Ex-wife,” the woman said.



She felt Rivka pulling back from her embrace, and Celia’s
arms fell bonelessly to the bed.



“Ms. Ben-Ur, I think you need to leave while I
explain some things to Ms. Krajewski.”



 Celia watched slack-jawed as Rivka tearfully fled the
room.



The woman closed the door, then sat down next to Celia’s
hospital bed. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but—”



“Rivka left me?”



She winced. “That’s just the beginning of the
story.”



Celia held her hands out. “I don’t need to hear any
more.”



“Trust me, you do.”



“But—”



“Don’t you want to know what happened to your
bioandroid body? Don’t you want to know why you’re missing almost twelve years
of memories?”



“T… twelve years?”



The woman nodded.



Celia looked at the closed door. She could hear Rivka
weeping in the hallway. Ex-wife. Twelve missing years. “Do I want to
know?” she asked.



“Probably not. But you deserve to know.”



Celia wrapped her arms tightly around her shivering
frame. “All right,” she whispered. “Tell me.”
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The Mechanic freaked. But not for the reasons she’d
expected.



“He got into the private message system? From inside
the hospital? I’m shutting it down.”



“But—”



He grabbed Celia by the arms. “You don’t understand.
They’ll trace it. They’ll find us.” He let her go and paced the length of Betty’s
living room. “Shit. We’re fucked. We’re so fucked.”



“How did he even get in? Didn’t you delete his
mailbox?” Celia asked.



“He must have figured out a back door into the
system or something. Fuck!”



“What about the memory fuzzer?” Tanja asked.
“Wasn’t it supposed to make him forget things like that?”



“Maybe he didn’t use it,” the Mechanic said.
“Or maybe it doesn’t work. Oh shit. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.”



Betty shoved him down into an armchair. “Breathe,
boy, before I smack you. You’re not going to fix anything if you’re
hyperventilating.”



“Right, right.” He rested his head in his
shaking hands and let out a long breath. “Okay. I can do this. It’s
easy.”



“Don’t just do it,” Betty said. “Do it
well.”



“No, I mean it, it really is easy. When I
installed the system, I put in a one-step uninstall routine. I figured that if
I had to take it down, it would have to come down quickly.” He tapped one
finger in the air. “There. It’s gone.”



“Good.” Betty patted him on the shoulder.



“So now how do we talk to each other?” Celia
asked.



“The old-fashioned way,” Betty said.
“Through our IPs.”



“No!” The Mechanic looked up, eyes wild.
“That’s too dangerous.”



“Maybe, but most of us already do it,” Tanja
said.



“But what if the Feds get a wiretap order and—”



“Relax,” Tanja said. “We’re suitably
cryptic. Besides, we need to swap IPs so Betty can pay us.”



His mouth dropped open. “You… you pay them
legitimately?”



Betty smiled and leaned against her basement door.
“I most certainly do. I run an above the board business. We pay taxes and
everything.”



“But how—”



“Before all this—” Betty gestured at her body
“—I used manage a group of freelance graphic designers. According to the
IRS, I still do. I think you’ve met my team. They do wonderful work for my
client base.”



“Oh.” The Mechanic blinked. “I had no
idea.”



“I thought you kept better track of us than
that.”



“This part of your life… I don’t want to know
about it.”



“Don’t worry,” Betty said. “I’m sure
Ziggie’s keeping an eye on us.”



The Mechanic buried his fingers in his fuzzy hair and dug
into his scalp. “Right, I need to start making another mailbox system. I
just have to figure out how to strengthen the security. This is not going to
happen again.”



“Don’t worry,” Gyne said with faux sincerity.
“We believe you.”



Celia looked from face to face. “Are there any
hackers left in the group? Other than the Mechanic?”



Betty blew a long breath out of the side of her mouth
that set her cotton candy hair fluttering. “I don’t think so. Well, unless
you count what Ziggie does, but I think that’s different.”



“We don’t,” the Mechanic said. “But the
next person who joins us might be.”



“I don’t think now’s the time to be trawling for new
members,” Gyne said.



“Agreed,” Tanja said.



The Mechanic looked down at his scuffed shoes. “We
need to have some sort of memorial for him.”



Every ounce of flippancy in the room evaporated.
“Yeah,” Betty said. “You’re right.”



“Is the clubhouse safe?” Celia asked.



The Mechanic shook his head. “I don’t know. I
haven’t seen anything on the cameras I’ve got hidden around the building, but I
want to keep an eye on them for at least another week before I let my guard
down and use the place again.”



“I’ll find a safe spot for the memorial,” Gyne
said. “Just leave it to me.”



The Mechanic shot him a hostile glare. “I didn’t think
you liked Garytron.”



“We had our differences,” Gyne said. “But
that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a proper memorial. He was one of us.”



Celia stood and ran her hands down her wrinkled caftan.
“I should probably get home,” she said. “I’ve been in these
clothes for two days now.”



“I’ll bring you,” Betty said. “Come
on.” 



 



When they turned onto her block, the first thing they
noticed was the protesters.



“That’s your house,” Betty said.



“I know.” She immediately slammed on her
emotion dampener. It had finally happened. She was surprised it had taken this
long.



That didn’t make it any less terrifying.



There were four people marching up and down the sidewalk
in front of her unit, each carrying a hand-lettered sign. She read “Souls
Cannot Be Replicated” and “A Copied Person Lives Among You”
before she turned away, her fake stomach twisting into tight knots. She buried
her face in her hands as they pulled up her driveway and into the garage. Celia
made sure the door closed and locked tight behind them.



“Let’s pack you up and get you out of here,
fast,” Betty said.



Celia climbed out of the car, her whole body threatening
to break into a case of the shakes despite the dampener. Betty had to
practically drag her up the stairs into the house. As they stepped into the
living room, she heard someone thumping on her back door. “Open up!”



Betty shot a glare at the door. “That’s it. I’m
calling the cops.”



Celia put her hand on Betty’s arm. “No, it’s all
right. It’s Ian. My neighbor.”



“Well, he doesn’t sound very neighborly right
now.”



“I know you’re in there,” he yelled. “I
saw you pulling into the garage.”



Betty was right — Ian didn’t sound very neighborly right
now. But it made no sense. He’d fed Dizzy and watered the plants when she and
Rivka had gone away on their infrequent vacations, and he’d trusted Celia to
babysit his twin daughters when they were tiny babies.



Really, one more betrayal shouldn’t have come as such a
surprise.



Celia peeped out the back door curtain. “I’m just
picking up a couple of things. Don’t worry, I’ll be gone soon.”



He glowered at her through the glass. “Why the hell
didn’t you warn me? I think I have a right to know what I’m living next door
to.”



She could feel the tiny circle of humans who cared enough
to treat her with respect shrinking even further.



Betty stormed over and snapped, “Legally, she
doesn’t have to tell you squat. It’s none of your goddamned business.”



“Yeah, well tell that to my kids! They’re afraid to
leave the house!”



“That’s hardly Celia’s fault.”



“Oh, and just who are they protesting out there?
Me?”



“Why don’t you just call the god damned cops?”



“They’re on the way, but they can’t do squat unless
the protesters leave the sidewalk and step onto the property.”



“You’re filming them, right?”



“Yeah, but I wouldn’t have to if she weren’t
here!”



Celia put a hand on Betty’s shoulder and pulled what
little self-possession she had left around her. “Ian, I’m sorry. I’m just
here to collect a few things, and then I’ll tell them I’m not coming
back.”



“Fat lot of good that’ll do. People like that don’t
listen to reason.”



Betty raised an eyebrow. “So you’re taking it out on
Celia?”



He glared at Betty, then jabbed a finger in Celia’s
direction. “Just be sure they leave.” He stormed back down the
stairs.



Celia’s tenuous self-control melted away like a morning
fog, and she slid down the wall until she was curled in a tight ball, knees
tucked against her chest. She could hear the protesters chanting out front, but
couldn’t make out the words. They’d found her. Dammit, they’d found her. She
peeked at the main protest site and found her name and address listed, along
with a note reading “CONFIRMED.” There was a link to a news story.



“Oh god.” She clicked the link, letting Betty
piggyback on her transmission.



Her coworker Shandra was standing in what was identified
as Manila Airport in the Philippines. A voiceover said, “Shandra Lewiss
held this press conference at 11:24 a.m. Eastern Time to explain her decision
to travel to the Philippines for the elective transfer of her mind into a
bioandroid replacement body.”



Eleven twenty-four. Just two hours ago.



Shandra faced the bank of cameras, chin held high and a
fire blazing behind her eyes. “I’m here in Manila to make a point, a point
about freedom of choice and how those freedoms are being systematically restricted
by the United States government. Why is it that in the greatest nation on
earth, we’re allowed to make nearly any biological changes we’d like to
ourselves, but we are unable to make mechanical upgrades to our bodies without
risking our safety by going to back-alley chop shops? Why, when the technology
is proven, and safe, and available?



“Because our government fears the full implications
of technological progress. They want us to remain fragile and ephemeral,
because we’re easier to control that way.



“I, for one, refuse to cooperate.



“I am here in the Philippines to get my brain
downloaded into a bioandroid replacement body. When the procedure is complete
and the memory transfer has been deemed a success, I will kill my old body and
then attempt to reenter the United States. Without a biological body to force
me back into, they will have no choice but to let me re-enter the country. With
this action, I will force our government, especially the incoming
administration, to reexamine its discriminatory policies toward the regulation
of our own bodies. And maybe I’ll be able to score a smaller victory as well
and force my company to reexamine its discriminatory policies toward bioandroid
employees.” She looked directly into the camera providing the feed that
Celia was watching. “Hang in there. I’ll be joining you soon.” 



The voiceover came back on. “WSN has learned that
Ms. Lewiss’ employer, MacArthur and Myers, has recently put a bioandroid
employee on administrative leave. Speculation on this person’s identity is
rampant on the rumornets, but this network has a policy of not publicizing
names of bioandroid patients who have not gone public with their status.”



Her glasses helpfully popped up several links to rumornet
posts prominently featuring her name.



“MacArthur and Myers released a statement moments
ago saying that they would be investigating this allegation thoroughly to make
sure that the administrative leave was not triggered by prejudicial intent.
Meanwhile, Donal Lawson has released a statement of his own, saying—”



She shut her glasses off. She’d heard enough.



“That bitch,” Betty murmured. “That
fucking bitch. Guh! I could kill her!”



Celia closed her eyes and buried her face between her
knees. She had no choice but to hide away now.



She experimentally tried to log on to her work server and
found she was locked out. Her public inbox was clogged with interview requests
and threats against her life, as well as several messages flagged as urgent
from Mount Auburn. She deleted them all. Her lenses told her they were unable
to delete a message from the police without her looking at it, so she opened it
long enough to press the button declining protective custody, then deleted it.



“Celia!” The Mechanic’s face suddenly filled
her lenses. “God, I’m sorry, I should have caught this sooner, but—”



She took her glasses off and stuck them in her pocket,
then let all the air drain from her lungs and went into lockdown so she’d stay
empty. It was over. Her human life was over.



Celia felt a hand on the back of her neck, its warmth the
only spot on her that didn’t feel a dead chill. “Come on,” Betty
said. “Let’s pack up and get you the fuck out of here.”



Celia unlocked, looked up, and saw that Betty had taken
her glasses off as well. “Fuck him,” Betty said. “He can wait.”
She stood and held out her hand.



She let Betty lead her up the stairs to the bedroom.
Betty peered under the bed, found the suitcases, and started cramming the
entire contents of Celia’s closet into them. “You take the drawers.”



Celia nodded dumbly and dragged an open suitcase to her
dresser. She opened the top drawer and stared. Did she really need so many
pairs of underpants? She wasn’t real, after all; she didn’t produce her own
filth anymore. She could get by with two or three pairs of underwear, maybe two
bras. She started poking through the drawer in a daze, looking for her favorite
green striped pair.



“You’re too slow,” Betty said, and pushed her
aside. Betty upended each dresser drawer into the suitcase, then struggled to
get it zipped. “Anything else you want to bring with you?”



“I… I should probably bring my skin sealer.”



“Downstairs in the silverware drawer, right?”



“Yes.”



“I’ll grab it on the way out.” Betty found a
shoulder bag, carefully put Celia’s little jewelry box into it, then disappeared
into the bathroom. “Aha!” She came back out holding a wide-toothed
comb triumphantly overhead. “I figured you’d have one of these. No one at
my house has hair like yours. You’d be a mass of frizzes in no time.” She
dumped it in the shoulder bag, then picked up both suitcases and lugged them
down the stairs.



Celia turned and stared at the bed, at the battered
afghan, and wished she could cry. But she was empty. Dry. Hollow.



She pulled the afghan off of the bed, wrapped it tightly
around herself, and headed to the windows, which she de-opaqued for the first
time in weeks.



Another two protesters had joined the fray, and there was
a police car stationed across the street.



She rested her forehead against the cool glass and closed
her eyes.



It was over.



“Celia, let’s get out of here!”



She sighed and headed down the stairs, the afghan
trailing behind her. She looked around the first floor, at the little pieces of
bric-a-brac, the china set on display in the dining room, the shelves of old
paper books in the living room, the small singed spot on the linoleum from a
particularly spectacular cooking mishap two years ago, the photo brick in the
hutch slowly going through pictures of Celia with her mother.



This was her home, but she had the horrible feeling that
she’d never be able to see it again.



So be it.



She removed her wedding ring and placed it under the
yellow note on the mantel, just below the bare white spot on the wall. It
couldn’t come with her where she was going. She kissed her fingertips, pressed
them against the white spot, and said her goodbyes to her former life. Then she
turned her back on it and walked out the door. At the bottom of the stairs, she
tugged on the passenger-side handle of Betty’s car, but it was locked.



“Take yours,” Betty said. “We can cram
three cars in my garage if we’re careful. I’ll call ahead to Gyne to have him
move his up so you can fit in behind him.”



She nodded and drifted over to her own car. She turned it
on in a haze. She could see the ghostly wisps closing in on her from the sides
of her vision. Soon, she would be completely lost in the fog, and she didn’t
think she could find her way back out once that happened.



Betty mailed her a set of directions to her house. Celia
carefully placed the afghan on the driver’s seat, backed out of the garage, and
had it lock itself up tight. She pulled around to the front of her house and
told the protesters that she was leaving, and could they please leave her poor
neighbors alone? And then she was gone, leaving the final remnants of her flesh
and blood life behind.



No job. No home. No safety.



No hope.
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She tried sending another message the next morning. Rivka
sent the exact same reply. She tried again that evening and paced the living
room as she read Rivka’s response.



 



I don’t know how many times I can say “I can’t”
before you’ll understand. Please, don’t force me to take out an electronic
restraining order on you.



 



Celia immediately hit her lockdown button.



Her frozen body toppled toward the ground, and she
smashed her temple against the corner of the coffee table before she came to
rest on the carpet.



She lay immobile on the floor, one leg still jutting out
mid-stride, a pinpoint of agony bursting from her temple. Stupid, stupid… oh,
she should have looked first, should have laid down on the floor before hitting
the button, should have known better than to try to be impetuous. Why did she
think that Rivka would want to come back to someone this monumentally dumb?



She felt the intense need to sob and switched the control
panel off. She wasn’t going to cry over Rivka. She wasn’t. And in lockdown, she
couldn’t. Rivka didn’t deserve her tears. Not after threatening her with a
restraining order. No, no more crying for Rivka.



She stayed in lockdown until she felt dry inside, and
then hit the button to shut it off. Her outflung leg dropped to the floor.



A pent-up breath escaped her artificial lungs, and she
probed her aching temple.



The skin was ripped.



She called up the IP for the bioandroid program, then
stopped herself. No, she couldn’t go to them. They’d want to know why her alarm
hadn’t gone off. And then they’d know everything.



She needed to find another way to get fixed, and fast.
She called up the Mechanic’s private box and left a text message.



 



Accidentally ripped skin on my face. Need repair. Have
therapy tomorrow morning and then need to go into work for an in-person
meeting.



 



God, she was stupid.



She plodded upstairs and surveyed the damage in the
bathroom mirror. The rip wasn’t big, but it was noticeable. There was no way
anyone would look at the shiny white surface peeking through the bloodless
wound and mistake her for human. Maybe she could cover it with her hair. She
took off her omnipresent headband, pushed a curly hank of hair forward, and
banded the rest of it back. Well, it wasn’t fashionable, but it would do, at
least to get her through her therapy session.



Celia let out a sigh and undid the rest of her hair,
letting it hang around her face in unruly curls. She’d never liked it down, but
Rivka had said it made her look like an angel.



She closed her eyes and curled her fingers into claws.
No. She was not going to cry for that woman.



The doorbell rang, and she felt a sting of fear. Had
someone traced her here from the Mount Auburn photo gallery? Wait, wouldn’t the
Mechanic have warned her? She checked the door camera and saw a group of
children in skeleton masks clutching pamphlets in their tiny hands. 



It was just Halloween. Working from home so long, she’d
lost track of the date. She switched off all the lights and made her way up to
the bedroom. She wasn’t interested in accepting fistfuls of religious tracts
all night. Maybe if she made it look like no one was home, kids would skip her
townhouse entirely.



She set her glasses to beep loudly if any calls or
messages came in. Then, even though it was still early, she went to bed and
started preparing herself for her morning counseling session. If all went well,
it was going to be a doozy.



 



Come morning, there were no messages.



Celia downed a glass of water, dropped another note into
the Mechanic’s box, then sealed the rip with a small piece of transparent tape.
Damn it, why hadn’t he called back?



She carefully arranged her hair to cover the tape and
waited for Dr. McElvoy’s call.



Two minutes before her session start time, another call
came in. The Mechanic. “I screwed up,” she said. “Can you help
me?”



“Sorry, I was cramming for an exam last night and
didn’t think to check the box. I’ll forward your note to Tinker and stick her
drop box in your shortcuts so you can contact her directly next time. How bad
is it?”



Celia lifted her hair and pointed.



The Mechanic crinkled his nose. “Not as bad as it
could have been. Still, maybe you should stay home until you get it
fixed.”



Oh, the thought of having an excuse not to go in and face
everybody was just too alluring. Damn it. “No, I have to go.”



“Hopefully Tinker can squeeze you in before that.
Shit, McElvoy’s calling. See if you can get him to tell you more about
Garytron. Did you read the info I dug up on him for you?”



“Yes, I’m all set.”



“Excellent. Good luck.”



He disconnected before she could reply.



“Damn,” she whispered, then carefully placed
her hair back over the tape before opening the new connection. “Good
morning, doctor. How did the audit go yesterday?”



He tried to smile, but came out more like a grimace.
“They were very thorough. Very, very thorough.”



“Do they know about my little incident?”



McElvoy’s wince spoke volumes. “Well, yes, but they
don’t know which client it was. We may have to report everything to the
government, but we still get to maintain patient confidentiality.”



“Well, that’s good. But will the fact that I did
what I did hurt your program?”



“It shouldn’t. Not if you keep doing well. So long
as no other patients have incidents of their own, my job — ” another wince
“—I mean, the program should be fine. But enough about the program. How
are you doing?”



She shrugged. “I’m okay.”



“I sense a note of defeat.”



“Rivka’s threatened to take an electronic
restraining order out on me.”



“Why? Have you actually threatened her?”



“No. I’ve just begged a little. All I’ve threatened
is my dignity.”



“Then she has no legal leg to stand on. But I’m sure
the fact she said that has to have stirred up some negative emotions in
you.”



Celia rubbed one eye, careful to keep her hank of hair in
place. “You could say that.”



“You haven’t been thinking about hurting yourself
again, have you?”



“No, I didn’t mean that. I meant… well, I just
meant that ‘negative emotions’ seems kind of dry, considering.”



He nodded. “I understand. Maybe you should stop
trying to contact her, at least for now. Give her a little time.”



“If I give her a little time, she could find someone
else.”



“I wouldn’t worry about that. She’s been visiting
your body every day, and I don’t think she’d do that if she were planning on
dating someone else.”



No, but she would if she were planning on ignoring the
walking, talking version of Celia and staying loyal to the frozen one. Celia
felt a pang of jealousy for her flesh body, and shook her head to try to
dislodge it.



“So, have you been getting out?” he asked.



Time to placate him with half of the story. “I had
lunch with a friend yesterday.”



“Really? Who?”



Great. He would ask that. “Someone new. I met him in
a virturoom. He seems nice.”



“Virturooms can be meat markets, you know. Are you
sure he only wants you for a friend?”



“He knows I’m only interested in women.” And if
he hadn’t before, he certainly did now, the little snoop.



“Do you have plans to see him again?”



“Well, I’m getting together with some of his friends
over the weekend.”



“Excellent. That’ll give us something to talk about
in Monday’s session.”



Hopefully, the Mechanic wasn’t steaming at this, but if
she didn’t convince McElvoy that she was getting better, then she’d never get
out of these daily sessions. “So, I’m curious,” she said, trying to
sound blasé. “How’s your patient?”



“I can’t talk about other patients.”



“I was just wondering if he was doing any
better.”



“Which ‘he’ do you mean?”



“The bioandroid in your psychiatric ward. On
Tuesday, you said he didn’t look human anymore.”



McElvoy reared back from the camera. “I most
certainly did not. That would break every rule of patient
confidentiality—”



“You know, maybe you just hinted it,” Celia
said. “I must be mixing up what I found online with what you actually
said.”



“For the love of…” He sagged in his chair.
“What did you find out there?”



Celia had been rehearsing this conversation all night.
“Oh, just that his name is Gary, and that he’s covered in metal. Someone
even posted a blurry photo of him to the alternets.” She put on her best
concerned face. “I didn’t realize some people got that bad.”



Dr. McElvoy sighed. “I really can’t discuss
specifics of his case with you.”



“I know. I just… I mean, that could have been me
if you hadn’t helped me.”



“Trust me, it couldn’t have been. This
patient…” He sighed again and slumped forward onto his elbows.
“We’re talking in generalities now, Ms. Krajewski.”



“I understand.”



“Patients that rebuild their bodies are a real
challenge. We haven’t dealt with many, so we’re not quite sure what to do to
help them. Whenever one of us deals with one, we share our notes with everyone
else in the business so we can try to build a body of knowledge on what works
and what doesn’t work for patients with Biomechanical Dysmorphic Disorder.
That’s the latest candidate for the name of the condition, by the way. We’ll
see if this one sticks.”



“So… ” she took a deep breath,
“generalities, right?”



“Yes, generalities.”



“Why wouldn’t a hospital force the patient to look
human again?”



“Because the few times that was tried, it made
things worse. The current thought is that we should let them keep the bodies
they’ve chosen and work with them to convince them that the choice they made
wasn’t a healthy one. Then, once they come to agree with us, they can make the
decision themselves to go back to their original appearance.”



“There were a lot of conditionals in there.”



“I know. Like I said, we don’t have a lot of
experience. I don’t even need all the fingers on my right hand to count the
number of patients with this condition in the U.S.”



By the weekend, Celia guessed that she would personally
know more people with “Biomechanical Dysmorphic Disorder” than he
did.



“What happens if a patient chooses to keep his
altered body?”



Dr. McElvoy straightened up. “He can’t. When the
patient’s biological body is cured, legally, he has to go back into it
immediately. And when a cure seems imminent, there’s a certain amount of
pressure on the hospital to make sure that the patient is mentally ready for
the transfer.”



A certain amount of pressure. That would explain a lot.



“What about the clause in the contract that states
that in the case of damage to the memory core of the replacement body, the new
memories won’t be transferred back into the biological brain? Does that mean
you won’t transfer the memories they made in those bodies?”



Another sigh. “It’s up to the hospital board to
determine what constitutes damage. You know, I really should stop here. I know
we’re speaking hypothetically, but—”



“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just…”
She fished for a lie. “Well, that could have been me.”



“I sincerely doubt it.”



Part of her hoped he was right. But only a part.



“Look,” he said, “why don’t we skip
tomorrow’s session? Have fun with your new friends this weekend, and try not to
think about your ex-wife. Give her a little time, and if you still think she’s
worth pursuing, try again in a week or two. Oh, and I think we should talk
about repressed anger in our next session.”



“Why?”



“You’re a smart woman. Think about it and I’m sure
you’ll figure it out.”



She most certainly did not want to think about it.
“I’ll talk to you Monday.”



The connection closed, and the Mechanic immediately
called. “Good job,” he said. “That’s the most anyone’s managed
to find out about Garytron. Did it sound to you like he was saying that his
body’s been cured?”



“That’s exactly what it sounded like to me. Any news
from Tinker?”



“She’s probably still at work. Maybe if you use glue
it’ll be less obtrusive.”



“Can she still fix me if I’m glued up?”



“If Tinker can plate someone in metal, then she
should have no problem dealing with a little glue. Don’t forget to bring your
permission card so she can switch off your pain while she’s fixing you up,
unless you want to feel it, which is cool. Later.”



Celia looked at her clock: 8:23. The meeting wasn’t until
10:00. She logged in to the work hub, signed out a day office, and tried to get
one of the employee parking spaces in the building’s garage, but it was already
full. Great. She went to the MBTA hub and put in a request.



There had to be glue somewhere. Probably the kitchen. She
went downstairs and rifled through all the drawers, but came up empty. She knew
there wasn’t any in her home office. Maybe in the basement.



She found it in a bin next to the taped-up box of Rivka’s
little bottles.



Celia drummed her fingers on the box.



Repressed anger?



Hmm.



She peeled off the tape and pulled out a small glass
bottle. It felt cold and heavy in her hand.



She tossed the bottle a few inches into the air and
caught it, then looked at the far wall.



If she did get Rivka back, she’d just have to remember to
clean up so Dizzy didn’t cut his paws on the glass when he came down here to
use the litter box.



With a pitch perfected through years of Little League,
she hurled the bottle against the far wall. It shattered into tiny fragments
that glittered in the stark basement light.



Maybe if she got metal hands someday, she’d be able to
break the rest in her fist.



A small smile crossed her face.



She picked up the glue and jogged up the stairs to the
bathroom. She wasn’t going to let a stupid little rip stop her.



 



“Traditional Values to Keep America Strong!”



Celia groaned and pushed the political ad to text-only as
the trolley car descended underground. This close to the election, even the
Traditionalist candidate was shoving ads her way. And thanks to campaign ad
reform, she had to skim past all of Tam Galloway’s revolting positions to get
to the OK button to make the ad go away. No to federalization of same-sex
marriage, no to expanding the bioandroid program, no to wasting tax dollars on
space exploration. What did he say yes to? She was afraid to find out.



The ad vanished, and she went back to looking at the
pamphlets the children had left on her doorstep the night before. It looked
like the Baha’i and the Ismailis had gotten in on the fun this year. Lovely.
Her mother used to tell her that the holiday had been all about candy when she
was a child. Somehow, that seemed more wholesome than proselytizing.



Tinker’s call distracted her from the pamphlets.
“Sorry I didn’t call sooner. I’m on break now. How bad is it?”



Celia put her hands inside her coat so no one could try
to read her fingers — the last thing she needed was for someone on the subway
to record and decipher any of this — and typed, “Not too bad. I’ve glued
it and covered it up with my hair.”



“Good, good. I get off shift at noon. Can you be in
Allston by 12:30?”



“I think so. If the meeting runs long, I might be
late.”



“Late is fine. I’ll send directions.”



“Great. Thanks so much.”



And here was her stop.



She emerged from the subway station and stared up at her
office building, towering behind the old Boston Public Library. She suspected
it was too much to hope that this meeting would go well.



But it would go even worse if she weren’t there.



She squared her shoulders, turned her collar up against
the November chill, and headed to the office.



 



She should have stayed home. 



The meeting was awful. Most of her coworkers wouldn’t
look her in the eye. One even fingered a set of rosary beads. She’d never seen
him with them before. Emmaline was working from home today, taking care of a
sick child, and did her best to be supportive as she videoed in, but it wasn’t
the same.



To make matters worse, Mansour took her aside into his
office when it was over. He stood behind his desk, hands on his hips, and said,
“I’m concerned about the Benton book.”



“Well, it’s a difficult revision. You’ve given me an
impossible schedule, and Benton’s doing sloppy work.” All because he was
dealing with a personal tragedy that twisted Celia’s fake guts into knots
whenever she thought about it.



“I just don’t feel like you’re working hard enough
on this project.”



“Have you been looking at the hours I’ve
logged?”



Mansour sat in his expensive chair and looked up at Celia
with clear disapproval. “I’ve seen you log more hours on other projects.
And that was when you had a wife at home.”



“How—” She stopped herself before she managed
to get a full “How dare you?” out. She shook her head, teeth clamped
tightly together, and sat down across from him in a cold metal chair. She
wrangled her anger back as best she could and said, “Mansour, please keep
my private life out of this.”



“Look, all I’m saying is that I’ve seen you do
better work on tighter deadlines with crappier author material. I’m not sure
what the problem is here. I mean, I thought your new brain was supposed to work
just as well as the old one.”



“This is not—” She clamped her mouth shut again
and balled her hands into fists below the chair. Damn this man! She couldn’t
afford to lose this job. Not now.



No, if she could fake it with McElvoy, she could fake it
with Mansour. She took a deep breath. “Mansour, the divorce has been
really difficult. I know I shouldn’t let it affect my work, but…” She
shrugged. The pain she was feeling was real enough, and hopefully he’d pick it
up through her eyes.



He screwed his mouth up, then shook his head. “My
first divorce did a number on me, too. I didn’t even see it coming.”



“I didn’t either. I couldn’t. She divorced me when I
was unconscious in the hospital.”



“Man. That’s rough.” He squared his shoulders.
“Right. Do you think you can still meet the deadline?”



Celia called up her work planner, waved off an ad for
project management software, and studied the dates. “I don’t know. It
really depends on the quality of the remaining chapters. You’ve seen how bad
some of them have been. Could you put a second person on the project with
me?”



He shook his head. “I don’t want a final manuscript
of uneven quality. Your work’s top notch, and we need the entire finished
product to be that good. Besides, I don’t think we could get anyone up to speed
on this project in time.”



“So it’s still all on me,” Celia said. She
patted her hair to make sure it was still covering the glued skin.



“Sorry.”



“Could we do a staggered release of the chapters as
they’re finished? Maybe let the last few chapters slip past the pub date?”



“I don’t think marketing will get behind that. Too
many profs have been burned by staggered releases gone wrong.”



“Benton’s got a good reputation in the market—”



“So does Topsfield. And if his revision’s out on
time, and ours isn’t…” He shrugged.



Mansour was asking the impossible of her, and he knew it.
But he’d asked the impossible of her many times in the past and she’d
delivered. Maybe she shouldn’t have set the bar so high. Celia let out a sigh
and slumped back in her chair. “I suppose that’s all I can ask.”



Mansour laced his hands behind his head. “You know,
you still seem the same.”



“Well, yes.” And if he’d only kept his mouth
shut, then no one else would have known the difference. And she wouldn’t have
had to spend the staff meeting worrying that someone was filling her name in
underneath the picture on the protest site.



He rocked back in his chair. “Anything else?”



She shook her head.



“Okay. Well, see you next time you feel like coming
in.”



That wouldn’t be any time soon. She left Mansour’s
office, calling up her MBTA confirmation. She had to be back in Copley Square
by 11:43, which meant she had half an hour to kill. She had the work hub guide
her to her day office. She had some ideas about the last chapter she’d worked
on—



“Celia!”



She turned and looked up at the woman towering over her.
“Oh, hi Shandra.”



Shandra shot her a radiant smile, her teeth dazzling
white against her nearly-black skin. “How are you doing? We haven’t seen
you here in a while.”



“Oh, I’m just here for a meeting. I still mostly
work from home.”



Shandra jerked her thumb at Mansour’s door. “He
finally let you come back in?”



“Well, yes.” Celia looked around and saw heads
popping out of offices up and down the hallway. She could feel her cheeks
growing warm. “Um…”



Shandra planted her hands on her hips, fixed one of the
peepers with a harsh stare, and barked, “Did you mother teach you to be a
bigot? Did she?” 



Every head disappeared.



“Come on, let’s talk in private,” Shandra said,
and took Celia by the arm, leading her to a nearby empty office. Shandra closed
the door and sat on the edge of the desk, dropping her height from Amazonian to
merely tall. “So, how does the new body feel?”



Celia wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “You
know, I’d really rather not—”



Shandra wrinkled her perfect nose. “I’m sorry, I’m
prying. But… well, I envy you.”



Celia’s eyebrows shot up.



Shandra winced. “I know, I know, it sounds crazy.
But really, does it feel just like your old body?”



“Well… yes, more or less.”



“Hunh. I thought it was supposed to be a perfect
copy.”



Celia shrugged, wondering why she was letting herself be
dragged into this conversation. “It is in all the important ways.”



“What unimportant things did they miss?”



“Well, I don’t lose my appetite anymore when I’m
upset, and I don’t need to go for a morning run to help my body wake up. Things
like that.”



Shandra tapped on her full lips with an elegant
fingertip. “Fascinating. It sounds like all the discrepancies are in your
favor. I would love to have a body like that.”



Celia stared agog at what looked to her to be a perfect
body. “But why?”



Shandra grimaced and crossed her slender ankles.
“Oh, I’m going to sound so vain, especially considering what you went
through to get yours.”



Despite herself, Celia was interested.



“I’m sick and tired of working so hard to maintain
this body,” Shandra said. “I would give anything to be able to lie on
the sofa and eat doughnuts all day and still look good, or to have skin that
never blemished, no matter what. It would just be so much easier to replace my
body with a mechanical one and never worry about any of that again.”



“But you can get all that medically. There’s plastic
surgery, metabolism overhauls, skin treatments—”



“Medical fixes are all temporary. Too
temporary.” She looked down at her feet, her voice dropping an octave.
“Frighteningly temporary. To be honest, vanity’s only a small part of
it.” She looked up and fixed Celia with a gaze of frightening intensity.
“Celia, I don’t want to die.”



Celia’s groped behind her for the doorknob. This
conversation was getting too weird, too fast, and if it got any weirder, she
was going to bolt. “Everybody dies, Shandra. It’s natural.”



Shandra hopped off of the desk, rising again to her lofty
height. “But we don’t need to anymore. Not with bodies like yours.”



Celia faked a laugh, desperately trying to break whatever
spell Shandra was under. “I think eternity would get boring, don’t
you?”



“No. God, no!” Shandra stepped forward, and
Celia shrank back against the door. The knob pressed into her spine. “I
want to live to see the lunar colonies open to civilians, and the Mars colonies
take root.”



“But we’re almost there—”



“And did you hear? NASA wants to terraform one of
the Jovians. It’s going to be a one-hundred-year project, and I want to live to
see how it turns out. I want to be alive when they finally figure out how to
communicate with the sea creatures of Europa. There’s a cryo-ship that’s due to
leave the solar system in the next twenty or so years to visit an extrasolar
planet, but we won’t hear back from them for three centuries. I want to be
there to see their report. Celia, so many incredible things are happening that
I don’t want to miss, and I don’t have to. Not when we can live in bodies like
yours.”



Celia gaped up at her coworker, who was practically
glowing with an unholy fervor.



Shandra shook her head and stepped back. “I’m sorry.
I told you it would sound crazy. That’s why I tried the vanity angle
first.” She smiled at Celia, and looked entirely herself again. “I’m
sure I’m not the only person who feels this way.”



“But… but it’s not natural.”



Shandra raised one slim eyebrow. “Neither are
you.”



Celia stared down at the floor and said nothing.



“I hear the Philippines is gearing up to offer
people bioandroid bodies,” Shandra said. “It sounds like it’ll be
much cheaper than going to Dubai.”



“It’s dangerous,” Celia whispered. “You
heard what happened to Antoine Benton’s wife.”



“Only because they couldn’t pull her out again to
redo the brain copy.”



“And Chelsea Slaughter.”



“I’m not that vapid. Crazy, yes. Vapid, no. If I
come out buggy, I’ll make sure they’re contractually obligated to redo the
scan.”



“It sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into
this.”



“I’m making you uncomfortable. I’m sorry.” She
reached out and touched Celia lightly on the arm. “Thanks for taking the
time to talk to me about this. If I have any other questions, can I call you? I
want to make sure I know what I’m getting into before I run off and do
something I can’t undo.”



“Uh…” Celia shifted her weight and fumbled
for a polite way to say no.



Shandra raised her hands. “Say no more.”



Celia escaped from the room, trying not to notice the
heads peeping out of offices as she walked by. Shandra wanted to bring this
upon herself? Willingly?



She canceled her request for a private office and headed
for the subway. She could work just as well on the front steps of Tinker’s
warehouse as she could here. At least there, if people stared at her, it
wouldn’t be because they knew they were looking at a machine.
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Betty surged to her feet. “Absolutely not! I am not
risking my freedom for that sad sack.”



The Mechanic’s face turned an alarming scarlet. “It
should be his choice—”



“Oh, stuff it,” she said. “I know you want
to be just like us, but you’re too afraid to put your money where your mouth is
and just buy a fucking body for yourself. We’re all sick of your whining.
Gary’s finally going back into his old body. We should have a party to
celebrate his good luck!”



Ari looked up at her. “But he says he doesn’t want
to go back to his biological body.”



“So he’s scared. So what? That’s no reason to risk
our necks. If he really wants to keep his metal body so badly, he can get one
in Dubai once he’s reintegrated.”



“Who can afford that?” Gyne asked.



Celia said, “Um, I’ve heard you can go to the
Philippines and get it done for less—”



“He wants our help,” the Mechanic said.
“He wouldn’t have sent the messages otherwise.”



“What about his GPS?” Betty asked. “If you
kidnap him, they’ll switch it on the second they realize he’s gone.”



“I think I’ve finally figured out how to switch it
off—”



“You think?”



“I’ll hide him in one of the old lead-lined rooms at
MIT until I’m sure,” the Mechanic said. “None of you will be in any
danger.”



“Except for your precious volunteers,” Betty
spat.



“Hey, I’ll be right there next to them. I’m not
sending anyone anywhere I’m not willing to go.”



“You can’t,” Celia said.



The Mechanic whirled on her. “I can’t not go!
I won’t ask people to do something I’m not willing to do myself.”



“If they arrest you, everyone in this room will be
in trouble.”



“I’d never talk. I can’t believe you’d—”



“What happens when we get called in for our annual
maintenance and you’re not there to undo our tweaks?”



The room fell silent, save for Dom.



“Stomata. Stroganoff. Swerve. Sawbuck. Slalom.
Sergeant.” 



Tinker fixed the Mechanic with a pained stare. “She
makes a damned good point.”



“That means you can’t go either,” Ari noted.
“I’ll go. You can download everything I need directly into my brain so
there won’t be any glasses signals to trace once I’m in there.”



“But you’re buggy,” Celia said. “What if
you freeze up?”



Ari’s body suddenly seemed to come to life. His facial
muscles softened and his entire posture relaxed. In a normal human voice, he
said, “There, I’ve switched them all off.” It was startling. He
seemed like someone else. He seemed… wrong.



“Hang on, what if you get caught?” Tanja asked.
“Do you have the memory fuzzer tweak?”



“Yes.”



Tanja nodded. “Okay. Good. I’ve also got it, so I’ll
go with you.”



Celia looked past 1101 to Betty and murmured, “But
she looks—”



“Wait for it.”



“Sex. Slap. Sting.”



Tanja’s skin faded from its normal glowing silver to a
warm chestnut. “I’ll grab a wig and fake eyebrows on the way out.”



“Thank you,” the Mechanic said. “Anyone
else?”



“Two is enough,” Ari said.



“All right. Let’s talk strategy. I’ve already broken
into the hospital’s network, and will be shutting off all security cameras
while you’re in there.”



Betty shot a betrayed look at Tanja, who shook her head
and stood up to join the Mechanic and Ari.



“I can’t stay for this,” Betty said. She stood
and looked down at Celia. “Are you coming?” 



Celia looked around the room, at the collection of
mechanicals essentially twiddling their thumbs. She didn’t see any point in
keeping them company. “Sure.”



Betty turned to 1101. “Celia’s considering a career
change. Want to come along and give her your perspective?”



1101 shook its head. “I wish to wait here for word
on my friend, and to keep Dom company while he waits to be fixed.”



“Suit yourself.”



Gyne stomped across the room in his chunky heels.
“This is insanity,” he said.



“Glad to hear that all my roommates aren’t
certifiable,” Betty said with a sneer. “Come on, let’s regale Celia
with tales of our glamorous life as mechanical prostitutes.”



“Anything but this.” He linked his arm through
Celia’s. “Let’s leave this madhouse. See you later, Dom!”



“Surfer. Sacrum. Strumpet.”



 



“Security. That’s the most important thing,”
Gyne said.



They sat in Betty’s car in the warehouse, Betty in the
driver’s seat, Celia in the passenger seat, and Gyne sprawled across the back.



“Never go in alone. There’s always just as many
mechanicals watching as there are hooking. If they ask for two, then they get
two to fuck and another two to watch. And then all four of us split the money
up evenly when the scene’s over.”



“You’ll need to get your strength boosted,”
Betty said. “And we usually carry tear gas, just in case things really get
out of hand.”



“Tear gas doesn’t affect us,” Gyne said,
“so it’s a great way to take a room full of misbehaving fleshies and drop
them like rocks. And it’s entertaining to boot.”



Celia switched on her emotion dampener to keep her voice
from wavering. “How dangerous is it?”



“Usually not at all,” Gyne said.
“Especially if we stick to our repeat clientele list. Ziggie thoroughly
vets any new customers and keeps tabs on our old ones.”



“Ziggie… helps you? I thought she—”



Gyne waved an elegant hand. “She may be a prude, but
she doesn’t want us to get hurt.”



“She can’t catch all the creeps, though,” Betty
said. “If you’re rich enough, you can bury anything. We’ve had idiots
who’ve wanted to carve us up or keep pieces of us as souvenirs. Real nut jobs.
Nothing that’ll require repair later, that’s a hard and fast rule.”



“They always try to lay out some sob story about how
if they can’t do it to you, then they’ll have to find real human victims
instead.” Gyne screwed his face up into a sneer. “Please. They need
therapy, not a carveable love doll.”



“That kind of trouble’s really rare, though,”
Betty said. “Usually, those of us on security spend the evening just
watching the scene. But it’s good to be prepared with the strength tweak.”



“It’s the most important tweak you’ll need for the
job,” Gyne said.



“No, the most important tweak is the detachment
one.”



“Oh, please.” Gyne theatrically swiped a hand
through the air. “No one needs that.”



“You only say that because you’re into
degradation,” Betty countered. She turned to Celia. “Seriously,
you’ll want to detach yourself from the scene. Some of the clients are into
some really weird kink. I’ve got one who likes twisting me up into a pretzel.”
She let out an exaggerated yawn. “Boring. So I just switch off so I don’t
feel it anymore and listen to music in my head until it’s all over.”



“You should get a movie player tweak next time you
have to see that guy,” Gyne said. “He sure takes long enough for an old
fart. Might as well catch a show while you wait.”



She chuckled. “Yeah, you have something there. But
don’t worry, Celia, we’ll make sure your first one is fun.”



Celia’s eyes went wide, and she held her hands up in
front of her. “No, no. I don’t want fun.”



Gyne gave her shoulder a playful shove. “Silly girl.
It’s all about fun.”



“I—” She closed her mouth, then looked down at
her artificial hands, calling up the schematics on her lenses so she could
overlay them. “That’s not why I want to do this. I can’t handle my day job
anymore. They way they’re treating me—”



“No Gloom Patrol in my crew,” Betty said.
“I won’t even audition if you’re going to be that way.”



“What if I only sell myself to men?”



“Well, that’ll be easy,” Gyne said.
“There’s hardly any women on our list.”



“You’ll get over the gender thing soon enough,”
Betty said. “Trust me.”



“Uh oh.” Gyne pointed out the window.
“There goes the cavalry.”



Ari, a brunette-wigged Tanja, and Tinker all climbed into
a van, with Tinker in the driver’s seat.



“Shit,” Betty hissed. “Why the hell are
they taking her car? If she gets caught—”



“Then bots like me are doubly screwed,” Gyne
said.



“Fucking Garytron,” Betty said. “He had to
know they’d do this. Selfish asshole.”



Tinker backed the van out of the warehouse, and with a
crunch of tires on ancient, graveled asphalt, she was gone.



Gyne flopped against the back seat. “Well. Now we
wait.”



“Wanna go to a club?” Betty asked.



“Can’t,” Gyne said. “I left my outdoor
eyeballs at home.” He veed his fingers at his solid silver eyes.



“We could go home first.”



“Celia, what do you want to do?” Gyne asked.



She wanted to be locked down and carved up. She wanted to
have a chainsaw taken to her arms and legs, and lie there, a helpless torso,
being passed around like a sexual party favor. She wanted to have her head
removed and propped up on a shelf while her body was used and abused and she
was helpless to do anything but watch.



God, she wanted this to be over. She wanted her human
body back. She’d never wanted to do anything scary in it, never wanted to do
anything scary to it. She needed that life back.



In the end, she said none of that, and simply shrugged.



“Fuck it. Let’s have sex,” Gyne said.



Betty grinned, placed her glasses on the dashboard, and
climbed into the tiny back seat with him. Celia turned to face them, then set
herself for lockdown. She watched whatever was in view — tangled legs, a toss
of hair, a full-back dragon tattoo. They opened the back door and tumbled out
onto the warehouse floor. She heard moaning, laughing, groans and sighs, but
never unlocked to see what was happening. It was out of her control. Everything
was out of her control — her job, her marriage, her safety, her life. This was
just the perfect accompaniment.



The car door opened behind her, and she felt hands
caressing her breasts, snaking between her legs, a tongue lapping insistently
against her neck, but she stayed in hard lockdown, never softening to their
touch. She was perfectly detached. Who needed a tweak for that?



The hands gave up and moved away, and she found that she
missed them. No, she didn’t need this. This body didn’t need anything. Not
food, not water, not sex. Especially not sex.



More sighs, a shriek, and then they were back, climbing
into the back seat of the car right in her field of vision. Gyne pulled out a
knife and brandished it at Celia, the light catching the blade and reflecting
back on his metal eyeballs. “Is this what you want?”



She came out of lockdown long enough to focus on the
blade, then put herself into soft lockdown before she even realized what she
was doing. Oh god. She was so weak. So weak.



He grinned. “Thought so.”



They took off her glasses, pulled her yielding body out
of the car, and lay her spread-eagled on the warehouse floor. The knife sliced
through her sweater, rending it from waist to neck. Gyne tore it off, Celia’s
body flopping in response. She felt her bra being sliced off, her trousers, her
underwear. Her shoes were tossed unceremoniously into the car. Anyone could
walk in and see this.



A thrill ran through her, and she spasmed.



Then she felt the tip of the knife tracing a delicate
line from her chin, down her arched neck, between her breasts, and all the way
down to her groin. Any second now, she’d feel the bite of metal, the white-hot
moment of pain, and it would wash away everything, everything.



Another spasm rocked her body, nearly blinding her with
its intensity.



Hands roughly shoved her to her stomach, one arm trapped
underneath her body, the other bent at an awkward angle, and the knife traced
down her spine, cold and soft, with the clear threat of menace implied in the
touch. She was completely at Gyne’s mercy. It was all out of her control.



She shivered.



“So responsive, even in soft lockdown,” Gyne
said. “And you haven’t even been cut yet.”



And then she felt it. The knife piercing her skin, right
over her shoulder blade. The pain shocked through her flesh, grinding into her
artificial bone, and a gasp caught in her chest as her vision whited out for an
agonizing instant.



The knife sliced through her, tracing a slow path down
her back, and she could feel the skin parting for the sharp blade. The pain
ripped through her entire nervous system, sending white-hot daggers all the way
down to her fingers and toes. All thoughts of work and wife melted under the searing
heat of the blade, focusing every iota of her attention on its handiwork.



Gyne leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Only
friends get to do this. Never clients. Only those who understand.”



The knife continued its path down her back, ending its
damage in a curlicue somewhere above where her kidneys had once lived. Her body
knew who was in charge now. It knew who called the shots. It knew who would
remain once it was replaced.



Gyne started in on the other side.



And then Betty licked the trail that his knife had
carved, her tongue intimately probing Celia’s new folds, invading her body in a
way that had never been possible before.



The spasms that rocked Celia’s body felt like a small
earthquake.



She couldn’t stop, knew she wouldn’t even if she put herself
into hard lockdown. Her entire body was on fire. She could even see it, dancing
in front of her eyes, obscuring the view of crumbling brick and filthy floor.
Through the crackling in her ears, she heard a whisper of fabric hitting the
ground, and then she was flipped to her back and felt rough cloth against her
ruined skin. It screamed at the pressure, and she shook, unable to think. If
she’d needed to breathe, she would have forgotten to.



Celia’s past no longer existed. Her future no longer
stretched out before her. All she had was now. The pain made sure of that.



The knife and tongue game continued along her torso,
dancing around her breasts, her bellybutton. It moved between her thighs,
cutting ribbons down the insides, the tongue always following. Her mouth was
opened, and another mouth descended over it, probing, sucking on her lips, as
the other mouth worked her clitoris, hands digging into the ruined flesh
between her legs. Another set of hands probed the cuts around her breasts,
invading her in new and unfamiliar ways, and the spasms nearly bucked both of
them off, until she couldn’t hold it in any longer and shut off her soft
lockdown, covered her mouth, and screamed and screamed and screamed.



She collapsed, drained, unable to even curl into a ball.



Hands gently stroked her tiny patches of uncut flesh.
“Turn off your pain,” she heard someone murmur, and blindly obeyed.



“You had it on full, didn’t you?”



She turned on stoneface and nodded.



“You are one seriously fucked-up individual.”



Gyne. That was Gyne.



“That’s a compliment, honey.”



He scooped her off the ground, wrapped her tightly in a
blanket, and gently deposited her in the back seat of the car. Everything was
numb, and not simply because her pain was switched off. The cuts had let out
all the toxins that had been building up inside of her. If she even tried to
think about her life, it all slipped back out, her skin unable to keep any of
it contained anymore.



Gyne climbed in next to her and wrapped both arms around
her, rearranging her so her head rested on his shoulder. “Come on. We’ll
take you home and fix you up.” As the car backed out of the warehouse, he
chuckled softly. “Now you know why we don’t do that with clients. They
don’t deserve it.”



She said nothing, felt nothing, all the way home.



When they got there, Betty handed Celia her glasses so
she could unlock the garage. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself,
turned on stoneface, and led them past the broken glass in the basement, up
into her house.



“You do have a skin sealer, don’t you?” Gyne
asked.



“In the kitchen,” she said in her flat robot
voice. She confirmed that all the windows in the house were opaqued and dropped
the blanket on the floor of the living room, padding into the kitchen
completely naked. “The silverware drawer.”



Betty followed and dug the sealer out of the drawer.
“I’m better at this than he is,” she said.



“Oh, please,” Gyne leaned against the
countertop, hip out at a saucy angle.



“Face it, you’re better at cutting, and I’m better
at fixing,” Betty said.



“All right, when you put it that way.”



Betty knelt on the floor and gently nudged Celia’s legs
apart. One hand resting on Celia’s thigh, she started repairing the skin
between her legs. Without pain, Betty’s touch felt distant, unreal.



Gyne started to rummage through the cabinets. He pulled
out a box of cereal, read the ingredients list, scowled, and put it back.
“So healthy.” He looked over his shoulder. “You know, hon,
you’ve been quite the taker. You need to start giving back.”



“Oh, she will,” Betty said. “I don’t give
this shit away for free.”



An urgent call came in on Celia’s glasses. Dr. McElvoy.



Celia crossed her arms over her bare breasts and hissed,
“It’s my psychiatrist.”



Betty surged to her feet. “Shit. Drop the stoneface
and see what he wants.”



“I can’t—”



Betty grabbed Celia by the shoulders. “It’s nearly
ten o’clock. I’m betting he never calls you this late, right?”



Celia nodded.



“Then clearly it’s some kind of emergency, and if
you don’t pick it up, he’ll send someone to your house to figure out why.”



Gyne clutched at his bosom. “It’s about Gary. I know
it.”



“Pick it up, Celia,” Betty said. “Pick…
it… up.”



She dropped the stoneface, switched on her emotion
dampener, and tapped open the connection in voice-only mode. “Dr. McElvoy.
Is something wrong? It’s late.”



“Celia, thank god. I was worried about you. Someone
tried to kidnap Gary, and I worried they might try to get you, too.”



“Me? Why me?”



“Because of your visit. The hospital swears its
security is air-tight, but it would be so easy for a media outlet to have
bought out some of the people on our staff, and if any of them saw you going to
visit Gary today—”



Oh god. He was connecting her to the kidnapping. “I
don’t think anyone followed us. Do you?”



“I don’t know. We can’t tell. Whoever shut off the security
cameras also wiped out the video records from the past three days. I don’t
believe in coincidences, Celia. The timing is too suspicious. I’m going to send
the police over to your place to make sure you’re safe.”



“No police!” Celia blurted. She was standing
naked in her kitchen, skin sliced to ribbons, flanked by two mechanicals who
were even more tweaked-out than she was. The last thing she needed was the
police. “I — I’ll go to a friend’s for the night. I don’t want the police
in front of my house. It’ll only attract the media, and that’s the last thing I
need right now.”



Betty’s eyes went wide, and she looked wildly at the
opaqued windows.



“All right, but I need you to leave your house as
quickly as possible.”



“I will. I promise.”



“Good.” He let out a long breath. “I’m
just glad they didn’t manage to get him.”



She looked first at Gyne, then at Betty, then started
recording the call. “They didn’t get Gary?”



Betty closed her eyes, then glared up at the ceiling.



“No,” Dr. McElvoy said. “He’d already been
moved to UMass Worcester.” She could hear his voice tighten as he added,
“The board decided that what with our recent audit problems, we should
have someone else perform the reintegration. Their doctors will be performing
the procedure first thing in the morning.”



In a small voice, Celia said, “Oh. Well. That…
that’s good.”



“You get out of your house, now.”



“I will. Thank you for the warning.”



“Let me know when you’re safe.”



“I will. Goodbye.”



She shut off the connection, then looked back over at
Gyne and Betty. Gyne was on his glasses, fingers typing furiously. He scowled,
then shut the lenses off. “Tinker’s been arrested for loitering, and Ari
and Tanja are hiding out in Harvard Square. Edie’s on the way to pick them
up.”



“Shit,” Betty said. “And they didn’t get
Gary?”



“He wasn’t there,” Celia said. “Dr.
McElvoy said they’d moved him to Worcester earlier today. Sounds like Mount
Auburn’s trying to cover their butts by having someone else do the job.”



Betty buried her face in her hands. “Great. Just great.”
She let out a long sigh, then dropped her hands to her sides and shook her arms
out. “Right, first I fix you up, then we go back to Dorchester so I can
scream at the Mechanic.”



Gyne tore off his glasses and slapped them on the
counter. “Good plan. I like that plan.”



 



Betty stormed into the clubhouse, Gyne and Celia
following in her wake. “And whose bright idea was it for Tinker to drive
the getaway car?” she roared.



“It was hers,” the Mechanic said. “She had
the biggest car and a clean driving record.”



“It could have been worse,” Ziggie said.
“She could have been arrested for illegal parking. That’s a felony in
Cambridge.”



“All this, and Gary wasn’t even there,” Betty
said. “Go ahead, Celia. Tell them.”



“He’s at UMass Worcester,” she said.
“Here, I’m sending you a recording of the call.”



The Mechanic’s face lit up with new purpose. “Then
that’s where we need to go.”



A chorus of voices cried, “No!”



Betty grabbed his arms and held them tight as he
struggled to get free from her enhanced-strength grip. “No fucking way.
You got sloppy, and now Tinker’s in jail.”



“I wasn’t sloppy!”



“You hacked into their computer system, didn’t you?
Then why the hell didn’t you think to check the hospital database to make sure
Gary was still there?”



“I—” The Mechanic closed his mouth and
glowered.



“Exactly. If you go off half-cocked and send more of
us out there, you’re just going to slip up again, and maybe this time, one of
us tweaked folks will get arrested and be locked up in Gary’s old cell.”



“I’ll be more careful this time.”



“Why did you erase three days worth of security
videos?” Celia asked.



The Mechanic shot her a puzzled frown. “To erase
your visit, of course. Why else?”



“But… three days?”



“Well, if I just erased today, it would have looked
suspicious.”



“Oh yeah,” Betty snapped. “This didn’t
look suspicious at all.”



Ziggie stood and put a gentle hand on the Mechanic’s
back, and he sagged in Betty’s stone-fisted grip. “Just let it go. Gary’s
going to be fine. He’s getting what we all want. Betty was right. We should be
happy for him.”



1101 cocked its head to the side. “I don’t want my
old body back.”



Betty turned to it, her expression a mixture of pity and
disgust. “You should.”



“No, this is what I choose. But you are right. It is
too dangerous to make another attempt to rescue Garytron. He will be more
heavily guarded this time, and the security will be tighter. Now we must focus
our efforts on freeing Tinker.”



Betty released the Mechanic, and he crashed down on one
of the sofas, face buried in his hands.



“That should be easy. It’s just a fine, isn’t
it?” Celia asked. “She was arrested for loitering, not illegal
parking.”



“I can set up an anonymous wire transfer to pay the
fine,” Ziggie said.



Gyne shook his head and lounged against the back of one
of the sofas. “The police don’t take those.”



“Of course they don’t. The wire transfer will be to
Tinker’s own account, and then she can pay the fine herself.”



The Mechanic’s muffled voice leaked out through his
hands. “I’ll do it.”



“No, honey, you’ve done enough.” Gyne nodded at
Ziggie, who semi-opaqued her glasses and started tapping at the air.



“There,” she announced. “Done. Our Tinker
should be home soon enough.”



Edie walked in the door with Ari and Tanja in tow, then
froze, as usual. “What the hell happened?” Tanja snarled, tearing her
wig off and flinging it across the room.



Gyne caught the wig in mid-air and started preening it.
“They moved him. He’s in Worcester.”



“Oh no. We are not going to Worcester.”



“No, you’re not.”



Celia heard a choked sob and looked up to see the Mechanic’s
shoulders shaking. Ziggie put a supportive hand on one of his shoulders, but
the rest of the room merely watched in silence as the man cried.



Celia looked around the room at the collection of dry
mechanical eyes.



She was right. Machines didn’t cry.
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“So, how was your weekend?”



Celia rested her chin on her hand and kept her gaze
steady at the camera. “Fine. Restful.”



Dr. McElvoy grinned. “You’re looking better.”



“I’m feeling better. I haven’t had a single urge to
hurt myself again.” Celia had been practicing this conversation all
weekend. Hopefully, her performance was convincing. She hadn’t blushed yet.
Although, now that she was thinking about blushing…



If he noticed, he didn’t say anything. “Good, good.
That’s all very promising. So tell me, did you ever used to deliberately hurt
yourself back when you were in your biological body?”



“No.”



“Not even as a teenager?”



“Absolutely not.”



“I’m not surprised. From what little we know of the
self-mutilation impulse in people in bioandroid replacement bodies, it seems to
stem from a desire to prove that one’s feelings aren’t real. When people in
biological bodies do the same, their motive is to overcome emotional pain by
focusing on a pain that they can control. Does that fit with your
experience?”



Did she want to answer that? Would that just give him
more ammunition to use against her? And why the hell hadn’t they mentioned this
“self-mutilation impulse” when they were selling her on the
procedure?



He clearly noticed her hesitation. “Ms. Krajewski,
it’s a matter of record that you had two instances of self-mutilation shortly
after being put into your new body. Talking about it with a professional
counselor is the best way to deal with it.”



She’d play it his way, if only to keep him appeased.
“Yes, that’s exactly why I did it.”



“Well, there’s another data point,” he said,
and she saw him start typing. “Sorry, just adding this to my notes.”



“Am I going into some database somewhere?”



“Yes, but not by name. What with the program being
so new, it’s important for us to share case notes so we can learn from each
other and adjust our treatment protocols.”



“So if I’d kept hurting myself, would you have
written a paper about me?”



He sighed. “Probably. Although I have another paper
keeping me busy, so yours wouldn’t have been written for a while.”



Another paper? On the bioandroid they’d
institutionalized?



“These records you’re keeping,” she said.
“How safe are they?”



“They’re completely confidential, if that’s what
you’re asking.”



“Actually, I want to know if anyone’s ever broken
into your database to steal information about us.”



“Never. I won’t lie, there have been attempts, but
they’ve all been unsuccessful.”



That’s what he thought.



“Why do you ask?”



“Oh, you know, just nervous about the protesters
finding me.”



“They’re far more likely to find you if one of your
coworkers talks. I talked to our legal department, and they say there’s nothing
we can do unless one of them goes public, although we could bring a lawsuit
against your boss for releasing confidential information.”



“I don’t think that’ll change anything.”



“I suspect you’re right. Has anyone actually said
anything?”



“Not that I know of.”



“Good. But if someone does talk, please let us know,
all right?”



“I will.”



“Now, I know this is a painful subject, but I’d
really like to talk about how you’re coping with the loss of your
marriage.”



“I’ve been trying to keep myself distracted.”



“That’s good. How?”            



There went her hopes of not blushing. At least the
African part of her skin hid the worst of it. Her mother had been so pale that
even the slightest blush had burned on her cheeks like the summer sun.
“Um, I spoke to my friend Trini, and I went to a few virturooms.”



“Well, I suppose virturooms are better than nothing.
See if you can’t find locally-based ones so that you can strike up in-person
friendships with the people you meet there.”



There was no way that she was going to tell him that that
was exactly what she’d done, because then he’d ask more questions and she’d
have to tell out-and-out lies instead of half-truths. “That sounds like a
good idea.”



“Mind telling me what kind of rooms you
visited?”



She was really blushing now. “I’d really rather not.
It’s personal. But not sex rooms!” Oh dear, that last part had come out a
little too forcefully.



Dr. McElvoy held one hand up. “That’s fine. You
don’t have to tell me everything. You still get to have a private life.”



Celia sighed and nodded, her gaze fixed on the clean
surface of her desk. The sad little African violet caught her eye. It looked
even worse. Had watering it been a mistake?



“Well, it sounds like you may have turned a corner.
Do what you can to start building a new network of in-person friends. And if
things are still going well after a few more days, I think we’ll be able to cut
back our sessions to once a week.”



“Good.” Her relief was quickly stabbed through
with a bolt of panic. Was that the wrong thing to say? What would he do if he
thought she was trying to get rid of him? “What I mean is—”



Dr. McElvoy smiled. “No one likes therapy,
especially when it’s forced on them. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”



Celia cut the connection and dropped her head to her
desk. If the Mechanic didn’t get back to her soon, she wasn’t sure she’d be
able to keep pulling this snow job off. She needed to change, and fast.



Time to satisfy her body’s pointless need for food. She
headed downstairs to see what was in the freezer.



Halfway down the stairs, the Mechanic’s face filled her
lenses. “Well done.”



She startled back a step and put her hand over her heart.
“Don’t do that,” she gasped.



“Oh, yeah, sorry. I was still operating in first
contact mode. I’ll ring next time. So, you convinced him.”



Celia sat down heavily on the stairs. “You
eavesdropped on my conversation?”



“I needed to make sure you didn’t rat us out. Don’t
worry, from now on I’ll only listen in on your chats with McElvoy and any calls
you make to emergency services. Plus, I’ve set up a bot that’ll be monitoring
all your incoming and outgoing transmissions for certain keywords.”



“I’m not sure I like that.”



“Don’t take it personally. Everyone in the group had
to put up with it when they were at your stage of the interview process.”



“You mean—”



“I mean you passed the first round. Welcome to round
two.”



Celia raised shaky hands to her face and fought back
tears. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you so much.”



“Hey, we’re glad to try you out. Adding people is a
risk, but every successful addition makes our community stronger. Come back to
MIT tonight, same place as Saturday, glasses off. I’ll meet you there and
introduce you to a few folks and see how that goes.”



“What should I — I mean, should I bring—”



“Just bring yourself. And an idea for your first
tweak.” He grinned. “Gotta go. See you at eight.”



His face winked out.



Celia wrapped her arms tightly around herself and felt
tears slipping down her cheeks. She’d done it. She was finally going to meet
people like her. The moment they saw her, they’d know that she was one of them.
She could feel it.



She grinned and hid her mouth behind her hand as she realized
that this would also fulfill Dr. McElvoy’s desire for her to make face-to-face
friends.



Celia jogged back up the stairs, breakfast forgotten, and
tried to lose herself in work. Eight p.m. was a long way away.



 



At 6:25, she gave up.



Celia showered, even though she didn’t particularly need
to in this body, and put on her favorite outfit — warm brown crinkled cotton
leggings, a loose cream-colored shirt with an Egyptian neckline, and a
knee-length olive green vest embroidered with sunny brown thread. She pulled
her hair back with a thick headscarf that matched the vest and tried to forget
how much Rivka had loved her in this outfit.



She let all the air out of her lungs, stretching her
hands palms-out in front of her as if to push the past away. She was not going
to think about Rivka tonight. Even though she wanted nothing more than to cup
her hand around Rivka’s cheek and run her fingers across the cute little double
chin she got when she lay on her back, then lap gently at the hollow of her
neck. Then she wanted to follow the trail of little moles down the side of — 



No. Not thinking about Rivka.



This was insane. She had to get out of the house, and
fast. She put in a public transportation request for Harvard Square. There were
enough walk-in stores there to keep her distracted for half an hour or so, and
then it was just a short hop from there to MIT.



 



Celia stood in the basement at MIT, glasses tucked into
her coat pocket, and waited. A tentative knock on the door she’d gone through
last time provided no results. She was sure it was past eight, but didn’t dare
pull out her glasses to check. She fingered the hammered copper bracelet she’d
bought twenty minutes earlier at a little Moroccan boutique, then fussed with
her curls and waited some more.



They couldn’t just abandon her. They wouldn’t. Would
they?



Celia’s fingers tapped a nervous beat against her thigh,
and she balled her hand into a fist to get them to stop.



Maybe one quick peek — 



“Hey, no glasses.”



She whirled and saw the Mechanic standing behind her.
“I was just checking the time.”



He flicked his gaze up quickly behind lightly opaqued
lenses and grimaced. “Oops. Didn’t realize I was late. This way.”



He led her down the hallway, then up and out a basement
door to a narrow paved strip lined with parked cars between the buildings. She
would have killed for free parking like this in Cambridge. Well, she would have
maimed, at least. He wove the two of them through the maze of buildings, opened
a back door, and ushered her down a flight of stairs to another basement room.
Gesturing to a door, he said, “This is it.”



Celia sucked in her lips and nodded.



“It’s not everybody. Just a few of the less
augmented folks. If they approve you, you’ll get to come to a full clan
gathering next.”



“Has…” Celia fidgeted with the buttons on her
coat. “Has anyone not been able to handle it?”



“We’ve lost a couple of people at this stage, yeah.
But you seem pretty committed. I think you’ll be fine.” He rested one hand
on her shoulder and shot her a lopsided grin.



She nodded again. “I’m ready.”



He pulled out a physical key and unlocked the door.
“Come meet your fellow mechanicals.”



She stepped through the door into yet another grey
basement room, but she barely noticed the decor. Not when there were four
machines in the room who understood her like no flesh and blood creature ever
could. Her gaze traveled from face to face, searching for signs of alteration
in each, and finding it in the one man’s. He was tall, olive-skinned,
dark-haired, beardless, and most importantly, completely expressionless and
still. His face looked like a mannequin’s, with the warm glow of living flesh
locked into a solid mask.



She wanted that. She hadn’t realized it until now, but
she wanted that.



One of the women stepped forward and gripped Celia’s hand
like a vice. “Good to meet you. You can call me Tinker.” Her Asian
eyes thinned down to tiny slits as she smiled. “The Mechanic and I are a
team. He fixes up your brains, I fix up your bodies.”



Celia looked her up and down. “Are
you — ?”



“Only partly,” Tinker said. She pulled off her
voluminous cotton coat to reveal mechanical arms coming out of her short
sleeved shirt. The metal seemed to end slightly above her wrist. “These
are gloves,” Tinker said, stretching the “skin” of her hands and
letting it go with a snap. Then she pushed her sleeves up to her shoulders to
reveal the thick band of scar tissue at the skin/implant interface.



Celia reached a finger out to touch it, then pulled back.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t.”



“No, go ahead,” Tinker said, bobbing her head
toward her shoulder. “I’m really proud of the work.”



Celia ran a tentative finger along the scar tissue.
“That’s amazing. How did you lose your arms?”



“I had them amputated so I could replace them with
better ones.”



Celia startled back a step. “You… you cut healthy
arms off?”



“Legs, too. I believe in the betterment of humanity
through machines,” Tinker said, dark eyes shining bright. “And I was
willing to put my money where my mouth was and start on myself.”



The Mechanic snorted. “Too bad CalTech disagreed.”



Tinker laid her coat on a nearby chair. “Who needs
tenure anyway?” It didn’t come off quite as flippantly as Celia thought it
was intended to. “Anyhow, I’m your roboticist. You need physical
modifications, you come to me.”



“Although you shouldn’t do any just yet,”
another one of the women said. This one was small and aggressively blonde.
“Not if you want to keep contact with the real world.”



“I should do introductions,” the Mechanic said.
He gestured at the woman who’d just spoken. “This is Betty.” Next, he
indicated the completely expressionless man. “Ari.” Finally, he
turned to an older woman with long grey hair and a tired face. “Ziggie.
All of them are bioandroids like you.” He turned back to Celia. “You
don’t have to use your real name, but if you do, I suggest you don’t give out
your last name, for obvious reasons.”



She decided to go with honesty. These were her people,
after all. “Celia. My name is Celia.”



“Good to meet you,” Betty said. She looked like
an old-time movie star — all curves, with fluffy cotton candy hair and a bright
red blouse tied at the midriff. She gestured to one of the empty metal chairs.
“Sit. Take a load off, even if you don’t technically need to
anymore.”



“Betty likes to play hostess,” Tinker said.         



“Probably because I’m the only happy mechanical
here,” Betty replied. She reached over and ruffled Ari’s hair, and he
turned to look at her, his face completely blank. “I love you like a
brother,” she said, “but you’re a humorless bastard.”



“That is the general point,” Ari replied, his
voice a monotone.



Celia perched on the edge of her seat, hands gripping her
knees. “Does it help?”



He turned his flat stare back on her, and she felt a
thrill go through her as she realized his pupils didn’t even change size.
“Sometimes. Whenever I’m in public, I have to revert back to my human
state, but thankfully, I spend most of my time alone or with my fellow
mechanicals. I—”



He froze mid-word, mouth still open.



“Not again,” Betty groaned, and poked him in
the arm.



“Leave him alone,” Ziggie said. She patted him
on the knee. “At least he’s content.”



“Is… is he all right?”



The Mechanic winced. “His tweaks are buggy. I keep
trying to fiddle with the code, but he gets stuck every now and then. He’ll be
fine in a few minutes.”



Ziggie turned her tired gaze to Celia. “It’s
probably for the best you saw this now. Toying with our programming is a risky
game. That’s why I haven’t let them do too much to me.”



“You have no guts,” Betty said.



“You haven’t changed that much either,” Ziggie
replied.



Between them, Ari stayed frozen.



Betty leaned forward. “So, Celia, you can opt for
fun, or you can be a gloomy Gus like these two. I personally think that having
fun is the best revenge.”



Celia’s gaze darted back and forth between Betty and Ari.
“I don’t need revenge.”



Betty slid back in her chair and crossed one slender leg
over the other. “Sure you do. You just don’t realize it yet. Neither do
they,” she said, jerking her thumb at the other two mechanicals. “So
don’t feel bad. Come on, fess up. Who left you?”



Her mouth felt like sandpaper. “My wife.”



“See? You need to live it up to get back at her. Me,
I lost my fiancé, was disowned by my family, and excommunicated from my church.
And you don’t see me moping!”



“You did at first,” the Mechanic said.



“I did. And then I got over it, with your
help.” She leaned over and planted a fat kiss on his cheek, leaving a
smear of red lipstick behind. She turned back to Celia. “I don’t sleep
unless I want to, and I don’t feel physical pain unless I want to. And after a
little trial and error, the Mechanic managed to find a way to heighten my
sensual pleasure. I have orgasms now that make my bones rattle.”



Ziggie rolled her eyes.



Celia clung to the seat of her chair to keep herself from
fleeing and turned to the Mechanic. “So this is all a sex thing? Like at
the club?”



“No,” he said, perhaps a little too forcefully.
“Not for most mechanicals. Betty’s the only one here today who’s had her
body altered for pleasure, but—”



“But more of you should try it,” Betty said.
“Why not live it up? We’ve earned it. I think being on the verge of death
is a valid excuse for having a party.”



Celia turned to her, belatedly realizing that she was
gaping. She closed her mouth, blinked, then asked, “How does this help
you?”



“I spent a lifetime being told by my church to deny
my body’s physical needs, and then they rejected me for getting a body that
makes that easier.” She sneered and spat out a sharp breath. “This is
my revenge. I’m going to enjoy this body to the fullest until they stuff me
back into my old one.”



“—can’t believe you sometimes,” Ari said,
coming out of his freeze. He turned to Celia and said, “I’m fine. It’s
something I can do on purpose, so it doesn’t bother me when it happens against
my will. And it never happens when I’m in normal human mode. There’s no danger
of this happening in public.”



“Just how buggy are these software tweaks?”
Celia asked, trying to keep her fear from creeping into her voice.



“The common ones are fine,” the Mechanic said.
“Anything tried and true should be risk-free.”



“Should be?”



“Every brain is different, but I’ve never done a
common tweak that I wasn’t able to make work with a little effort. Original
tweaks or really complicated ones, they’re a different story. But being a
pioneer has never been easy, right?”



“Mine have all been fine,” Betty said.
“There were some funny side effects to your first couple of tries at
augmenting my sexual response system, though.” She turned to Celia.
“Nothing major. Mostly, I was orgasming in response to the oddest
sensations, like brushing my teeth, or folding laundry. Eventually, he set it
up so that I had a mental volume knob for it. I can turn it up and down at
will. Works like a charm.”



“I’ve never had any problems,” Ziggie said.
“But my tweaks are all fairly common.”



“What are yours?” Celia asked.



“Oh, I can sleep whenever I want, and never have to
dream,” Ziggie said. “It helps pass the time. There’s really not much
else to do, what with my daughter hiding my grandchildren from me.”



“Don’t you have a job?” Celia asked.



“Her boss fired her for being mechanical,”
Betty said. “You should have sued.”



“No, he was right to fire me,” Ziggie said.
“Frankly, I should have resigned.” She turned to Celia. “I
worked in industrial espionage. My new body was a liability. It made me
blackmailable, and that’s no good in my line of work.”



“Ziggie uses her job skills to vet our group’s
applicants,” the Mechanic said.



Ziggie grinned and patted Celia on the knee. “You
have the cleanest record of anyone I’ve investigated. You should be
proud.”



“She’s neglecting to mention her custom tweak,”
the Mechanic said. “I removed her stomach fullness trigger, and Tinker
augmented her digestive system. She can eat however much she wants to without
discomfort.”



“I miss baking for the grandchildren,” Ziggie
said.



“Oh, I know,” Celia said. “I used to cook
for my wife all the time. But doesn’t eating seem pointless to you now?”



Ziggie shrugged. “After a lifetime of doing it, no.
It’s a real comfort. You might want to try it.”



“You don’t need to eat,” Ari said. “I don’t.
I don’t eat, or sleep, or blink, or even breathe unless I need to talk. You’re
a machine now. You should live like one.”



Celia leaned forward another few centimeters.



“There are so many tweaks you can do,” he said.
“I also can switch my senses on and off at will, and access the nets
directly through my brain.”



“So, what tweaks do you want?” the Mechanic
asked.



“Hey, we didn’t vote,” Betty said.



“This isn’t a vote, it’s a test,” the Mechanic
said. “I think it’s pretty clear that she passed.”



“Don’t we have enough sad-sacks in the group? No
offense, Celia, but—”



“No one changes themselves because they’re
happy,” Ziggie said. “You were just as sad as her when you joined.
Sadder, even.”



“Go ahead and tweak her,” Tinker said.
“Just put in a remote undo function in case the larger group decides not
to let her in.”



“Pick something fun,” Betty said. “Like
orgasms at will.”



“Whatever you choose, just pick a couple of tweaks
for now,” the Mechanic said. “It’s best to take it slow, especially
at first.”



Celia bit back bitter disappointment. She was supposed to
wait? After getting this close? Why had he shown her this if he hadn’t meant
for her to have it all now? And a remote undo? He could just take it away like
that?



She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. No, she
didn’t have to do everything at once. And the remote undo would only be
temporary, wouldn’t it?



“So, what do you want to start with?”



She opened her eyes and looked over at the Mechanic and
his half grin. What did she want to start with? There were so many more
choices than she’d realized.



“What do you want out of this?” Ari asked.



She let out an involuntary sigh and said, “I want
the pain to go away. I want to stop missing her. Machines shouldn’t need
people.”



Betty snorted.



Ari glanced over at Betty, moving nothing but his eyes,
then turned his gaze back to Celia. “Have you ever been through a
lockdown?”



“Yes,” she whispered.



“He can tweak you to experience them at your
command. That was one of my earliest tweaks. I would do it whenever I thought
of my children, and it would help me get through the worst of the pain.”



“What happened to—”



“My wife took them away. We tried to keep my new
body a secret from them, but my mother ignored our wishes and took them to
visit my frozen body. They handled it badly.”



His face remained a mask. If he still hurt, no one could
tell but Ari himself. And in lockdown, she wouldn’t be able to show her pain
either. Maybe if it got locked up with her, it would stay contained, small,
manageable.



She turned to the Mechanic. “I want that.”



He grinned. “Nice and easy. Anything else?”



“Eating. It’s so pointless.”



“Got it. I can set it up so your body only pesters
you for food and water when it really needs it. Your body still needs building
material for hair and nails and mucus and things like that.”



“You won’t need to eat often,” Ari said.
“I eat perhaps once a week, and have one glass of water every
morning.”



“Good.” She nodded nervously. “Okay, do
it.”



The Mechanic handed her another plastic business card.
“Hold this.”



“Why do I still—”



“I can’t hack your body without some sort of
permission, and this card is wired to give it to me. You keep it, okay? It’s
your body, so you should control access to it.”



This was it. The true beginning. Things would be better
from now on.



She watched the Mechanic’s fingers working at the air.



“You know, you can still change your mind and get
some fun tweaks instead,” Betty said.



Celia shook her head. “This is what I want.”



“But it doesn’t have to be. Choose the good life.
It’s what all those rich bitches are doing when they sneak off to Dubai to get
their new bodies, so why shouldn’t we?”



“Because we’re not like them,” Ari said.
“Because we had no choice but to take these bodies, no matter what the
risk.”



Betty snorted. “Big deal. So Chelsea Slaughter got
scrambled. That doesn’t mean—”



“You’re done,” the Mechanic said, and shot a
nasty look at Betty. “Want to test it out?”



Ziggie reached out and took Celia’s hand. Only then did
Celia realize it was shaking. “You’ll be fine,” Ziggie said.
“More than fine.”



Celia looked to Ari, who nodded.



Betty crossed her arms over her bosom and looked away.



Celia turned to the Mechanic. “So what do I
do?”



“I’ve put a control panel in your brain,” he
said. “Just think ‘control panel on’ and it should come up. To make it go
away, think ‘control panel off.’ “



Celia closed her eyes and forcefully thought the words.



In front of her floated a board with a series of buttons
on it. All were greyed out but one, which was labeled “lockdown.” In
the very center of her vision was a pointer.



“Okay, you see the pointer, yes?”



She nodded.



“Move it over the lockdown button and press it. Just
press it with your mind. It’ll make sense when you try it, trust me.”



She opened her eyes and tried to stare at the group, but
the control panel hovered semi-opaque between them, forcing her attention to
it.



“Ready to test it?”



“There’s no chance this’ll be buggy?”



“There’s always a tiny chance. That’s why I need you
to test it now.”



Celia closed her eyes, swallowed back her fear, and
pressed the button.
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She woke to the creak of the cellar door.



Celia sat bolt upright and shrank back. If the Mechanic’s
grandmother decided to peek down the stairs, and maybe tried to walk down one
or two of them to see what her grandson was working on—



The light flicked on, and definitive treads marched down
the stairs, far too sure to be those of an infirm old lady. “It’s
me,” the Mechanic said. “Grandma’s upstairs taking a nap.”



Celia uncurled, letting her feet touch the floor.
“What if she wakes up?”



“Now that I’ve got you living down here, I’ve
switched on the cameras I installed around the house back when Garytron moved
in.” He tapped on his frames. “If she leaves the bedroom, I’ll
see.”



“Is there any way for me to see, too?”



“I could, but,” he rubbed the bridge of his
nose, “you really need to stay down here. It’s an old house with old
windows that don’t opaque, and I can’t run the risk of anyone seeing you.”



Celia slammed her emotion dampener on again. This
basement was a prison. She couldn’t breathe.



“So, I think I’ve figured out 1101’s GPS,” the
Mechanic said. “I’m gonna wake it up and give it a shot.”



He turned on a bright light over the bar and bent down to
wake his cousin up. “Time to kill your GPS.”



“Ah, excellent.” 1101 climbed onto a bar stool
and slumped forward. The Mechanic pulled a slender rod from his pocket and used
it to tap a spot on 1101’s back. It hinged open from shoulders to hips.



Celia crept forward to watch silently for a few moments
as the Mechanic gently poked the rod upward into 1101’s neck. She thought about
standing behind him to watch, but it seemed somehow indecent to look into
fellow machine’s innards.



Brian. The Mechanic’s real name was Brian, and he was a
student, very likely at MIT, due to him using it as his default meeting place.
He had a rich grandmother who owned a house that was roughly a fifteen-minute
drive from Watertown, and he had a cousin in a bioandroid body.



Celia sent out a searchbot to find all Brians or Bryans
currently enrolled at MIT. She narrowed the search to graduate students, based
solely on her assumptions about his age.



Seventy-one hits. Well, that was less than she’d feared.
She narrowed the search to weed out all Brians that didn’t have anything to do
with either computers or robotics.



Fifty-seven. Not a huge reduction, but this was MIT, after
all.



She started looking at pictures.



The fourteenth one was the charm. That was him. Brian
Stark.



She looked for an address for a Brian Stark who lived
roughly fifteen minutes from Betty’s house.



There he was in North Cambridge. The other names at that
address were Magdalene Stark and Hunter Stark.



New search: Hunter Stark.



The most recent hit brought up a news story on a horrific
boating accident three years back. The Pemberton/Stark family reunion had taken
place on a rented yacht in Lake Winnipesaukee, where a drunken speedboater had
rammed into their boat at just the right angle to ignite their hydrogen fuel
cell. The resulting explosion had killed everyone but one Hunter Stark, whom
the article said had been put into stasis “until the appropriate medical
technology was developed to restore him.”



Celia shut off her lenses. “So, Brian, why weren’t
you at the family reunion?”



Without looking up from his work, he said, “Someone
had to stay home and look after Grandma. Finals started the next day, so I volunteered.”



“Oh.”



“So, you know who we are.”



“Sorry.”



“No, it’s only fair.”



“So if Hunter—” She stopped herself. “Do
you mind if I use that name?”



1101 cocked its head to the side. “When talking
about that part of my life, Hunter is the appropriate name to use. But do not
use it to discuss me as I am now.”



“Okay,” Celia said. Her fingers started
worrying at the hem of her long shirt. “If Hunter was so badly hurt, then
how did they copy his brain?”



“Just enough of him survived to make it
possible,” the Mechanic said. “Plus, one of my uncles was on the
hospital board. Rules were bent.”



“Don’t worry,” 1101 said. “That uncle is
dead along with everyone else. I was simply a favor performed for a dead
man.”



“Oh.” Celia looked down at her fidgeting
fingers and stilled them. How had that gotten through her emotion dampener? She
thought about putting on stoneface as well, but decided that maybe she needed
to feel, if just a little bit.



“Go ahead and ask the question you really want to
ask,” 1101 said.



“Well, it’s none of my business, really. I
mean—”



“But you are curious.”



“I am, yes.”



“Machines have no gender,” 1101 said. “It
seemed silly to me to try to become more and more mechanical while still
clinging to a physical sex. So I purified my body of all traces of gender to
become more purely a machine.”



“Almost there,” the Mechanic said. “Oh,
Celia, it sounds like Tinker’s willing to do the work you want now. Garytron’s
death was rough on her, but she’s bouncing back. Hang on, let me send you the
spec she drew up for you.”



Celia turned on her glasses and peeked in her mailbox. At
the bottom of the mountain of messages was one from the Mechanic. She deleted
all the others, then opened his.



A three-dimensional image of a matte silver machine face
stared back at her. She would have gasped out loud if it hadn’t been for the
emotion dampener. She raised one finger to rotate the image ever so slightly.
It was her face, only reshaped. All her features were sculpted in flat planes,
with sharp edges where each plane met. No, actually, they weren’t quite flat.
Each plane was subtly rounded. The effect was quite lovely.



She pulled back and scanned down. Everything had been
resculpted — her breasts, back, buttocks, legs. Her fingers were long
rectangular tubes with an angled slope at each fingertip; her nipples were
octagons, aureole with double the amount of sides. She looked at the row of
flashing options along the side. “Hair: yes/no?” “Fingernails:
yes/no?” “Pubic hair: yes/no?” “Eyecolor options: matte
silver, shiny silver, matte gold, shiny gold, matte black, shiny black.”



She played with the options until she found the one that
worked best for her. Body hair replaced by etched curls. Yes to fingernails.
Shiny silver irises with black pupils on a pale, matte silver eyeball.



And a reluctant yes to it being able to reshape and
recolor into a body that could pass for human.



It was stunning. When she finally put on that body and
looked in the mirror, she would never be able to fool herself into thinking she
was a fleshie. It looked nothing like the body that Rivka had fallen in love
with, nothing like the one she had made love to.



Perfect.



“I’m set,” she said. “Should I send this
back to you?”



“Just use the reply function and it’ll go to my
encrypted mailbox.”



1101 cocked its head to the side. “Why can’t she
just send it directly to Tinker?”



“Celia doesn’t have a mailbox.”



“The mailboxes are back?” she asked.



The Mechanic cast a sheepish look in her direction.
“Yeah, but you don’t have one. It’s not safe to hook you up to everyone
just yet.”



She looked down at her hands. “Oh.”



She sent her choices to his mailbox, then pulled up the
final schematics and looked down at the hands.



Soon, those would be her hands.



She closed her eyes. She couldn’t bear to look at her own
body anymore. This letter-perfect replacement had caused her nothing but grief.
Soon, she’d cast it aside and begin again, a machine outside and in. It would
be the perfect way to while away the years until she was able to take her body
back and be welcomed into human society with open arms. She couldn’t mimic
humanity any longer, couldn’t bear to be reminded of what she’d been denied.



The Mechanic let out a deep sigh. “Finally.”



Celia opened her eyes.



He closed 1101’s back panel and gave it a solid pat.
“I did it,” he said. “You’re off the grid. Your GPS is
gone.”



1101 nodded. “Thank you.”



“Now you can keep that body forever,” Celia
said.



“Yes.” It got off of the stool and ducked back
under the bar.



Forever under a bar in its grandmother’s basement.



She hoped she didn’t have to make that same trade for
long.



The Mechanic watched his cousin with haunted eyes, then
let out a little sigh. His glasses semi-opaqued, and he tapped a finger in the
air. “I just got a message back from Tinker. She’ll be ready to work on
your body tomorrow. I’ll set up that new identity for you tonight, and set up
an offshore account for some of your savings. Just be sure to leave enough
behind to take care of any financial obligations, like alimony or taxes or
mortgage payments. Don’t pull a Garytron. At least, not until I figure out your
model’s GPS.”



Did she even need money anymore? It probably wouldn’t
hurt to have some handy, especially if Betty wouldn’t let her work for her
again. “I understand.”



“Good. I’m going to go start in on that now.”
He pointed a thumb up the stairs. “Sorry, I need to concentrate, so—”



She waved a hand at him. “Go.”



He headed back up the stairs, and she was alone again in
the basement with a sleeping mechanical who had once been named Hunter Stark.



She called up the specs she’d sent to Tinker and wondered
how it would feel to inhabit that body.



Tomorrow she’d know for sure.



She wanted tomorrow to come as fast as possible. So she
slept.



 



The Mechanic woke her close to midnight to take care of
her financial business. She authorized the transfer of approximately one third
of her liquid assets, and immediately went back to sleep. He woke her again the
next morning after 10:00. “Time to go to Tinker’s workshop.”



She fished her permission card out of her bag and started
up the stairs behind him. She went to put on her filters and realized that she
was not afraid. In fact, she felt a perfect natural detachment, knowing that in
a few short hours, the painful cognitive dissonance between body and brain
would finally be resolved. She would be perfect. Complete. Whole.



What was the worst that could happen, anyway? That she’d
be caught and have to erase all of this?



That didn’t seem so bad, really.



She climbed into the Mechanic’s trunk, pulled the blanket
over herself, and waited.



Soon, Celia Krajewski would vanish completely. The only
way anyone would be able to find her would be if her internal GPS was set off,
and that took a court order, which required a high burden of proof. If she
vanished, she’d be safe. Maybe she could even find another community of
bioandroids in a country that didn’t have an extradition treaty with the U.S.
and ship herself there as cargo so she could live without fear. But the
Mechanic had already removed one GPS system. Eventually, he’d figure out how to
remove the rest of theirs. She could be patient, at least for a little while
longer.



She looked at her blinking inbox for the last time. Three
more messages from Trini.



Trini. She mouthed the name and felt a pang in her chest.
Trini might not have been able to understand what Celia was going through, but
even to the end, here Trini was, trying to be a good friend.



Celia at least owed her a goodbye.



She pulled up her virtual keyboard and typed one out.



“Trini, I’m so sorry, but I can’t risk coming to see
you. My friends are going to help me keep hiding, however long it takes. Please
don’t try to contact me anymore. When I’m able to, I’ll get in touch with you
again. Take care of yourself. Love, Celia.”



It took her three tries to finally work up the courage to
hit send. She whispered, “Goodbye,” and closed her eyes.



It was over. Her old life was in her past now.



“Hey, you should check the news,” the Mechanic
said. “There’s progress on the body choice front.”



Celia opened her eyes and blinked back unexpected tears.
She let out a long breath, wiped her eyes, and called up the LawSpecs news
page. As expected, Shandra was still generating scores of headlines, despite
being forced into protective police custody. There was a massive protest
outside the hotel where they were keeping her confined, but there were also
fans showing up with signs of support.



Another fifteen people had openly gone to the
Philippines, one with the stated aim of applying for the space program when he
returned. He claimed that bioandroids would be perfect for space travel as
their physical needs were small. They didn’t need oxygen, could survive on tiny
amounts of food and water, didn’t need to worry about bone and muscle
deterioration, and couldn’t suffer genetic damage when hit by stellar
radiation, all of which translated into huge savings and lowered risks for any
mission. He urged others to join him, and it looked like the Brazilian and
Chinese space agencies were already showing interest.



One major movie star had revealed that he’d had his body
replaced in Dubai the year before with no ill effects and would now remain
youthful and handsome indefinitely without surgical or genetic intervention. He
also hinted that he knew of several other colleagues who’d had this done as
well, but were remaining close-lipped about the procedure.



How odd. Public support for replacement bodies.



A new message popped into her box.



“It’s McElvoy,” the Mechanic said.



Oh god.



She opened the text-only message.



“Celia, your friend Trini and I are very concerned
about you. Please, don’t run off and hide without letting us know where to find
you. It’s vitally important that you remain reachable by the program. There’s
no way we can protect you unless we know where you are. Please don’t vanish,
Celia. Please call me.”



Trini was talking with Dr. McElvoy. Her only human friend
had gone straight to the one fleshie with the power to lock her away for life.



She felt her final link with humanity snap.



“The begging is a good sign,” the Mechanic
said. “It means he’s helpless to force anything on you. Don’t reply.”



No, there was no chance of that.



When she got out of the car in Allston, she felt no
hesitation whatsoever. It was time. There was no looking back.



She handed the Mechanic her glasses and strode into the
building ahead of him.



Tinker was waiting for them at the top of the stairs.
When the door closed behind them, she said, “I love the design you picked
out for yourself.”



Celia nodded her thanks and looked over at the workbench.



“Just strip and hop right up,” she said.



Celia looked over at the Mechanic. No, it didn’t matter
if he saw her naked now. This body was a defective shell. It didn’t deserve
modesty. She dropped her clothes on the floor as she approached the workbench,
then lay down on it, permission card in hand.



The Mechanic stood just in her peripheral view.
“When I set up this new identity, it’ll be under the name Jean Davis. But
do you want to take a new machine name?”



“Most of the others have,” Tinker said.
“Gyne, Garytron, 1101.”



“Call me C2. For Celia, mark 2.”



Tinker smiled down at her. “We’ll wake you when
you’re C2.”



And everything went black.



 



“C2. Take a look and see what you think.”



Celia’s eyes snapped open, and she blinked at the
ceiling. She felt… cold. A good cold. A reassuring cold.



She switched on her filters and sat up in a smooth, fluid
movement, then swung her legs over the side of the table, hopped off, and
strode mechanically toward the full-length mirror.



The machine in the mirror stared back at her impassively.



It was perfect.



“Go ahead and connect to the net,” the Mechanic
said. “You don’t need to move your hands. It should be completely under
your mental control.”



And it was. There were the mailboxes, the news links, the
time ticking away at the upper right of her field of vision. She left them all
up and set a news ticker to run across the top of her vision. Machines were
capable of running multiple processes. Eleven thirty-eight p.m. She had been
here over half a day.



She turned to Tinker. “This is perfect.” Her
voice had a metallic tang to it.



“Do you like that?” she asked. “I can
switch it off if you don’t.”



“Leave it.”



She went into the group’s mail system and placed a call
to Betty.



Betty’s face filled her vision. “You’re back?”
she asked. “But the press is still swarming all over the city looking for
you.”



Celia turned on the new cameras in her eyes. The motion
was completely instinctual. She innately knew all of her new capabilities. She
should have done this weeks ago. She gazed into the mirror and said,
“Look.”



A huge grin spread across Betty’s face. “God damn,
that’s beautiful. Do you mind if I send that to a client? One of our best guys
asked if we had anything new for him.”



“Go ahead.”



“If he bites, are you free tonight?”



This was exactly why she’d needed this body. Now, she
could rejoin her fellow mechanicals. Now, she could sell it to show it who was
boss. No matter how tempted she was to rejoin the outside world, she would be
incapable. She was a machine, not a person anymore; a cold copy of the
original; a beautiful, sculpted placeholder. She’d never forget that now.



“I’m free whenever you need me.”



Her new life had finally begun.
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She climbed out of the Mechanic’s car at 12:11 a.m.
Tanja, Betty, and Gyne were all waiting for her in Betty’s garage. Gyne, decked
out in a sexy Mrs. Claus outfit, cried, “What a hell of a Christmas
present you make!”



Celia looked at the date on her display. November 19th.
“It’s not even Thanksgiving yet.”



Gyne wrinkled his long nose. “Who cares? The
shopping season starts right after Mother’s Day.”



Along the top of Celia’s vision crawled news of a lunar
colony disaster, more people heading to the Philippines for replacement bodies,
an emergency session of Congress to discuss the growing bioandroid problem, and
an earthquake outside Istanbul. Even without her detachment filter on, she felt
disconnected from reality. It was hard to feel grounded while residing in
something so artificial.



“You look beautiful,” Betty said, and wrapped
Celia in a big hug. “The client’s gonna love you. Come on, let’s get in the
car.”



“So soon?” the Mechanic asked. “Shouldn’t
she spend some time getting used to her new body before she sells it?”



Tanja caught Celia’s eye and meaningfully looked down at
her own silver body. “You and I could play before we head out.”



A small part of Celia wavered inside. Betty was right —
this body was beautiful. And Celia had never felt so beautiful as she did now.
The temptation to revel in this newfound perfection was hard to deny. But she
needed to show this new body who was boss. And for that, she needed
degradation. “After the job.”



The Mechanic grabbed her arm. “But Celia, you don’t
need to—”



She turned on her enhanced strength and none-too-gently
pried his fingers loose. “Call me C2. And this is what I want.”



“Well,” Betty said, “if that’s what C2
wants, then that’s what C2 gets. You’re the one who’s always going on about
body choice. It’s about time you respected ours.”



The Mechanic said nothing. He just slowly headed back to
his car, head hanging, cradling his bruised fingers in his uninjured hand.



Celia was beyond caring.



The four of them piled into Betty’s car, Celia in the
back. She covered herself with a blanket and curled up with a similarly
swaddled Tanja.



“So, tonight’s client’s a real perv,” Tanja
said. “But he pays well.”



“He’ll want to play with the two of you,” Gyne
said. “Two silver women will be more than he can pass up.”



“Well, I’m game if you are,” Tanja said. She
gently stroked the top of Celia’s head under the blanket.



Celia nodded under her hand, but said nothing. She felt nothing,
just perfect a mechanical chill. She could find no better inauguration for her
new body than this.



The car came to a stop and Tanja pulled the blankets off
of herself and Celia both. Celia climbed out of the car into a private garage
and strode naked behind the other three into the house.



The client was definitely satisfied by what he saw.



He posed Tanja and Celia in bizarre geometric positions,
sometimes penetrating them, sometimes sitting back and masturbating while he
stared at them. Celia felt nothing. When he shifted her so she could see her
reflection in the mirrored ceiling, it wasn’t Celia that she saw, it was C2.
What was done to this body didn’t matter because the body wasn’t her. She was
simply riding it until the time came for her to be put back into her flesh
again. She could never forget that now.



Her control panel flashed, then vanished, as did her
connection to the nets.



The word “LOCKDOWN” flashed across her vision,
and she heard police sirens.



A scream beat at the walls of her throat as she
frantically tried to bring her control panel back up. They couldn’t find her
like this, not when she’d finally gotten the body that she needed so badly. It
couldn’t end so soon. She was owed so much more. So, so much more.



“Oh, fuck no!” she heard the client yell.
“Not without my lawyer present!” He climbed off of the bed and tore
out of the room.



At the very edge of her vision, she could see Gyne and
Betty standing immobile against the wall.



This was a real lockdown. A police lockdown.



She kept trying to bring her control panel back up. She
had to blur her memory now before they caught her. She had to get online and
warn the others. She had to—



“Jesus Christ, this is sick.”



A police offer gaped down at the sexual pretzel that was
Celia and Tanja. “How the hell are we supposed to get them out of here
like this?”



Someone in hospital whites appeared next to the cop.
“Hang on, I’ll switch them off.”



No, not like this, not like this, not like—



 



She was switched back on at 2:38 a.m. Dr. McElvoy was
staring at her, a mug of coffee in his lap and dark circles under his eyes.
They were in Garytron’s old room at the hospital, complete with all the
depopulated photographs on the walls. “Celia, I never thought you’d end up
like this. Not you.”



She looked down at her rectangular fingers, at their
sharply sloping tips, and turned on all her filters to try to crowd back the
fear. Someone had dressed her in hospital scrubs. But what did she need clothes
for? She wasn’t like them anymore. Wasn’t it obvious?



The memory fuzzer. She had to use it now, before it was
too late. She called up her control panel again and poised her cursor above it.



No, not quite yet.



“What happened to my friends?”



“They’re in custody. We managed to get warrants for
most of the bioandroids, and we’re working on getting proof that the rest of
them have violated their contracts so we can get warrants for them as well.
Plus we’ve arrested both of the ringleaders.” Dr. McElvoy leaned forward
on his elbows. “Celia, I’m going to make sure these people pay for what
they’ve done to you and Gary and that poor Hunter Stark.”



Tanja, Betty, Gene, 1101, the Mechanic, Tinker, and who
knew who else were all in custody because of her. She’d ruined it for
everybody. She’d single-handedly brought down the group that had done so much
for her. So why didn’t she feel anything other than a deep animal fear?



“Let them go,” she said. “They didn’t do
anything I didn’t want them to.”



“I can’t do that. They broke the law. Just because
you think you’re okay with it…  You’re not well, Celia. You have to
understand that. There’s no way that someone in her right mind would consent
to… this.” He waved his hand at her body and fell back in his chair,
trying to hide a scowl and failing.



Right mind. There was no way that Celia could have
remained in her right mind if she hadn’t changed her body. But she knew there
was no point in trying to convince him of that. He’d never understand. No one
could, unless they’d through what she had.



“How did you find us? What did we do wrong?”



He pinched the corners of his eyes, then dropped his hand
into his lap. “Anjelle Cho. You knew her as Tinker. We had our suspicions
about her after she was arrested outside the hospital the night of the failed
abduction attempt, so the police kept an eye on her. We hit the jackpot when
you all went to the scrap yard. We used aerial surveillance and identified
everyone. Everyone but Hunter Stark, of course, but we deduced his identity
quickly enough when his GPS went dead. I mean, that life-sized art school doll
had to be somebody.”



“The Mechanic never knew,” she whispered with a
metallic buzz.



“GPS units don’t fail like that. Not unless
something catastrophic happens to your body. We might not be able to use them
to trace you without a warrant, but we sure as hell keep track of whether
they’re functioning.”



“Oh.”



“The police wanted to keep watching to gather more
evidence. I showed them the skinsealer picture that your friend Trinidad had
taken at your house, and told them how you’d lied to me about her being the one
to pass along Gary’s alias to you, but they didn’t feel that it was
sufficiently incriminating.”



Celia twisted her metal fingers in her lap. “Where
is Trini?”



“In the lobby, worried sick about you.”



Worried sick. That was priceless. Trini should have been
protecting her, not ratting her out to her enemy.



“The police planted cameras all over Cho’s studio so
they could gather more evidence. I wanted to have you pulled out the moment I
saw them cutting into you, but the warrant took too long to secure.”



She stared at the floor, saying nothing, feeling nothing.
She kept the cursor over the memory fuzz button. She knew she should press it
now, but she still couldn’t quite bring herself to do it.



“I should have listened to Gary,” he said.
“I should have known that he was onto something when he warned you not to
do what he’d done. I should have tried to convince a judge to bring you in on
the spot.”



“It was already too late by then.”



McElvoy shook his head and put his coffee mug down on the
table. She’d never seen him so disheveled. His normally fluffy hair hung in his
face in greasy ropes, paralleling the deep lines carved on either side of his
face. He turned to her with the first genuinely earnest expression she’d ever
seen on him and asked, “What should I have done, Celia? How could I have
saved you?”



She pointed at her metal chest and said, “This is
how I’m saving myself. This body. It’s what I need.”



“I can’t believe that. I won’t. There had to have
been some way to keep you sane.”



“Only Rivka could have done that,” she said
automatically, surprising even herself.



He sighed, shoulders sagging. “Rivka. It always
comes back to her.”



“I loved her more than anything.” And she felt
that love in her cold metal heart, eking through filters not strong enough to
hold it back. Celia wouldn’t have needed any of this if she’d only had Rivka.
If anyone was to blame, it was her, not the people who had fixed Celia up after
Rivka had destroyed her. But Celia was beyond blame, beyond care. She’d done
what she’d needed to do, and they’d caught her.



The only question was what they would do with her.



McElvoy closed his eyes, trapping one lip between
coffee-stained teeth. “Right. Well.” He eased himself to his feet,
weariness etched into his every movement, and opened the door.



Rivka peered into the room, then stepped in, arms clasped
tightly across her bosom.



Celia’s breath froze, and she couldn’t make it start
again. Her hands fluttered all over her body, trying to find a way to hide
herself from her ex-wife’s wide-eyed stare. She clutched the neck of her
scrubs, willing her fake heart to start beating again, and flung off all her
filters. Her breath came in a flurry, heaving out of her chest, and if this
body could have cried, she was sure it would have.



“Celia?” Rivka’s voice cracked. “Oh god,
Celia? Is that you?”



“I… I couldn’t… I needed…” She swallowed,
even though her metal mouth was dry. “Rivka. I…”



Rivka blinked hard, lips pulled back into a grimace.
“Oh god,” she whispered. “Oh god.”



Celia couldn’t look away, couldn’t hide, couldn’t close
her eyes, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream, couldn’t move. She covered her
face with her hands, peering out between her fingers into the eyes of the woman
who’d been her entire life. Into the eyes of the only woman who could have
saved her. Into the eyes of the only person who’d ever truly mattered, even
when she’d tried to convince herself that she didn’t care anymore.



The look in Rivka’s eyes screamed volumes.



Rivka pressed her shaking body against the back wall.
“That’s not her,” she said to Dr. McElvoy. “Celia never would
have done that. Never.”



“I’m sorry,” Dr. McElvoy said, “but that
is her.”



Rivka turned back to Celia and gaped, her hand clutching
at her bosom.



Celia’s mouth opened, but no sound escaped. It was
trapped, beating at the walls of her throat.



Rivka wrinkled her brow and took a tentative step
forward. “I can’t hear you.”



A word finally slipped past her throat’s blockade.
“Why?”



Rivka shook her head, grasping the back of Dr. McElvoy’s
abandoned chair so hard her fingers turned paper white. “Why what? Why am
I here? Why can’t I believe that a supposedly perfect copy of my wife could do
this?”



“Why didn’t you stay?”



Rivka’s eyes widened in horror, and she raked a pointed
gaze up and down Celia’s body. “If I’d known you… she…” She shook
her head, long brown waves falling in her face. “If I’d known Celia was
capable of this, I never would have married her.”



Oh god.



It couldn’t end this way. She couldn’t give Rivka up
forever. She needed her back. She’d known it all along. All of this had just
been a futile attempt at distraction, at trying to fill her life with something
that meant even a fraction of what Rivka had.



There was only one thing to do.



Celia called up her control panel and hit the killswitch
button.



Killswitch Continue? Yes/No.



She tapped “yes.”



The warnings came up brighter, bigger. Killswitch
Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.



“Don’t worry,” Celia croaked. “The Celia
you married didn’t do this. The Celia you married knows you love her. She’d
never…” Her voice finally died, leaving her mouthing words that even she
couldn’t discern.



Rivka took a tentative step forward. “Celia?”
she whispered. “Is… is there anything left of her in you?”



“Yes,” Celia gasped, wishing once more for
tears. “All the parts of her that loved you are in me.” She tapped
her metal chest with a thunk. “Everything important’s in here.”



The tears streaming down Rivka’s face were enough for the
two of them. Her lips shuddered as she pulled in a breath through her teeth.
“Oh god, did I do this to you?” She inched even closer, one trembling
hand out in front of her.



Celia stared at the hand and shrank back as it
approached.



Killswitch Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.



“Wait for her,” Celia whispered. “She
still wants you.”



Dr. McElvoy’s face contorted in horror. “Oh no,
you’re not—”



“Wait for her?” Rivka asked, her hand frozen in
midair.



Killswitch Continue? Final warning. Yes/No.



Out loud, Celia whispered, “Yes.”
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This body. It wasn’t hers. She knew that now.



Celia lay on the floor, pain lancing into her through her
cheek, her temple, her palms. One larger piece of glass was stabbing through
the fabric of her pants and digging into her kneecap; another piercing her
belly. It was programmed pain. She needed it, but it wasn’t real.



She wasn’t real.



No, her mind was real, duplicated as it was. But the body
was just a convenience to carry it around until her real body was healed. It
was a tool, and she was its prisoner, trapped by fear of oblivion.



So she would treat this body like a tool. She would use
it to make a living. It was high time she dropped out of society. Society had
made it abundantly clear that it didn’t want her. She’d quit her job, get
whatever tweaks she needed, and see if Betty would let her into her
prostitution ring. What did it matter what people did to this fake flesh? She
would just bide her time, using this tool to make her life as bearable as possible
until her body was healed and she could reclaim her life.



But until then, she needed more tweaks. She needed to
remind herself that this body was an artificial construct. She couldn’t run
away from her pain, but maybe by making herself even more mechanical, it would
help remind her that this body was merely transitory.



A call came in on her glasses, the second so far tonight.
Shandra.



She let it go to mail.



The first call was to her private message box. One of the
mechanicals was trying to get in touch with her. Probably another party. Maybe
an invitation for more sex. Her body didn’t need sex, not for pleasure, anyway.
What would be the point?



And now her glasses were telling her that Ziggie was at
the door.



Ziggie. Quiet, dependable, drama-free Ziggie.



Ziggie would never lie in glass on her basement floor.



Maybe she should let her in.



Celia ended her lockdown and slowly eased her body into a
crouch. She reached a hand up and touched the left side of her face, feeling
the sharp bite of tiny pieces of glass.



She peeked at the message in her private box. Betty.



Good. She’d talk to her later.



She used her house system to connect to Ziggie’s glasses
and asked, “Are you alone?”



“Yes. And I brought an apple cranberry pie.”



“I don’t need to eat anymore.”



“I know. But it’s delicious.”



Celia touched her face again, then stared at her
fingertips, glittering with shards of glass. She should have been bleeding. It
would complement the pain nicely. Such an oversight in her construction.
“I’m a mess,” she said.



“That’s all right. I’m a grandmother. I can handle
messes.”



Celia smiled despite herself, a small smile that drove
the shard in her dimple deeper into her face. She turned on stoneface to keep
that from happening again and made her way upstairs. Maybe pie would help. It
certainly couldn’t hurt. Not much could hurt more at this point. She crossed
the living room, opened the front door, and the old woman smiled at her,
holding up a covered pie tray. “Still warm,” she said. “I’ll
find my way to the kitchen with it.”



“How did you find my house?” Celia asked.
“I never gave you my last name.”



“Don’t forget, I did your background check. And I’m
still helping the Mechanic keep an eye on you, which is why I knew you needed
company. There’s fresh pictures of you and your ex-wife on that horrid site,
you know.” Ziggie bustled past her, looking around the first floor.
“These townhouses are all laid out the same. No imagination. I had a house
when I was younger, back before everyone came crowding into the cities and the
housing taxes soared. Now I’m just the stereotypical old lady in a tiny
apartment. And here’s the kitchen, right where it always is.”



What was she going to say to this woman? She had a face
full of glass, hair that she didn’t even want to think about, rumpled work
clothes, no job, no life. She was a disaster.



Ziggie turned and clucked her tongue. “Do you have
tweezers?”



“In the bathroom.”



“Which is right at the top of the stairs, of course,
just like every other master bathroom in one of these cookie-cutter townhouses.”



“Yes.”



Ziggie looked up at the kitchen light fixture and
scrunched her face. “This light won’t do. How’s the bathroom light? Nice
and blinding?”



“It’s bright.”



“Good. Come up with me and I’ll fix your face.”
Ziggie wandered back out of the kitchen and headed for the stairs.



Celia felt helpless to disobey. Even if she’d wanted to,
there was something nice about being taken care of. And by a grandmother, no
less. Celia had never had one of those. Strange that she’d needed to become a
machine to get one.



“There, you just sit on the toilet lid, and I’ll
take care of your face,” Ziggie said. She pulled the tweezers from the
medicine cabinet, then turned to Celia. “You can switch your pain off,
right?”



“Right.”



“Good. It’ll make things easier. And keep that stone
face on. I don’t need you wincing.”



Ziggie studied both sides of Celia’s face, then shook her
head. “I hope I can get them all out. You’ll probably want Tinker to make
sure I didn’t miss any really tiny pieces. I don’t have enhanced eyesight like
some of the others.” Tongue peeping out from between her lips, Ziggie
gently plucked the first shard from Celia’s face.



“Why do I do these things?” Celia asked.



“Because it hurts,” Ziggie said. She dropped
the glass into the metal trashcan by the toilet. It clattered loudly before
coming to rest. “Same reason I eat all the time. We need to fill ourselves
up with something to feel real. You just seem to have chosen pain.”
Another piece hit the bottom of the trashcan with a clang.



“I never did this before. Back when I was
human.”



“You didn’t need to back then. Neither did I. Things
change in these bodies. Besides, you had a rough day today. No wonder you
needed to try something new.”



Celia waited for Ziggie to finish pulling a piece of
glass from her lip. “I like some of the changes, though. Well, sometimes I
do.”



“So do I. But it’s not the same.” Ziggie’s eyes
misted over, but her glass-plucking pace didn’t slow. “I’d trade all the
enhancements for my grandchildren.”



“I don’t want Rivka back,” Celia said. “She’s
dead to me.” And for once, she almost believed it.



“But you want your old life back. Your life before
this body.”



“Yes.” If it weren’t for the stoneface, her
voice would have broken.



“Well, we’ll never get that back. But it doesn’t
stop us from wanting it. So we tweak ourselves to feel better about being stuck
in these replacements. There’s no shame in that.”



“After all this, how do we go back to our old
bodies?”



Ziggie took a step back, tucked her finger under Celia’s
chin, and turned her head from side to side. “Let’s see if the light
catches — ah, there’s another piece.” She plucked a long sliver from
Celia’s cheek. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can go back.”



“But we have to. Don’t we?”



Ziggie put down the tweezers and sat heavily on the lip
of the tub. “Technically, yes. They can’t wake up our old bodies unless
our new memories are put back into them. Or unless we don’t have any memories
to put back.” She looked down at the bath mat, her gaze unfocused.
“I’ve had Tinker give me a memory kill switch. When my real body is ready
to be revived, I’m wiping this body’s memories. I’m letting my flesh body start
over fresh without any of this baggage. I figure it’s the least I can do for
myself.”



Celia’s stoneface dropped before she even realized what
she was doing. “How can you just erase yourself?”



Ziggie looked back up, a faint smile pulling her wrinkles
into a pleasant pattern. She tapped on her forehead with two fingers.
“There’s nothing here worth saving. Everything good is in stasis.”



Celia’s hand flew to her mouth, and the bite of glass
from palm to lip made her startle back and gasp. “I’d forgotten,” she
murmured, staring down at the shards in her fingers.



Ziggie eased herself to her feet. “I’ll let you do
your hands yourself. And when you’re done, you really should comb out your hair
and change so you can get the rest of the glass off. Then we can have
pie.” She squeezed past Celia and headed back down the stairs. “I’ll
set out some plates and something to drink and do a little more cleanup on some
of those mirror sites. Come down when you’re ready.”



Celia watched the old woman make her way down the stairs
and stood frozen in the middle of the bathroom, more still than even lockdown
could produce. A memory kill switch. Ziggie was going to voluntarily erase
years of her life. That was more terrifying than switching off and going into
stasis. At least in stasis, she’d simply be sleeping for several years. But to
live those years, then eradicate them? Without the memories she’d gathered in
this mechanical body…



Without these memories, she’d take Rivka back without
hesitation.



She started shaking, and turned on robot moves to make it
stop.



“I’ll be down in just a minute,” she called.
When she felt still inside, she turned the robot moves off and carefully plucked
the glass from her hands, belly, and knee. She removed her glass-encrusted
clothes, stuffed them in the trash, and combed the shards out of her hair. Then
she studied her face in the mirror, examining every bloodless cut.



These weren’t the kind of memories that her biological
body needed. Maybe it was better to have a doctor tell her she’d erased her
life than to know what she’d erased.



She pulled on new clothes, padded downstairs barefoot,
and sat at the kitchen table across from Ziggie.



The pie smelled heavenly.



Ziggie smiled over at her. “There’s enough butter in
here to kill a horse. Thankfully, we don’t need to worry about that
anymore.”



Celia felt herself smile and covered her mouth with her
hand. She looked down at the large wedge in front of her, then over at the tall
glass of bourbon on the rocks next to it.



“I found it under your sink,” Ziggie said.
“I know, it’s not a traditional accompaniment to pie, but again, it can’t
hurt us. We might as well indulge.”



Celia picked up her fork, sliced off the tip of her
piece, and put it in her mouth. Oh, it was incredible. Rich and buttery, with a
flaky crust, sweet tangy apples, and just the right sour bite of cranberry.
“You’re an amazing cook,” she murmured through her mouth full of
food.



“I’m a grandmother,” Ziggie said, and took her
own first bite. She washed it down with a large gulp of bourbon. “We paid
good money for these bodies. We might as well find a way to get a little
enjoyment out of them.”



Celia nodded and took a swig of her bourbon. Oddly, it
went well with the cranberry and apple flavors. She never would have imagined
that.



“Of course, we need to be careful how we do
that,” Ziggie said. “I’ve heard that you’ve been mixing it up with
Betty and Tanja.”



Celia felt her phantom appetite flee, but she forced
herself to eat another bite. Appetite meant nothing to her. Not anymore. This
body responded to her whims, not the other way around. “Mmm hmm.”



Ziggie set down her fork. “What you do on your own
time is your own business—”



Celia nodded, hoping that would stop the conversation
dead.



“—but if you’re going to keep your memories, then
you should try to live in a way that your flesh body will respect. Before you
let them drag you into prostitution, just stop and think if you’ll be able to
look yourself in the mirror with those memories in your head after you’re
reintegrated.”



Celia took a long swallow of the bourbon, wishing it
still had the same effect on her as it had less than a month ago, back when she
was human. She wished Ziggie had given her this speech several hours ago. But
it was too late. This body needed to be reminded that it was a tool. She was
going to treat it like one. Memories be damned.



Ziggie let out a small sigh. “Well, it’s your life.
I just thought I should get my two cents in.” She smiled and gestured.
“Enjoy the pie.”



Celia stared down at the partly-eaten slice, at the vivid
red smears of cranberry against the stark white plate. She let out a sigh of
her own, and downed the rest of the bourbon in one gulp.



Ziggie refilled her glass.



Celia fingered the slick, cool surface of her glass.
“So, you’re still spying on my life?”



“Only until it quiets down. We have the group’s
safety to think of. You need to be more careful in public, you know. Several of
those mirror sites still have you listed as a high-likelihood biomechanical.
None have your name on them yet—”



“They will. My entire office knows what I am, and my
boss just told one of our authors.” If she weren’t so numb inside, that
thought would have her in a panic.



“Well, wasn’t that nice of him? And, of course,
you’d be fully within your rights to sue, but doing so would rather
definitively out you.” 



“I guess you’ll be spying on me for quite some
time.”



“If it’s any consolation, I’ve never stopped keeping
an eye on the Mechanic. With the amount of power he has over us, I’d be stupid
not to. Don’t worry — this is all likely to blow over soon. Most of us who get
outed are outed in the first few months. And the election’s nearly over, so
soon we won’t be a campaign issue anymore. That’ll help, too.”



Celia lifted her glass. “Here’s to Tam Galloway
losing both the election and his audience.”



Ziggie smiled and clinked her glass against Celia’s.
“I’ll gladly drink to that.”



They ate in companionable silence, and then Ziggie stood
and took the plates to the dishwasher, then headed for the door. “I won’t
come by unannounced again,” she said.



“Thanks for coming today,” Celia said. “I
mean it.”



Ziggie put her hands in her coat pockets. “If you do
join Betty’s little gang, don’t use your real name. It only makes it easier to
identify you, and that’s the last thing you need right now.”



“Does that mean Ziggie’s not your real name?”



She smiled. “No. My real name’s Martha. I was a
Bowie fan — oh, never mind. You wouldn’t know who he was. You can call me
Martha if you like, but not in front of the others.”



“All right, Martha.”



“Enjoy the rest of the pie. When you’re done, just
bring the pie plate with you to one of the gatherings. But don’t hurry on my
account. I have plenty.” She shot Celia a little wave, then disappeared
out the front door.



Celia stood on her front porch, the cold air infiltrating
every little cut on her face, watching the old woman make her way down to Moody
Street. The neighbor’s front light came on and she ducked back into the house
before Ian saw her bloodless slashes.



What would her flesh body think about memories of
prostitution? What would her flesh body think about any of these
memories?



She shook her head. No. No memory kill switch. She hadn’t
fought this hard just to erase everything she’d been through. It wouldn’t be
right. It would be… 



It would be too easy.



She peeked in her message box. The message from Betty
blinked at her.



Tinker first. Tinker would make it better. Tinker could
make things so much better.



 



Tinker made her house call a little over an hour later.
Peering at Celia’s face through magnifying goggles, she said, “You really
need to keep away from tiny pieces of glass. They’re a bitch to get out.”



“This wasn’t planned.”



“It never is. There, that should do it.” She
pulled one last teensy sliver from Celia’s face and deposited it in the trash.
“I just need to seal you up.” Resting one hand on Celia’s cheek, she
leaned forward and began running the skin sealer over the near-invisible cuts.
Celia had already taken care of the larger ones herself.



Celia stared across the room at the blank spot over the
mantel. Such a perfect metaphor for her life. That spot used to fill her with
such sorrow, but now it bolstered her. It reminded her of how unreal her life
had become. She let the whiteness fill her, steel her for the conversation she
was about to initiate. She’d need its strength.



“I think it may be time for me to drop out of the
flesh world. Maybe sign on with Betty and Tanja and… make money the way that
they do.”



“Don’t forget Gyne and 1101.”



A thrill surged through Celia, and she tried to tamp it
back down. This crush was getting out of hand. If anything, it seemed to be
intensifying the farther away her one encounter with 1101 got. She wondered
what it did when it wasn’t at the parties. Or what Betty and Tanja did, for
that matter. Betty could assimilate, sure, but not Tanja. Not with that lovely
silver skin. And Celia didn’t want to assimilate anymore either. “So, I
was thinking that I should decide on some physical tweaks so I—”



“No can do.”



Celia snapped her gaze to Tinker’s face and pulled back,
leaving Tinker with one hand in the air, skin sealer attempting to fix empty
space. “What do you mean? You tweaked Gyne and Tanja and 1101. Why not
me?”



Tinker pushed her goggles up onto the top of her head.
“If we physically tweak you, then you’ll have to drop out of society
entirely.”



“I’ve got nothing left here. I probably just lost my
job, my only friend is half a world away, my wife won’t even talk to me, and
I’m one gossipy coworker away from being outed to the world. My savings aren’t
the greatest, but if Betty and Tanja will let me work with them, that won’t be
a problem. I need to change the way this body looks. I need to.”



Tinker shook her head. “No, not now. We need you
intact so you can get in to visit Garytron.”



Celia rose to her feet, arms crossed tightly across her
chest. “But it’s my body. I get to choose what do to with it, don’t
I?”



“Well, that was before you got an invite to see
Garytron. It is your body, but the tweaking skills are mine, and I get
to choose whether or not to use them. And I choose not to.”



“But—”



Tinker stood and put her hands on Celia’s shoulders.
“Celia, Garytron is our friend. We’ve had no news on his condition since
they locked him up. And you’ve just been handed this incredible opportunity to
get in there and let us know how he’s doing. How can you possibly expect us to
fuck that up by tweaking you now? How?”



Celia’s shoulders drooped. “I — I know. I just… I
just can’t live like this anymore.”



Tinker gave her shoulders a squeeze. “It won’t be
long. From what I’m hearing about the Mount Auburn audit results, McElvoy’s
going to have to pull a miracle out of his ass fast to save his job, so he’ll
have you in there within the week. I’ll outfit you with an eyeball camera so
you can record the visit. Once it’s over, you can drop out of the world and
never look back if that’s what you really want.”



Celia looked up. “Eyeball camera?”



Tinker reached into her pocket and pulled out a small
mechanical device. “The Mechanic and I rigged it together. Don’t worry, we
can’t activate it without your consent. As soon as I implant it, it’ll
automatically install into your control panel. When McElvoy lets you in, just
switch it on, and it’ll record everything.”



She stared at the tiny device. A camera in her eyeball.
Well, it was technically a physical tweak.



It would have to do for now.



“You promise you’ll give me the tweaks I want when
this is all over, right?”



“Absolutely.”



Celia let out a long breath, then nodded. “Okay. Go
ahead and install the camera.”



“I need to finish your face first.”



Celia sat back down and stared at the empty space over
the mantel.



Tinker sat in front of her, pulled her magnifying goggles
back on, and wanded another tiny cut. “So,” she said. “What kind
of tweaks do you want?”



“Silver skin might be nice.”



“Tanja already has that.”



“I can’t have something that someone else has?”



“You can, but it’s more interesting to do something
unique.”



“How about… ” Celia closed her eyes and let
her imagination drift. “How about dull silver skin, and you blunt my
features so I look like a toy.”



“Now that’s interesting. I could also sharpen them.
Make your face be all planes and no curves. Let me put together a few mockups
and get back to you so you can decide.”



Celia fought back the urge to smile. She wouldn’t need to
look human much longer. So long as Garytron agreed to the visit, she was
golden.
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Celia moved slowly through the house, looking at all the
empty spaces where Rivka used to be. Rivka’s home office was as empty as they
day they’d moved in. The only indication that she’d once been there were the
indentations in the carpet where her furniture had been. The china set she’d
inherited from her grandmother was gone from the hutch. All that was left in
her closet were a few stray hangers.



The medicine cabinet was mostly empty, all of Rivka’s
many jars and bottles of skin creams gone. She’d loved collecting those little
bottles. It had practically been a hobby for her. She’d never been able to
resist downloading skin care ads, and each download invariably ended up with a
purchase of some little trial sized container. Never once had Celia seen her
finish a bottle, but she wouldn’t throw them away, either, and they crowded the
shelves until Celia would threaten to clean them out herself. And then Rivka
would move them under the sink—



Celia fell to her knees and opened the cabinet below the
sink. There, huddled in the back corner, was a cityscape of tiny bottles.



She burst into tears.



Celia reached under the sink to grab a green glass bottle
with a pale stone cap, then stood and placed it in the middle of the empty
space in the medicine cabinet. She closed the mirrored cabinet door and stared
at her reflection again. Her eyes were red and puffy with tears, and she could
barely control the trembling of her lower lip. She took in a deep, wet sniff, and
wondered why they even bothered to have her new body manufacture mucus.



But she knew the answers to those questions already. They
were the same answers the doctors had parroted to her from the moment of her
diagnosis to the moment of her discharge. “Your new body will look, feel,
and behave exactly like the old one, so you won’t go through any cognitive
disruption after the transfer procedure.” Eating, sleeping, urinating —
she still did them all. Her mucus was recycled biomaterial from the food she
ate, her fecal matter the leftovers, her urine the waste product of the
hydrogen fuel cell lodged in her abdomen.



Mechanical processes, all of them, but they seemed so
real. The tears, the runny nose, the way her pulse fluttered in her throat and
her stomach caved in on itself when she tried to imagine life without Rivka.
There was no difference. No difference at all.



When Rivka saw this for herself, she’d realize she’d made
a mistake.



Celia went back into the bedroom, put on her glasses,
turned them up to half opacity, waved off a political ad and an e-card from
Trini, and placed a call to Rivka’s IP.



She got an autoresponse, in text: “I’m sorry. Please
forgive me.”



Celia crashed down on the bed. Rivka was blocking her IP.
She’d just leave a message and—



Messaging was also blocked, as was positioning. She
couldn’t even determine where Rivka was.



But Rivka’s friends would know. She’d start with Tyrone.
He’d been close friends with Rivka since high school. Surely he’d know how to
find her. She typed his name into the shortcut window.



He accepted the connection and opened a vocal channel.
“Celia. Hi.”



The microphone on Celia’s glasses activated as she opened
the vocal channel on her end. “Have you spoken to Rivka?”



He sighed.



“Tyrone, please. I need to talk to her.”



“Look, I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened
between the two of you, but she’s pretty adamant that she doesn’t want to see
you anymore.”



“She didn’t say?”



“No. Whatever it was, she’s pretty broken up about
it. I don’t know what you did to her—”



“What I — ?



“Look, I know how crazy she was about you. The only
way I can figure her leaving you is you doing something egregiously wretched.
Why she’s protecting you, I don’t know.”



“I’m sorry to have bothered you,” she mumbled,
and shut the connection down.



At least Rivka was keeping her secret safe.



She still couldn’t understand why it had to be so secret.
She didn’t understand what Americans thought the big deal was. The program had
been operating in Europe for a little over a decade with scarcely an issue. But
Americans had a pathological need to be intolerant of someone, and bioandroids
were the current punching bag.



It didn’t help that America had been getting
progressively more religious over the past decade, falling into what had been
dubbed a “New Puritanism” by the media. Religious leaders had wasted
no time in voicing their concerns over what copying one’s self did to one’s
immortal soul.



As usual, New England was something of an oasis in this
regard. The “respect your neighbors by minding your own business”
ethic was still strong there. The protests were smaller, less frequent, and
largely peaceful. Individuals were rarely outed, and those that were weren’t
harassed as badly as in other places. It even had multiple program centers in
operation — Cambridge, Worcester, Hartford… well, not Hartford anymore.



Was New England becoming like the rest of the country,
after so many decades apart?



She stared at the nearest window and felt a sting of
fear.



Damn it, how could Rivka leave her here to face this alone?



She messaged Tyrone, typing on the keyboard her glasses
projected under her fingers. “If you see Rivka, please tell her that I
need to talk to her. I need a chance to make things right with her. Please help
me.”



That was all she dared say. Tyrone went to Mass every
Sunday, and the Archbishop of Boston wasn’t what one would call a supporter of
her new body.



Celia squeezed her fingertips together to shut the
glasses off entirely.



She looked down at the backs of her hands, at the large
veins rising gently above the otherwise flat surface, and felt tears in her
eyes again.



It hurt so much.



Why had they had to make her so authentic? Machines
weren’t supposed to feel pain.



If only she were more like a machine.



 



Celia sat alone at the kitchen table, staring at her
slowly cooling bowl of lentil soup. She knew she didn’t really need to eat.
This body was programmed to respond like a biological body when it was deprived
of food, but it was just programming. She couldn’t have low blood sugar,
couldn’t starve. In a way, she could dehydrate, but the worst that would happen
would be that she couldn’t manufacture tears, or saliva, or mucus. She hardly
needed those anymore.



If only it were legal to get the need to eat programmed
back out of her. But that was just one of many strict controls on the
bioandroid replacement program: no reprogramming, no upgrades. The only changes
allowed came during the yearly maintenance appointments, and those were only to
subtly age the bodies of people who had to wear them long-term. Their own flesh
bodies would be aged through plastic surgery to match when they finally came
out of stasis.



She looked back at the soup and felt her stomach rumble.



Machines didn’t need food.



Why did Trini have to be in the field this month? Talking
to her over her glasses just wasn’t the same.



Oh, but she had sent a card.



Celia turned her glasses on and opened it.



Trini’s smiling face filled Celia’s lenses, with digital
confetti showering down on either side of her. “Congratulations!” she
said, and beamed even brighter. Her normally cafe au lait skin was tanned a
deep brown, which made her pale blue eyes stand out all the more. “And
greetings from Turkey, where gene hunting season is in full swing. I’m so glad
I’m not losing you to stasis. It would really stink to have to visit a freezer
whenever I was in town.” She laughed. “Seriously, I’m glad for you. I
can’t imagine not having my best friend around. Ring me as soon as you get a
chance. I want to know everything, absolutely everything, okay?”



Celia stared through her semi-opaqued lenses to her
rapidly cooling soup and switched the bowl on to warm it back up. Talking to
Trini long-distance was better than doing nothing. She called up Trini’s IP and
waited for her to pick up.



And waited.



The messaging screen came up. Right. Turkey. It was the
middle of the night there. Trini was likely fast asleep, and the quiet chirp of
powered-down glasses had never been enough to wake her. 



“Sorry, hi,” Celia said. “I completely
forgot the time difference. Um…  I’m home, and…  Well, call if you’re not
too busy.”



She closed the connection before she got even more
incoherent. 



Machines shouldn’t need company. What a terrible design
flaw, making her able to be so lonely.



She went into her stored files and opened up the info packet
from Mount Auburn Hospital, waving away news links offering to tell her about
the program’s combined origins in NASA space exploration, artificial limb
creation, and recreational robotics. Rivka had used her considerable powers of
persuasion to bully the program into giving them a more complete packet than
most patients received, including detailed schematics of the body that Celia
now inhabited. At the time, it had seemed remarkably thorough of her, but in
retrospect, Celia should have realized that it was a sign of Rivka’s discomfort
with what Celia was going to become.



Panning to the schematics of the arm , she scaled it to
match her own and looked down at the overlay of holoschematic over flesh.
Beneath the layers of artificial skin and muscle tissue lay a ceramic and metal
alloy skeleton. 



She tapped a knuckle with a fingertip. So close to the
surface, this partly-metal bone.



She closed her eyes and tried to imagine the construct
inside of her, the mechanical framework holding her artificial body together.
She tried to tap into the coldness of the metal to see if she could spread that
same coldness through her replicated soul.



Her stomach rumbled again.



Well, that was one thing they’d gotten wrong. She never
used to be hungry when she was upset.



She held up her hand and stared intently at her knuckle.
Maybe if she could see the metal for herself…



She cast a quick glance across the kitchen. The knives
were still there.



“This is crazy,” she whispered, and closed her
eyes.



She forced her shaking hands into her lap, taking deep
breaths until she felt them still, then picked up her bowl of soup and choked
it down.



She wasn’t going to think that way. She wouldn’t let
herself.



The problem was, she didn’t know what else to think.



 



Celia was sitting on the bathroom floor, staring at the
tiny bottles under the sink and debating whether to spread them throughout the
house, when a call came in on her glasses. Her breath froze in her chest.
Rivka? She flicked her finger to check who the call was from and felt her
breath rush back out of her as she saw it was only her boss. “Hello,
Mansour.”



“Celia! How did it go?”



It took her a second to realize he meant the procedure
and not the divorce. “It went well, thank you.”



“Good, good. Look, will you be able to work tomorrow?
We’ve had to move up the schedule on the Benton textbook. Topsfield’s going to
a new edition in March and we stand to lose all of our summer and fall
adoptions unless we can do the same.”



Celia closed her eyes and dug her fingers into the bridge
of her nose, trying to figure out how they could possibly get a new edition out
that quickly. “Did you get Benton to agree to turn in copy faster?”



“He’s agreed to an accelerated schedule, but you
know him. He’ll agree to anything, toe the line for a month or two, then start
dragging again. But we do have the first batch of files.”



“Good. How extensive are the changes?” She
opened up a connection to the MacArthur and Myers employee hub. She felt a
sudden moment’s panic as she wondered if her new metrics would work there, but
it quickly passed as she was admitted to her work folder without challenge.
Chapters one through five were priority highlighted, and she ran one of her
preset workbots to get a comparison between this manuscript and the last
edition.



“It’s a pretty big revision so far,” Mansour
said. “Chapter two was completely rewritten.”



The bot confirmed the extensiveness of the chapter
revision and let her know that chapters one and four were more than 50 percent
changed as well. “What about the El-Amrani book? I’m nowhere near done
with it.”



“I’ve given it to Ramón. You’re my best development
editor. I need you to work on this one personally. The schedule’s too tight to
trust anyone else.”



She made a copy of the files and set the fact-checker
bots loose on them, shunting them behind her holographic desktop so she didn’t
have to see them in action. “Okay. I’ll be in tomorrow.”



“You don’t mean ‘in,’ in, right?”



“Well, I haven’t actually come in to the physical
office in a while—”



“You don’t need to do that.”



“For a big product launch like this, shouldn’t I be
on site?”



“No. It’d be better if you weren’t.”



Celia struggled to keep her voice from cracking,
“Why?”



“Word got out. You know how office gossip
spreads.”



“But… you weren’t supposed to tell anyone.”



“People asked why you were gone. I had to say
something. Don’t worry, they won’t tell anyone else. I explained how important
it was to keep this confidential. You know, Hartford and all. Weird, huh, how
something like that could happen around here? Although Hartford’s practically a
suburb of New York City nowadays, so I guess it makes a kind of sense. Eh, what
can you do?”



Celia’s breath felt like lead in her artificial lungs. A
voice in the back of her head railed that she should scream at Mansour, should
demand to know why he’d broken her confidence, and quite possibly put her in
danger, but that voice never reached her lips. Rivka was the one who confronted
people, not Celia. Never Celia.



She finally collected herself enough to say, “I’ll
get to work on it tomorrow.”



“Thanks, Celia. You’re a machi — Oh.
Sorry.”



Celia mumbled her goodbyes and shut the connection down.
A text message from HR flashed for attention. It must have been piggybacked on
her boss’s call. She tapped it open.



“Your health benefits have been adjusted to replace
medical with mechanical care, and you have been dropped from the gym membership
reimbursement plan. Effective immediately, your benefits reflect your new
status as a single person.”



Single person.



The words stabbed her in the gut with a pain so bright
she could see it.



She shut off her glasses, looked across the living room,
opaqued every window in the house, then got up and walked to the kitchen,
stopping in front of the knives.



Machines didn’t feel pain.



She needed the pain to stop.



Celia picked up the boning knife, stared at her warped
reflection in the metal blade, then looked back down at her knuckles.



The artificial bone was so close to the surface.



Maybe if she saw it, she’d finally realize she was a
machine. Maybe then the pain would go away.



She froze, staring wide-eyed at the first joint of her
left index finger. Just a nick. No, a slice. She needed to see the full joint,
not just a tiny sliver of bone.



She experimentally tapped her fingertip on the point of
the knife.



It hurt.



Celia closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. Before
she could stop herself, she opened her eyes and quickly sliced through the skin
of her knuckle.



She cried out, dropped the knife, and clasped her hand
around her finger. The sharp pain swelled into something larger as she squeezed
the ragged skin. But slowly, her rational mind slipped past the pain and she
remembered that she didn’t need to do that. She wasn’t bleeding. She’d never
bleed again so long as she had this replacement body.



Swallowing back all-too-real-seeming nausea, she opened
her hand and stared down at the ruin of skin over her knuckle.



No blood. Just skin hanging open, and a dully-gleaming
white bone underneath.



She reached out and tapped it lightly with a fingernail.
It clicked. She gently rubbed her fingertip on the exposed bit of skeleton,
trying to avoid the sliced, raw skin. It felt smooth. Ceramic.



Not like bone.



She could see with her own eyes that she was not human.
She was hardware, artificial muscle, bloodless skin. Programming wired into a
mechanical construct. Her body had been built to specification on an assembly
line. There was nothing natural about her. Nothing human.



So artificial. So untouchable. So needless.



The bare white square over the mantle caught the corner
of her eye, jarring her from her reverie, and the emptiness all came flooding
back.



Damn it.



It wasn’t enough.



But for a short moment, it had been. 



A tiny flare of hope swelled inside her at that thought.



Her doorbell rang, and her glasses flashed with the Mount
Auburn Hospital seal. How had they  — Oh, right, Dr. McElvoy had told her
he’d have a security person in the neighborhood.



Damn. 



She grabbed a dishtowel, wrapped her hand in it, and
opened the door.



A broad-shouldered woman in a business suit surreptitiously
flashed a badge. Celia’s glasses identified her as Officer Bazile from the hospital. “May I come in?”



Celia shook her head. “I’m fine.”



In a low voice, Bazile
said, “Let’s not talk about this out here.”



Celia stepped back and let her in, her heart hammering.
Even panic felt the same in this body.



“Are you all right? The hospital sent a message that
you’d been injured.”



“I… I was cleaning the knives. I accidentally cut
myself. That’s all. Just an accident.” She could only hope that the woman
wasn’t running lie detection programs on her glasses. Then again, who knew what
her autonomic responses were saying in this body? God, this made her head hurt.



Officer Bazile walked
into the kitchen, studied the knife block, then turned back to Celia.
“You’re alone in the house?”



“I am.”



Bazile did a slow sweep of the room with her gaze, and Celia
found herself wondering if she were doing a heat scan. “Are you
sure?”



“Yes.”



“No one did this to you?”



“No. Honest. It was just me. Why do they have to
make these bodies as clumsy as the originals?” She tried to laugh, but she
was so nervous that she sounded like she was having an asthma attack.



The woman pointed at Celia’s dishcloth-covered hand and
said, “May I see it?”



Celia cradled the hand to her bosom. “Why?”



“I’ve never… ” The woman’s pale cheeks
flushed red. “I mean, the hospital wants me to send an image so they can
make sure you’re okay.”



Celia didn’t need lie detection software to catch that
one. Alarm bells started screaming in her head, and she found herself
staggering back against the closest wall. “I’ll send one.”



“No, I really need to—” Bazile stopped, cocking her head as she received instructions
over her glasses, and scowled. “They say you can send the image if you
want to.”



“I will. Right now. Honest.”



Officer Bazile took off
her glasses and held them in one fist, covering the tiny microphone with her
hand. “Just let me take a look. Just a quick peek.”



“Let… let me just send that picture to the
hospital now,” Celia stammered. She opened a connection to their main hub
with her good hand, a hand she tried and failed to keep from shaking.



Bazile stepped forward, one hand reaching for the dishtowel.
Celia clutched it tightly and inched along the living room wall, making her way
toward the back door. “Hello? Yes, I’m going to send you that picture you
asked for.” The hospital hadn’t picked up yet, but there was no way for
the woman in her living room to know that.



Officer Bazile tightened
her other hand into a matching fist. “I just wanted to look,” she whispered.
She stared at Celia for a long moment, then put on her glasses again and let
herself out the front door.



Once the door closed behind Bazile,
Celia ran over and locked it tight.



Before her panic had a chance to blossom into full
hysteria, the program receptionist picked up and connected her with the
maintenance department. She took a picture of her knuckle with her glasses
camera and sent it to them. “That’s not too bad. Be sure to come in to get
that fixed in the next seventy-two hours so you don’t void your contract. If
you can’t make it to the hospital, we can have someone come out to your home to
take care of it there.”



“I’ll come in tomorrow.”



“Good. In the meantime, you should put a bandage
over it, just to be safe.”



Too late. “I can do that.”



“Do you need to speak to your counselor now?”



“No, I can wait. Thank you.”



“We’ll see you tomorrow.”



She closed the connection and looked back down at the
bloodless wound.



It had almost been enough. At least, for a few seconds,
it had.



And then it had made things worse. Much worse.



She put the knife back in the block, then went to the
mostly empty medicine cabinet to get a bandage.



It had been a one-time thing. Nothing to worry about.



Nothing at all.
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Trini leaned over the bar and yelled, “Another pair
of margaritas!” With a huge smile, she plunked back down on her barstool
and grinned the grin of a happily buzzed woman. Behind her head, a holoscreen
showed a local news feed. There was apparently some sort of scandal involving
the winter home of the Boston Public Garden’s swans. Again. 



“This is fun,” Trini said.



Celia smiled back and slurped down the dregs of her
second apple cider margarita. “Are you sure you need a third drink?”



“Why the hell not? We walked, didn’t we?” Trini
blinked, then leaned in close, her pale blue eyes slightly unfocused, and
peered at Celia’s face with exaggerated scrutiny. “You’re stone cold
sober, aren’t you?”



Celia shrugged and pushed the basket of tortilla chips
closer to Trini in the hope that she’d eat some and let them sop up some of the
alcohol in her stomach. “Sorry.”



Trini waved a hand. “Bah. No big deal. We just need
to set a drinking date for when you’re put back.”



The bartender set two more drinks in front of them.
“You hold your liquor better than most sailors I know,” he said to
Celia with a wink.



“I have a hollow leg,” she replied, and made a
mental note to nurse this drink slowly so as not to arouse suspicion. She
wasn’t sure she could convincingly feign drunkenness. It was a shame, really.
It was actually rather pleasant to drink alcohol as purely a taste experience.



“So, how many friends did Rivka leave you?”
Trini asked.



If she hadn’t been sober already, that statement would
have done it for her. But she should have expected it. Alcohol had always made
Trini lose all tact without doing a thing to slow down her mouth. She stared
down at her wedding ring and twisted it up to her first knuckle joint before
jamming it back down and covering it with her right hand. “None.”



“That’s it. I’m putting in for a transfer to the
Boston office.” Trini’s glasses semi-opaqued, and she started typing.



Celia called up her control panel and stared at it, not
sure if the gnawing feeling in her gut was longing or fear. “I have new
friends.”



“How new?”



“New.”



“You need someone here who really knows you, Ceil.
And that’s me.”



“They know—”



“No openings right now. I’ll stick myself in the
queue and — shit!” She sighed and shut down her lenses. “The glasses
can tell I’m sloshed. I’ve gotta wait until I sober up to apply.” And
then, confoundedly, she took a large sip from her drink.



If Trini moved back here, Celia could go back to being
normal. But would Trini be enough? Could a best friend replace a lover? Hell,
would Trini stay her best friend if Celia told her what she’d done to herself?



1101’s face floated across her vision, its pain perfectly
shuttered from the world, voluntarily living life behind the ultimate mask, and
Celia gasped with a sudden longing.



Trini’s bleary eyes managed to focus like a laser on
Celia’s face. “What’s wrong?”



“Nothing. I’m just…” She sighed. “It’s
complicated.”



“You still miss that bitch, don’t you?”



Celia reeled from a momentary bit of cognitive dissonance
before saying, “Don’t call her that.”



“You’re better off without her if she only loves you
for your body.” Trini shoved her drink to the side and propped her elbow
on the bar, seemingly oblivious to the puddle of condensation currently soaking
into her sleeve. “You know what, though? You look like you’re getting over
her.”



“I do?”



“Yeah. You don’t have that whole despondent air anymore.”
She waved a finger in an outline around Celia, as if sketching where that air
had once been. “You know, I have half a mind to tell her exactly where she
should shove—”



“No, no. That’s the tequila talking. You’ll feel
differently when you sober up.”



“Pfft. I hope not.”



“You used to like her.”



“That was because she was good for you. I don’t
think I would have ever been friends with her if it weren’t for you. I mean,
seriously, how often did she and I talk without you around?”



Celia shot Trini a little grin. “I wouldn’t know. I
wasn’t around.”



Trini playfully cuffed her on the arm. “Ha ha.
Seriously, pretty much never. You know, it always bugged me how much she
controlled your social life.”



“I thought you just said she was good for me.”



“How did you end up with no friends?”



“They were all her friends.”



“See what I mean?”



“I wouldn’t have had a social life without
her.”



“Bullshit. You had one in college.”



“College is different. You’re trapped with all those
people. Your social life just sort of happens.”



“Fine, but what kept you from trying to make your
own friends once the two of you hooked up?”



Celia sighed and munched absently on a tortilla chip.
“Rivka was just so good at it. I hate chit-chat, I hate the whole awkward
getting to know you phase, I hate organizing gatherings… I hate all of that
stuff. So I let her do it.”



“So what about those new friends you mentioned?
Finally decided to put in some effort of your own?”



Celia nodded and downed another chip. Normal people ate,
even when they didn’t strictly need to.



“How did you find them?”



“Oh, um, online.”



Trini’s face lit up. “In that virturoom,
right?”



Well, that was convenient. “Yes, exactly.”



“Oh, Ceil, that’s great! You should have friends who
know exactly what you’re going through. Hey, can I meet them?”



And off went her heart on its own private steeplechase.
There was no way she’d want Trini to meet those people. Even with everything
the two of them had in common, it wouldn’t be enough to bridge that gulf.
“Um… well, no. We’re all pretty secretive, because of the real-life
danger issues.”



“Right, right. That makes sense.” Trini pulled
her drink closer, then noticed her dripping sleeve. She groaned and squeezed it
out. “Well, I’m glad you have people to keep you company until I get back.
Who knows? Maybe you’ll even manage to find romance.” She winked.



Memories of Tania and Betty’s video flashed across
Celia’s vision, and she blushed and turned back to her utterly useless drink.



“Looks like I hit a nerve. So—”



At the other end of the bar, a dark-haired man gestured
to the holoscreen and said, “Oh, hey, there’s a story on those
sickos.”



His bald companion snickered. “That’s one word for
them.”



Celia turned to the screen and had her glasses tune into
the audio to see what they were getting on about.



” — in Worcester, where a group of protesters from
Georgia have descended on UMass Medical Center to hold a massive pray-in in
front of the bioandroid replacement program offices.” The picture showed a
crowd of about a hundred people holding hands and singing while others marched
with signs reading “Souls Can’t Be Copied” and “On the seventh
day, God did not create ENIAC.” Her glasses popped up an
encyclopedia entry on ENIAC, but she flicked it away.



“Shit,” Trini hissed. “They’re bussing
them in now. Despicable.”



Celia wished she could still feel warmth from alcohol.
Then maybe she wouldn’t have such a deep-body chill. “I guess our local
protesters aren’t vocal enough for them,” she mumbled.



“Or violent enough,” Trini added.



The announcer continued, “The group, which calls
itself God’s Perfect Plan, will be moving their protest to Cambridge’s Mount
Auburn Hospital on Monday.”



“Hey, isn’t that where you—”



“Shh, not so loud,” Celia whispered.



Trini looked appropriately sheepish. “Sorry.
Tequila.”



“We spoke to one of the protesters this morning, and
this is what he had to say.”



A long-haired man in preacher’s robes appeared on the
screen, and the caption identified him as Reverend Jed Boseman. “Only God
can create life. By making these copies, even for humane reasons, science is
usurping the power of God, allowing soulless automata take over the lives of
God’s creations. Who knows what kinds of actions these copies will take that
the originals would never have dreamed of doing?”



“Asshole,” Trini murmured.



A small part of Celia wondered if the reverend might be
right. Biological Celia would have never dared do these things to her body.



“But these people volunteered for the
procedure,” the off-camera reporter said.



“I don’t think they fully understood the ramifications
of what they were consenting to,” Reverend Boseman said. “Sick people
with short life expectancies make desperate decisions. But what truly worries
me is not this program, per se, but what it will lead to. Oh yes, the
government says they’ll only allow these copied bodies to be created for the
terminally ill, but who’s to say that in ten or twenty years, after people get
used to medical copies, there won’t be a demand for vanity copies?”



“This is already happening overseas,” the
reporter noted.



“I don’t mean vanity bodies, I mean vanity copies.
Why have only one of yourself when you can have three, or seven, or one
hundred? This is not how God intended for things to be. We must get back to the
natural order, as was His plan.”



“Pious son of a bitch,” Trini snarled.



Celia pushed Trini’s drink closer to her to try to keep
her quiet.



The anchor came back on., “We spoke to Dr. Richard
Huntington at UMass Worcester for his reaction.”



“The legal safeguards are airtight. There will be no
vanity copies made.”



“What about overseas?” the reporter asked.
“What’s to stop Chelsea Slaughter from coming back with an army of copies
of herself?”



Dr. Huntington laughed. “I doubt her ego could stand
the competition.”



At the other end of the bar, the dark-haired man said,
“It’s about time someone did something about them around here.”



“I don’t know,” his bald companion said.
“I hate it when southerners come up here to try to stuff their morals down
our throats. It almost makes me want to start supporting those fucking
robots.”



“You have got to be kidding me.”



The bald man held up his hands. “Hey, I did say
‘almost’, didn’t I?”



“Wanna go to Worcester?”



“Nah. Cambridge is closer. Let’s show those good ol’
boys a thing or two about how to really protest something.”



“Hey!” Trini barked.



Celia pulled at her arm. “Don’t do this,” she
whispered. “Let’s just go.”



“What’s your problem?” the dark-haired man
asked.



Trini’s eyes blazed, and she planted her feet solidly on
the ground. “I happen to have a good friend in one of those bodies.”



“No offense, lady, but your friend is one sick
fuck.”



Celia looked toward the door. “Trini, it’s not worth
it.”



“So what was my friend supposed to do?” Trini
snapped. “Just lie in stasis and let life pass her by?”



“Yeah, that’s exactly what she was supposed to do.
It’s not right to get copied like that. It’s disgusting, that’s what it
is.”



“And who told you to say that? Some preacher? Some
politician?”



“Hey, no one tells me how to think.”



“Right, because that would involve you actually
thinking.”



“My friend’s drunk,” Celia said. “Don’t
mind her. We’re leaving now.” She called up their tab on her lenses, paid
it, then grabbed Trini’s coat off of the coat rack and shoved it at her.



Trini turned to Celia and said, “You’re not going to
let them talk about you—” Her eyes went wide, and she fumbled to cover.
“—your friend like that, are you?”



She saw one of the men press his finger in the air. Shit,
he’d just taken her picture.



“She’s drunk,” Celia said again, and flashed
them what she hoped came across as an apologetic smile.



The bartender’s expression grew dark. He turned to Celia
and said, “You and your friend should leave now.”



By the time they hit the sidewalk, Celia saw that her
picture on the Mount Auburn protest site now had a string of four stars after
it, indicating a high suspicion that she was a bioandroid. It was accompanied
by a picture of her from the bar, along with a location and timestamp for the
new picture.



Shit.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Trini muttered. “I
drank too much. I’m so sorry. I should never have opened my mouth.”



“Let’s just get you home,” Celia said.
“Let’s just get you some water and a lie-down.”



Machine friends couldn’t get drunk and rat you out.
Machine friends knew better. Celia was starting to understand the Mechanic’s
point.



 



Trini muttered drunken apologies the entire walk home,
then called a cab to take her to the hotel to check in. “I’ll sober up
before I come back,” she said. “I promise.”



Celia faked a smile and patted her on the arm, then
helped her into the cab.



Then she slid down the front door and tucked her knees in
tight against her body.



She’d been outed.



Oh god, she’d been outed.



Her name wasn’t on the photo yet, which was a small
miracle, but it was only a matter of time. Someone would look at those four
stars and send searchbots out to public photo banks to try to find a photo
match with her name on it.



What had the Mechanic said? That he’d be keeping an eye
on the site? Could he actually help her?



She placed a quick note in the Mechanic’s box, alerting
him to the problem and asking him to please come over that night if he could.
She needed to get more tweaks now, before he decided she was too great a risk
to the group and cut her off.



Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. This could still all
blow over, right?



And what if Trini did manage to get that transfer
to Boston?



Celia pulled up her control panel.



If Trini came to Boston, and the Mechanic managed to keep
Celia from being fully outed, Celia would have to keep her two social lives
separate, acting normal for one, changed for another.



Maybe Trini wouldn’t get the transfer. Besides, she loved
fieldwork. After two weeks behind a desk, she’d be begging to hop on the next
suborbital to some exotic location with a handbag full of cotton swabs and
release forms.



And then Celia could keep changing without interference.



Maybe this meant that she didn’t want normal after all.



There was one way to find out.



She went upstairs, lay down on the bed, and pulled up
Betty’s video.



Oh god.



Heat surged to her groin as she watched Betty lying immobile,
back arched at an awkward angle over a pillow, arms thrown to her sides. Her
eyes were wide, her mouth gaping. Tanja robotically pushed Betty’s head to the
side, then picked her up, a limp ragdoll, and deposited her on her stomach, one
arm pinned beneath her. Still, Betty gaped, her face a perfect mask of
surprise, her body occasionally twitching as Tanja stroked it, pinched it, bit
it.



Celia opened her mouth wide, flung out her arms, and put
herself in hard lockdown.



And then she was helpless as the recording continued, her
arousal frozen in place, as Tanja licked and groped Betty’s still body. Tanja
posed her like a doll, rubbed on her choppily for her own pleasure, probed her
every orifice. And every so often, when the stimulation looked unbearable,
Betty would twitch. Spasm, almost.



Celia felt swollen, like a flooded river held back by a
flimsy dam of skin. She stared at the headboard, mouth agape, arms akimbo,
helpless. She needed that to be her. She needed to let go so completely that
the ruin that was her life couldn’t possibly touch her anymore. She needed that
to be her so badly her fake bones ached.



She switched off her lockdown and arched her back as the
orgasm crashed over her.



And then she lay on the bed, twitching, arms curled
tightly around herself, eyes closed to the images that were still playing on
her lenses.



Forget normal.



Her glasses chimed, and she opened her eyes, still
dilated and light-sensitive. An incoming call registered in the upper corner of
the video.



She shut the video off and checked the ID. Benton.



Guilt settled heavily over her. She should have been
working on his book, not masturbating. She rubbed her face to try to bring
herself fully back to her body and pulled up the audio call.



“Celia, I’m glad I caught you.”



“Antoine, hi. What can I do for you?”



“Look, I just wanted to apologize for freaking out
at your boss. It was out of line. I’m just… ” he sighed again, “I’m
under a lot of stress.”



“I heard about your wife. I’m sorry.”



“Thanks.”



“How’s she doing?”



“The doctors say she’s moving up in the queue. They
should start tackling her case before the end of next year.”



“That’s excellent news, but I meant your
biomechanical wife.”



“That’s not my wife.”



“Don’t—” She covered her mouth with her hand
and bit off the rest of her comment.



“Look, this is none of your business, all
right?”



“I know, I’m sorry,” Celia murmured.
“Still, is she happy? The copy, I mean?”



“I don’t know. It’s so hard to tell anything with
her nowadays. I just want the goddamned judge to make his ruling so I can get
this over with. It’s so hard to look at her face and see someone else looking
out and—” His voice choked off. He took a deep breath. “Can we just
talk about the book?”



“Of course.” Celia dialed her pain setting down
to low and pinched her cheek hard between her fingernails.



Fifty minutes later, they had a good working plan for the
next few chapters. The smart thing would be to start working on it immediately.
And that’s what Celia resolved to do.



Right after she watched the video again and imagined 1101
in Tanja’s place.



 



Trini reappeared at around 7:00 to take Celia out to her
favorite local Thai restaurant for dinner. “I’m paying,” she said.
“Seriously, I owe you.”



“It’s all right,” Celia protested. The last
thing she wanted to do was go out. Not into a world where everyone wore cameras
on their faces and could connect her four-star suspicious image to her name.



But in the end, she caved in. It was hard to say no to
Trini.



A waiter showed them to one of the few empty tables in
the restaurant. Celia settled down and called up the menu on her glasses,
waving off the pop-up that helpfully offered to explain Thai cuisine, and
wished she’d suggested they go someplace less crowded, someplace more than
three blocks from the bar they’d been kicked out of earlier that day.
“Trini, you got a little drunk, you said a few things—”



“I said more than you realized.”



Celia placed an order for a small salad, Thai rolls, and
a golden nest, then shut down her lenses and frowned across the table at Trini.
“What do you mean?”



Trini shot a sheepish look at Celia through her own
semi-opaqued lenses. “When I got back to the hotel, I called Rivka. I
chewed her out.”



When would that name stop hurting so much?



The waiter came back with a bottle of Pinot Grigio, and
Celia looked down at her napkin as he went through the bottle-opening ritual
with Trini. When he left, Celia clutched the stem of her glass and twirled it
slowly, watching the play of refracted light on the tablecloth. “Did she
say anything?”



“No. She just sat there and took it. She
looked…” Trini slumped. “Celia, she looked terrible. I think I hurt
her. I mean, I wanted to hurt her, but when I actually did—”



“You were just trying to help. It’s okay.”



“No, it’s not. Celia, I told her she didn’t deserve
you. That she didn’t even deserve to visit your frozen body. That once you woke
up, it would be better for everyone if she weren’t there. And she agreed with
me.”



Celia looked around wildly to see if anyone seemed to be
listening. “Keep your voice down,” she begged.



“Gah, sorry.”



The waiter came back out with two salads. Celia stared
down at hers and poked it with the tines of her fork. In one drunken afternoon,
Trini had done more to destroy both Celia’s safety and what little chance she
still had with Rivka than Celia had been able to over the past couple of weeks.
She stared down at her wedding ring and watched her vision blur as her eyes
lost their focus.



“I’m so sorry,” Trini whispered. “But it’s
true. She doesn’t deserve you. Not anymore. Not after what she did to you.
Celia, I know you still love her, but you need to let go.”



The waiter seated another couple at a table just a few
feet away. “I can’t believe I didn’t take my vote back in time!” the
woman blurted. “How embarrassing.”



“I can’t believe you voted for Tam Galloway,”
her male companion said. “What were you thinking?”



“I don’t know!” The woman clearly had no sense
of volume control. “I thought it would be nice to have a guy president for
a change.”



Celia’s glasses signaled an incoming text message from Trini.
It read, “Ugh.”



Under the table, Celia opened up her own text channel and
replied, “Tell me about it.”



“Subtitles?”



“Sure.”



Celia opened up a subtitle channel on her glasses, then
unclipped the tiny camera from the corner of her frames and set it on the
table, angled up at Trini’s face. Trini did likewise. “That’s
better,” Celia murmured, far too low to hear, but if the subtitles were
working, Trini was reading exactly what she’d just said.



She saw Trini’s lips move, and the words “Universal
suffrage is overrated” scrolled across her lenses. “Did you vote
yet?”



“No. I’ll do that now.”



“Will it let you? You’ve been drinking.”



“Just a few sips, and I can’t get drunk.”



“Right, right.”



Celia typed “Presidential Vote” into her search
box and was brought to the yearly presidential ballot page. She put a check
next to Miranda Clinton’s name. A warning came up: “Please note that any
vote cast within a week of election day cannot be changed. Do you want to
continue?”



She clicked “Yes,” then closed the window.
“There, done.”



“Excellent.”



Celia turned back to her salad, spearing a grape tomato
on her fork and swirling it in the chunky ginger dressing.



“So, Rivka,” Trini said.



Celia let out a long sigh. There was no way she’d even be
able to fake an appetite at this rate. “I don’t want to talk about
her.”



“I know, and that worries me.”



Celia forced the tomato in her mouth. Maybe if she got
Trini to start eating, she’d stop talking.



No such luck. Trini switched to typing, her scroll of
text continuing unabated. “What she did to you was horrible and I don’t
know why you’re not furious with her.”



“I am angry,” Celia typed back. God, she
sounded just like Dr. McElvoy.



“So act it.”



She swallowed and mumbled, “What good will that
do?”



“It’ll help you get it out of your system
faster.”



Celia stuffed a large cucumber slice into her mouth. She
wasn’t interested in getting Rivka out of her system. If she did that, then
she’d be gone entirely.



“Look, I know it’s only been a couple of weeks. Yes,
you should mourn, but you also need to start making plans for moving on. And if
I can help—”



“My new friends are helping.”



“Are they?”



Celia picked slivers of purple cabbage out of her salad
and set them on the side of the plate. “They are.” They were helping
her change into something that wouldn’t have to hurt so badly. She grabbed her
wine glass and upended most of the contents into her mouth, wishing she could
feel the effects. “So, any luck applying for an opening in the Boston
office?”



Trini sucked air in through her teeth. “None. I could
always look for another job in the area — “



“No,” Celia said out loud.



Trini leaned forward, her expression earnest, and typed,
“Why don’t you want me to come back to Boston?”



Celia’s fingers twitched at the air, hovering above the
holo-keypad, as she groped for an answer. She was saved by the waiter, who took
their salad plates and left them a steaming plate of Thai rolls. Trini vented
them all with her fork, then looked at Celia with eyebrows raised.



Celia sighed and looked down at her little white appetizer
plate. “You love your job, Trini. You shouldn’t quit it.”



“Bullshit. Try again.”



“Seriously, I—”



“I know you too well,” Trini typed. “Why
don’t you want me to come back?”



1101’s face floated in her vision. Celia called up her
control panel, the pointer flicking from setting to setting.



Then she looked through it all at Trini.



“Because if you come back, then I won’t be able to
spend as much time as I want to with my new friends.”



“Okay, now that I’ll buy. But now you need to tell
me why your new friends mean so much to you already.”



“Because they understand,” Celia typed.



Trini’s expression shuttered tight. “Ah,” she
said.



“I’m sorry. I didn’t—”



“No,” Trini typed. “No, that makes perfect
sense. You’ve been through something I can’t possibly relate to. I never
thought there’d be something I couldn’t help you with,” she typed. A tiny
grimace squeezed past Trini’s careful control, and was just as quickly
squashed.



“Sorry,” Celia whispered.



Trini looked up, a cheerful grin stiffly plastered across
the lower half of her face. It didn’t go anywhere near her eyes. “Don’t
be. I’m glad you’ve found people who can help you. Do what you need to, Celia.
No regrets.”



“No regrets,” she mouthed, and felt a weight
she didn’t realize she was carrying suddenly lift.



Trini let out a long breath, then picked up a Thai roll.
“Well, shall we eat before these get cold?”



They spent the rest of dinner talking about nothing of
consequence. Trini cabbed back to her hotel after settling the check, begging
exhaustion from the time difference.



When Celia got home, she checked her private box and
found a message from the Mechanic saying that he could come by any time. She
wrote back to say that now would be perfect. 



No regrets.



Less than half an hour later, he pulled into her garage.



“I’ve got Ziggie working on that protest site,”
he said. “She’s flooding it with false four-star hits and photo matches.
No one’s going to give a rat’s ass about yours come morning.”



“That’s not going to look suspicious?”



“Don’t worry, she’s a pro.” He grinned and
pulled a skin wand from his jacket pocket. “This’ll work like a charm as
soon as I get your repair subroutine installed.”



“Thank you.” She took his jacket, then gestured
toward the sofa. When this was over, she’d have to remember to send Ziggie a
thank-you note. Oh, it felt good to have people looking out for her.



The Mechanic sat down so heavily that the click sofa
started to come apart. He murmured an apology and pushed the sections together
so the magnets could catch hold again. Celia pulled her permission card from
her coat pocket and sat next to him with it clutched tightly in her hand.



He finished the installation before she’d even realized
he’d started.



“There you go. Only one way to test it,” he
said, and looked meaningfully toward the kitchen.     



“Right.” Time for a replay of the incident that
started this whole thing. Celia set her permission card on the coffee table,
let out a quick breath, and pushed herself to her feet. She walked into the
kitchen, pulled out a sharp knife, dialed her pain settings to zero, and cut
into the same knuckle.



She peeled back the fake flesh and stared at the gleaming
ceramic bone.



So different, this time. So much cleaner. So much more
perfect. But she was transfixed all the same by this visceral confirmation of her
artificiality.



“Go ahead and seal it up.”



“How do I — ?”



“It’s not something you switch on and off. It’s just
something you know how to do.”



And it was that simple. She picked up the wand and sealed
the skin back together as if she’d been doing it all her life. “Thank
you.”



“You’re welcome. That’s what I’m here for.” He
got that reverent look in his eyes again, and she made a show of putting the
knife back in the cutting block so she wouldn’t have to meet his gaze. When she
turned back, he said, “We can try that stonefaced tweak if you want to,
now.”



Her pulse quickened. Another silly fakery of humanity
that she’d put on her future tweak list for removal. “Oh. Yes, I’d like
that very much.”



Celia placed the skin sealer in the silverware drawer,
then went back to the sofa.



“This could get messy. But it’ll work in the end. I
promise.”



She nodded and gripped her permission card, staring down
at the twice-sliced knuckle that didn’t even show a scar.



This time, she knew when he’d started. This time, it
hurt. Even with her pain turned off, she felt it. Her brain was being torn
apart, ripped into fine ribbons. She pitched forward, curling around her
permission card, free hand clawing at the sofa cushions. It hurt. Oh god, it
hurt.



And then her body stiffened, head crashing hard against
the armrest, legs locked straight as boards. Her entire body quivered, then
flopped like a fish.



“Almost there,” she heard him say, and it
echoed through the mangled remains of her brain, getting louder on each repeat
until she wanted to scream to drown it out.



And then she collapsed to the floor, her body under her
control again, save for the quivering she was helpless to stop.



She felt a hand resting between her shoulder blades, a
voice asking if she was all right. She shoved the permission card deep under
the sofa.



What was she doing to herself?



“That was tougher than I thought it would be,”
he said. “They’ve made some nasty upgrades to the routing protocols on
your model.”



“Go,” she rasped.



“We need to test it—”



“Just go.”



The hand left her back, and the floor creaked as the
Mechanic rose to his feet. “You’ll feel better soon. There’s a gathering
tonight if you want to go. I can come back later and take you.”



She shook her head. She was feeling too raw, too flayed
to face anyone. Not even her people. Especially not her people. This never
would have happened to her if she hadn’t met them.



“Well, call if you change your mind.”



She had the house close the garage door after he pulled
out. Slowly, she levered herself off of the floor and stood staring at the
blank white space, at the little yellow note beneath it.



Trini’s words from dinner echoed through her head.
“Do what you need to, Celia.”



So she turned on her stoneface, turned on her robot
moves, turned off her pain, and sat in the kitchen, cutting pinstripes into her
arms.



Nothing could hurt her. Not anymore. Nothing.
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Celia woke up at exactly 7:30, just as she’d programmed
herself to.



She took a long, hot shower, longing for the days when
she knew she was sloughing off dead skin cells with the rough stroke of her facecloth.
It used to make her feel cleansed, renewed. But now, she would be the same
after the shower as before. The only difference would be that she would be
cleaner.



Tight curls still damp against her face, she padded into
her office in her bathrobe, sat down at her desk, and dropped her head into her
hands. Her life had changed so much since she’d last spoken to Dr. McElvoy, and
today’s appointment was just minutes away. What could she possibly tell him?
How was she supposed to hide all she’d done in these past four days? What she’d
gone through, what she’d done to herself — it wasn’t human. He’d see right
through that.



Damn. Her glasses were still downstairs. She was going to
be late for the call.



She ran down, grabbed them, and stared down at the ring sitting
beside them. 



How hadn’t she missed that this morning?



She stared down at her bare finger. It felt empty, light,
like it was missing a chunk of flesh. But it hadn’t until she’d let herself
think about it.



She closed her eyes and let out a sigh.



It was stupid to still need the ring, but she did.
Without it, without the mantle of Rivka’s betrayal, her recent choices felt
self-destructive, not medicinal. She slid the ring back on her finger and
headed back up to the office. Turning on her lenses, she saw a text message
from her boss. “Come in to the office as soon as you get a chance.”



It was too much to hope that he wanted to see her for
anything good.



No time to dwell on that. Dr. McElvoy would be calling
any second now. And she had to dissemble, fast.



There he was. She opened the connection and steeled
herself. “So Celia, how was your weekend?”



Half-truths were her friend. “I spent time with
friends.”



“Old friends or new friends?”



“Both.”



“In-person time?”



“Yes.”



“Excellent. So, do you mind telling me what you did
with new friends?”



Damn, damn, damn, why did she keep forgetting to ask the
Mechanic to switch her blushing off?



“Ah,” Dr. McElvoy said. “Are you sure
you’re not diving back into the dating scene too soon?”



“No, but… ” She buried her face in her hands.
“But it’s done. I did it. I can’t undo it.” At least this was
something that she didn’t need to fake.



“Don’t beat yourself up. Big steps forward usually
involve little steps back. So, how did your new friends get along with your old
friends?”



“I didn’t introduce them,” she said, then
immediately wondered if she should have lied.



“Why not?”



“I didn’t think Trini would fit in with my new
friends,” she said, which was true. “And, you know how it is when
you’re with an old friend. You have so much joint history that an outsider
would never be able to follow your conversations.”



“Maybe so, and I’m not saying that you shouldn’t
spend time alone with old friends. But you should still try to integrate your
social lives as much as possible. You could really use a strong support
network.”



“Trini’s traveling again. She’s gone so often that
it’s probably not worth the effort.”



“I can understand why you’d think that, but I still
think it’s something you should consider. However, I’d call this progress. And
even if you someday look back on some of what you did this weekend as a
mistake, at least you’re out there making human connections.”



“Well not really—” She stopped herself before
she could finish correcting him. Damn.



He narrowed his eyes. “You’re still human, you know.
If you start thinking of yourself as something other than that, then we have a
problem. What counts is what’s up here.” He tapped two fingers against his
right temple.



And that was exactly what wanted to change. “I know.
I just need to — you’re right, you’re right.”



“I’m serious. Don’t brush it off like that.”



“I know. It’s just…” She worried at her robe
with nervous fingers.



“Be honest with me, Celia. I’m not going to run off
to a judge just because you’re having some cognitive difficulties. I’m here to
help.”



She looked down at her fingers and said, “It’s just
that technically, you’re wrong. Technically, I’m not human.”



“Legally, you are.”



“Only until my body is cured.”



There was silence on the other end of the line, and she
risked a quick peek back up at him, worried by what she might find.



What she found startled her. Dr. McElvoy was staring down
at his desk, his expression drawn. After a long moment, he looked back up at
her, and in a quiet voice, said, “I can’t argue that. I mean, yes, you are
physically a machine. It would help if you could think of yourself as being
just the same as you used to be, but you’re not, and no amount of therapy will
change that.” He rubbed his eyes under his frames. “I’m sorry. You’re
just the only patient I’ve treated who’s admitted to feeling this way, with the
exception of…” 



“Garytron,” she murmured.



Oh, damn.



Dr. McElvoy leaned closer to the camera. “How do you
know what he calls himself?”



Damn, damn, damn. She needed to think fast. Something
plausible, something… anything! “Uh, my friend picked it up in
Madagascar. Their nets are completely unregulated.” He had to know she was
lying. If he checked up on her story before the Mechanic got a chance to plant
it, she was doomed. Damn it! Why couldn’t she have kept her mouth shut?



He let loose a long sigh and pinched the bridge of his
nose, jogging his glasses loose. “The Board is going to have my head for
this.”



Oh, thank god. “If it’s any help, my friend didn’t
get his real name.”



“I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before that’s
out there, too. Gary’s… I can’t talk about it. We’re at a real crossroads.
That’s all I can say.”



What she was about to ask was probably going to irritate
him, but he seemed to be more loose-lipped when he was angry. “Does this have
anything to do with the audit?”



He scowled. “We’ve only received the preliminary
report, but yes, it does.”



She sent her searchbots out to look for the most recent
information on the program and got a near-instant hit from a medical watchdog
site. “Mount Auburn Set to Lose Bioandroid Center License.” “I’m
sorry,” she said. “Was… was it my fault?”



“No. Every program has one or two cases like
yours.”



“But not like Gary’s.”



His face reddened. “No.”



She peeked at opening paragraph of the article. It looked
like Mount Auburn was going to be placed on probation and not be allowed to
perform any new procedures until certain “patient irregularities”
were cleared up. Nor were they going to be allowed to continue helping the
former Hartford patients, which would result in a drastic increase in cases for
Worcester. “Patient irregularities” — well, that was a quaint way of
describing Garytron. “So, what’s going to happen now?”



“The board hasn’t decided yet. Don’t worry. Worst
case scenario is that your case will be transferred to Worcester. I don’t know
how they’re going to handle that kind of caseload.”



“By my ‘case,’ do you mean my body?”



“No, we’d keep your body here. They don’t have any
complaints with our cryogenics facilities.” He tugged on his beard again,
let out a little “huh,” then looked up at her with a quizzical
expression. “I’m about to ask you something that you can’t repeat to
anyone else.”



“Uh… “



“Are you willing to do something a little
unorthodox?”



That was the last thing she’d expected to come out of
that man’s mouth. She stared, not sure what to say.



“Don’t worry,” he said. “You won’t get in
trouble. I’ll take all the heat if it fails. If I don’t do something to turn
Gary’s case around fast, then I’m… then the program’s in trouble.”



“You want me to talk to him?” she asked. The
irony nearly made her reel.



“We’ll call it a group session on the
paperwork,” he said. “That shouldn’t raise any red flags. Maybe I’ve
been going about this all wrong. Maybe I should introduce him to someone who’s
also had doubts to show him that it’s perfectly understandable. What do you
say? Would you be willing to give it a try?”



He had no idea what he was offering her. “Of
course.”



“I’ll propose it to him today and let you know what
he says. Let’s talk again on Thursday, same time. All right?”



“Sure.”



The connection closed.



She was going to meet Garytron, and Dr. McElvoy had been
the one to propose it. When ambition and desperation coupled, they made strange
babies.



And speaking of desperation…



She went into her mail and pulled up her boss’s summons
again.



It came with authorization to park in the company garage.



This wasn’t good.



She declined the parking, not trusting herself to be calm
enough to drive safely, and put in a request to the MBTA hub. There’d be a bus
in twenty minutes. Just enough time for her to make herself presentable.



Not good.



 



She ignored the Mechanic’s unrelenting summons until she
was safely on the bus. “What?” she typed, hands tucked inside her
jacket pockets.



“Garytron. You need to get in to see Garytron.”



“If they let me, I will.”



“Be persistent.”



“If I seem too eager, he’ll get suspicious.”



“Celia, we have to get in there. I’ll rig you with a
hidden camera so you can record it and everything.”



“What if he doesn’t want to be recorded?”



“Celia!”



She reared back against her seat, startled. He’d never
yelled at her before.



“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “This is just so
important. Look, I’ll call you later.”



“Sure. Fine.”



She ended the call.



She should have kept him talking, if only to distract her
from fretting over this office summons. She had no clue what Mansour wanted
from her. She’d tried calling in, but he hadn’t answered, just shunted her
straight to his mail box.



The trip seemed to take forever, like time was stretching
out before her like taffy. She wished she could just set herself to sleep and
have the timer wake her when she got to her stop, but she couldn’t risk it. Not
on a public bus. Not where people might notice that her behavior wasn’t quite
human.



Living in between worlds was getting increasingly
difficult. She didn’t know how the others did it.



The bus let her off in Copley Square, and she stared up
at her office tower, all fifty-four floors of it, as it loomed over the Boston
Public Library. The security program in the door recognized her, picking up her
artificial DNA code through her glasses, and let her into the lobby without
complaint.



Where she was immediately ambushed by Shandra.



“I heard you were coming in today,” she said.
“Do you have a second?”



“Not really,” Celia said, weaving around the
tall woman and getting on a waiting elevator.



Shandra stepped on with her. The doors closed, trapping
the two of them alone in the car. Shandra pressed the button for the
forty-second floor. “I’m going to the Philippines,” she said.
“I’m doing it.”



Celia gaped up at her. How could she possibly..?



“I know. You think I’m crazy. And I can’t understand
how you can stand there in that perfect body and not want to keep it
forever.”



Celia twisted her wedding band and blinked back sudden
stinging tears. “My wife left me because of this body.”



“She’s a fool. Besides, if you could just keep that
body, you’d have centuries to find the perfect soulmate.”



Someone like 1101?



She barely even knew 1101. This was just a silly
schoolgirl crush. She was too old for those.



“Look, I understand how you feel, and I respect
it,” Shandra said, “but do you think you could possibly see my side
of things? I could use the support.”



“I… I don’t know.”



“I’d really love it if you came with me to the
Philippines.”



Celia stared up at her again, then turned and watched the
floors tick by. Thirty-six. Thirty-seven. Any second now…



“I’ll pay for all your expenses. Celia, please. I
could really use a little camaraderie from someone who understands.”



Forty-two.



“I’m sorry,” Celia mumbled, “but I don’t
understand.” 



She darted off of the elevator, and was immediately hit
by an incoming call from Mansour. “I need to see you, now.”



“I’ll be there in a second,” she said



But he’d cut the connection before she’d even begun her
reply.



Shandra touched her lightly on the shoulder, and Celia
shrugged out from underneath it. “I have to go.”



“Okay, but if you change your mind…”



Celia didn’t bother answering.



She stared through the glass security doors from the
elevator bay, sighed, and headed into the hubbub of MacArthur and Myers. She
made the short walk to Mansour’s office and stood silently in his doorway.



He looked up at her, heavy brows drawn together in a
sharp V. “Close the door.”



She did, and sat gingerly on the edge of a chair.



His face was set in stone, lines chiseled deep. No, this
wasn’t good.



“I got another call from Benton,” he said.
“He wants you off the job.”



“But—”



He jabbed a finger across the desk at her. “You’re
off the job, Celia.”



“I’ve been doing good work,” Celia blurted. “You’ve
seen it yourself. I’ve copied you on everything. You know I’m right.”



“Doesn’t matter. He doesn’t want to work with you
anymore. You’re a liability to the project. We have to replace you.”



Celia’s jaw dropped and she sat there, staring at her
boss, unable to collect her thoughts into coherent threads. Liability? How
could she be a liability? After all the work she’d done to polish that terrible
manuscript, how could she be anything other than a valuable asset? Finally, she
managed to croak, “What did he say?”



Mansour leaned back in his chair, arms folded tightly
across his chest. “He said he didn’t want to work with a goddamned
robot.”



“I never told him—”



“I did.”



She felt like all the air had left her lungs, like she’d
been squeezed dry, emptied, scooped hollow. “How could you?” she
whispered.



“Look, he was really unhappy with your work, asked
me if there was anything going on with you, so I told him.”



“But my work was perfect.”



“He’s the author, Celia. We need him to keep
writing. The man’s stuck with a damaged copy of his wife and he doesn’t want to
deal with any more androids. He wants to work with humans. So we’re getting him
a human to work with. And that means someone who isn’t you.”



Celia pressed her fingertips over her mouth and stared at
Mansour’s desk. She’d put in so much work, done so much to make this book
actually saleable, and she’d been dropped, just like that. Just for being
mechanical. Just because her boss couldn’t keep his mouth shut.



“I want you to take the week off,” he said.
“Think about what your future role with this company should be.”



She snapped her gaze up and stared at him in disbelief.
“Are you going to fire me?”



“You were a liability to this project. Who knows if
we’ll be able to put you on another one?”



“You can’t do that. It’s illegal to fire me just
because I’m in a replacement body.”



“I can fire you for screwing up a project.”



She opened her mouth to protest that it was he who’d
screwed it up, but closed it again and stared at the floor. Maybe she’d talk to
human resources in a day or two. Maybe she’d just leave.



“Look, I know you did good work,” Mansour said,
his voice sounding reluctantly softer. “Maybe we’ll keep you on as a
contract worker, have you do edits behind the scenes, but credit them to
someone on staff. How long ‘til you’re back in your own body?”



“I don’t know. Probably years.”



He clucked his tongue. “Crap. Well, we’ll see what
we can do. But I don’t think I can keep you on the front lines anymore.”



Sure he could have, if he’d only been able to keep his mouth
shut.



“Take the week off. I’ll talk to you on
Monday.”



She stood, knees shaky, and wished she could turn on her
robot moves to make them metal-solid. Outside, a small crowd had gathered to
stare. Shandra elbowed her way through them. “Did he just do what I think
he did?”



“I… I don’t…”



Shandra glared in at Mansour. “You just wait until
the EEOC hears about this.”



Celia grabbed Shandra and dragged her out of Mansour’s
doorframe. “Shandra, don’t,” she whispered.



Shandra shot a glare at the gathered crowd. “Learn
some goddamned manners!” The crowd sheepishly dispersed.



All but Emmaline. “Hey, are you all right?” she
asked.



“I need to go.”



“Wait,” Shandra said. “You’re really going
to let him walk all over you like that? What he just did was illegal. You can’t
let him get away with that.”



“Please, just let me go.” There was a whimper
in Celia’s voice, but she couldn’t bring herself to care about something as
trivial as her dignity at the moment.



Emmaline took Celia by the arm and led her to the door.



Shandra dogged at their heels. “Look, I’m sorry. But
about the Philippines, are you sure—”



“Leave her alone,” Emmaline said. “She’s
made it abundantly clear that she doesn’t want to talk to you.”



“Thank you,” Celia whispered.



She ducked out the glass doors, turned, and saw Emmaline
and Shandra exchanging heated words.



She had to get out of there, and fast.



Celia ducked into the stairwell, not wanting to wait for
an elevator. She ran down the metal steps, her footsteps echoing up and down
all fifty-four floors.



She hit the ground floor and took off running.



She tore down Gloucester Street until she hit Beacon,
running until she hit Massachusetts Avenue and the Harvard Bridge. Her work
shoes hadn’t been made for this. She wished she’d thought to wear her sneakers.
She hadn’t known she’d need to escape so quickly. But it didn’t matter. Her
pain was already set for low. She could barely feel the punishment to her feet,
punishment that wasn’t even real. She’d just been programmed to feel it by a
committee that felt that she needed to hang onto every stupid human response
pattern.



She slowed, breath coming hard, and started walking
across the Harvard Bridge. Every muscle was warm, and her lungs felt
super-oxygenated from the effort. Such stupid things to have to feel. It was
all fake, all because a committee had decided that she needed to pretend to be
human.



She didn’t know how much longer she could pretend.



The river. She’d follow the river. She could follow it
all the way back to Waltham if she wanted to, then make her way south to her
home. The wind over the Charles whipped her hair around her in an unruly cloud,
and she didn’t bother fighting it. She looked down at her feet, at the smoots
that had been painted on the bridge a century before and painstakingly preserved
ever since. Some stupid MIT fraternity prank that had been declared historic.
She crossed the “69 Heaven” line and wanted to scuff it out with her
shoe.



When she reached the other side of the river, she
followed Memorial Drive, steering herself toward home. The cold air bit into
her exposed skin, but it didn’t hurt. It couldn’t hurt. Not unless she wanted
it to. It seemed like such a huge oversight to program in so many other human
reactions, but not frostbite. Besides, it was only early November. The true
cold was still weeks away.



She’d been ordered to take a week off. Possibly the rest
of her career off. She’d been outed to someone who was actively antagonistic
against bioandroids. And she had a deeply misguided coworker who wanted to be
like her.



What was she supposed to do now?



Her feet carried her on, past apartments and boathouses
and office buildings. Canada geese and seagulls swam lazily by, staring at her
as if they couldn’t believe the energy she was expending by walking on land
rather than paddling up the river. She found herself explaining the
energy-saving mechanics of her hydrogen fuel cell to them out loud and stopped
herself before anyone noticed.



The old stone buildings of Harvard rose from the skyline
ahead, and she felt her step hesitating.



Harvard. So close to Mount Auburn. Her river path would
take her right behind the hospital.



Could she?



Maybe she should go in. Talk to Dr. McElvoy. Tell him
everything. Beg for help. This was more than she could handle, more than anyone
should have to handle. He could make it all better, couldn’t he?



He hadn’t been able to help Garytron.



Maybe she could just talk to him about her job.



Yes. He could help her, at least with that.



She followed the river until she got close to the
hospital, then crossed Memorial Drive and started cutting through the small
park.



Singing. What — ?



The new protesters. They’d come to Mt. Auburn.



As she got closer, she saw just how big a group they
were. So much larger than the little prayer vigil she was used to. It looked
like there were dozens, maybe close to a hundred people there, holding hands,
swaying, and singing some hymn that Celia couldn’t recognize. They had to be
some flavor of Protestant. They were far too showy to be Catholics.



She crossed Mount Auburn Street and stood on the opposite
side of the road from the protest. Police kept them from blocking the main
entrance and the driveways, but beyond that, stayed out of the way. The
protesters sang, arms lifted to the sky, as if in divine agony.



What if they were right? 



Was there such a thing as a soul? And if so, was Celia’s
frozen along with her body? Was she just a pale copy, an abomination? They
seemed so sure of themselves, as if they knew for certain that god was on their
side.



Celia had never believed in any god, despite her mother’s
token attempts at bringing her to mass. Now, it seemed like it would be such a
comfort. She could just let go, let someone else do all her thinking for her,
surrender herself to a higher power and live its plan, rather than fumbling for
her own with no guidance save her fear of oblivion.



Maybe they were right. Maybe she should listen to them
and switch herself off.



But if she didn’t have a soul, then how could she feel
such pain?



She blew her breath out through pursed lips until she
felt hollow.



Dr. McElvoy could help. That was his job. They’d talk,
and he’d help her sort all of this out. Celia started to cross the street, then
stopped as she saw a bus pull up to the curb and disgorge passengers.



As it pulled away, she saw the unmistakable form of Rivka
bustling through the corridor of protesters to get to the main hospital
entrance.



Emotions too complex to quantify coursed through Celia,
filling the hollowness and spilling out in a cloud around her.



Something had to be done.



She squared her shoulders, walked through a crowd of
people who hated everything about her, and followed Rivka into the building.



Celia’s footsteps were sure. She knew exactly where her
ex-wife was going. She was going to visit Celia’s frozen biological leftovers.
She was going to cheat on her walking, talking wife.



Maybe her emotions weren’t that complex after all.



She turned a corner just in time to see Rivka pressing
her thumb onto a biometric pad. A green light flashed over the door to the cold
storage room, the lock opened with an audible click, and Rivka walked in.



This was it. Celia let out a long breath, caught the door
before it closed, and marched in behind her.



Rivka was kneeling in front of a row of metal stasis
chambers, her hand resting on the one nearest the floor, head slumped almost as
if in prayer. “This is going to be my last visit,” she murmured.
“Trini’s a good friend to you, baby. She’ll be there for you when you wake
up.”



“Unlike you,” Celia said, the venom in her
voice surprising even her.



Rivka whirled around, hands clapped over her mouth, and
paled. “I didn’t see — how did you get in here?”



“So, you only love me for my body, do you?”
Celia snapped. “I mean, why else would you be here, visiting that hunk of
frozen meat, instead of staying with me?”



“That’s not a hunk of meat! That’s my wife!”
Rivka surged to her feet, eyes blazing, showing the heat that had once
attracted Celia to her, oh those many years ago. 



But Celia was ice to Rivka’s fire, now. “Ex-wife.
You divorced the both of us. She’s not your wife any more than I am, thanks to
you.”



Rivka’s face contorted into hard planes and angry lines.
“It’s so clear that you’re not her. She never would have yelled like
this.”



“Well maybe she should have. Maybe she was in
desperate need of a backbone. And maybe she’ll have one when these new memories
get integrated back into her head.”



“Thanks to you, I’m going to lose her!”



“No, thanks to you, you’ve already lost
us.”



Rivka opened her mouth, then closed it and shook her
head. She crouched down and touched one hand to the stasis tube. Staring down
at it, she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want it to come to this.”



“Well it’s your own damned fault that it did. Your
visiting privileges are revoked.”



“I was leaving anyway,” Rivka said, and bustled
out of the room, hair and coat flying behind her.



And then Celia was left alone in a room full of glorified
coffins, each containing a body in suspension. She stared around her, in the
sudden silence, at the dozens of tubes. So many people who were still with
their families, who hadn’t been abandoned, who hadn’t turned mechanical to try
to dull the pain. Why did she have to be one of the few who couldn’t just
accept her new body as it was?



Because none of these other people had had to deal with
Rivka, that was why.



She sank down onto the floor and rested her head against
her own coffin. She could just sleep here, forever, in suspended animation
along with her body. She could set her sleep timer for ten years and let time
slip by harmlessly, not dead, but duplicated, so that if one body failed, at
least the other would live on.



If only they would just let her sleep.



She heard a hand on the knob and hastily got to her feet.
Dr. McElvoy popped his head in and frowned. “Celia, what are you doing
here?”



“Rivka no longer has permission to visit my
body,” she said, smoothing her hands over her coat.



“All right. Done. But why are you—”



She shook her head. “I was coming to see you, but
I’m feeling better now.”



“But you didn’t have an appointment,” he said.
“Um, but that’s fine. I mean, if you need to talk, I can tell the Board to
move their review meeting—”



“No. I’m feeling better now. Honest. There’s nothing
like an argument with your ex-wife to make your job woes seem paltry.”



He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.
“You’re worrying me, Celia.”



“I know. But I’m fine.”



“We’ll be talking about this on Thursday.”



“I know.”



He stepped out of her way, and she slipped out the door.



When she hit the chilly November air, the protesters had
started singing “Amazing Grace.” Clouds clotted the sky, turning the
entire horizon a uniform grey, broken only by the darker grey of naked tree
branches jutting upward like skeletal fingers.



Rivka was gone. She’d never have her back. She finally
understood that.



She needed to fill the grey spaces back up with color.
She needed to live again. She couldn’t stay on hold like this. Something had to
give.



She bussed home, stood in the basement, turned on her
robot moves and stoneface, and hurled every one of Rivka’s little bottles
against the wall, glass shattering and spraying the room in a mist of lotion
and glass dust. Then, with pain set back to normal, she lay face-down on the
shards of glass and went into lockdown, eyes wide open, staring across the room
at nothing.



Pain. A sharp red. This was color. This was something.
This would do.
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At 11:00 the next morning, Celia awoke on Betty’s sofa,
right at the time she’d programmed herself to. The rest of the household was
planning on getting up at noon, but Celia felt a need to wake up when it was
still technically morning. She knew it was a residual human need, but she was
having a hard time shaking it. She fumbled for her glasses and saw the blinking
message icon.



Dr. McElvoy. Of course.



“Celia, I was hoping we could talk this morning.
Gary’s just started his reintegration, and it should take most of the day to
complete. I won’t be needed until they wake him. Please give me a call so I
know that you’re safe.”



She let out a long breath and sagged forward, head
cradled in her hands. Garytron had warned her not to trust him. What did he
know that she didn’t?



It seemed she had no choice but to call.



Or did she?



All this time, she’d blindly obeyed Dr. McElvoy. What
power did he really have over her?



She pulled up her copy of the replacement body contract
and started reading. There was no language in it anywhere about enforced
counseling sessions. The only required counseling had been the intake session
and the session immediately after she woke up in her replacement body.



To be safe, she sent out her searchbots to see what legal
precedent, if any, she could find for enforced counseling.



All her searches returned were three references to
committing bioandroids to inpatient counseling when they committed “severe
warranty violations.” And those had all required either a court order or
the consent of the next of kin.



The longer she talked to him, the greater the chance that
she’d let something slip that would give him the evidence he’d need for that
court order.



But she’d make just one last call, if only to find out
how Garytron was doing.



Celia locked herself into the small first-floor bathroom
so her conversation wouldn’t wake anyone and placed the call.



Dr. McElvoy picked up on voice-only. “Celia! I’m
glad you called. Hang on just a minute.” He put her on hold.



Celia sat down on the closed toilet, stuck her camera on
the wall next to her, and turned to face it. Then, while she waited for McElvoy
to return, she pulled her control panel up and put the cursor over the emotion
dampener, just in case.



Dr. McElvoy came back on in full video mode. “Sorry,
I was chatting with some colleagues, but I’m in a private office now. I’m
surprised you didn’t call me sooner.”



She felt a flash of annoyance and tried to bite it back.
“I just woke up.”



“Is it normal for you to sleep this late? You never
used to have problems getting up for our eight a.m. sessions.”



“I spent the night with friends, just like you
wanted me to. We stayed up late. I’m a grown-up. I’m allowed.”



He narrowed his eyes at her. “You sound testy.”



“Of course I do. You chased me out of my house last
night. How’s Gary?”



“He’ll be fine. So, you’re safe?”



“No one’s tried to abduct me, if that’s what you
mean.” Celia gave up and switched on her emotion dampener so she wouldn’t
roll her eyes.



McElvoy cracked first, letting a long breath out through
pursed lips, the orange hairs of his moustache parting to let it through.
“Well, I’m just glad the procedure’s underway. You know, he really came
around after seeing you.”



Then what was with the Morse code? Had he changed his
mind after she’d left? “Well, I’m glad I could help.”



Dr. McElvoy leaned in closer. “That was some pretty
scary stuff he mentioned, though, about you not following in his
footsteps.”



“I’ll say.”



He cocked his head to the side. “Any idea why he
felt the need to tell you that?”



Don’t trust the doctor.



“I have no idea. Did he start out the same way I
did? With self-mutilation?”



“He did, yes.”



“Maybe that’s it. So, you really think talking to me
helped him?”



“You’re changing the subject.”



Damn it.



“Celia, I’m really concerned that he might have seen
something in you that only someone in his position could recognize.”



She crossed her arms tightly across her chest.
“Well, if he thinks he did, then he’s wrong. I’m fine. I haven’t had any
incidents since the one with the drill, and you know it.”



“Yes, but Gary managed to get around his
alarm.”



Damn it, he’d finally figured that out. “But that’s
illegal,” Celia said with all the faux indignation she could force through
her filter. “Besides, I’m a textbook editor, not an engineer. I wouldn’t
even know how to hack my own system.”



“Celia, you saw Gary. There’s no way he did that to
himself. Someone out there is preying on the insecurities of bioandroids and
getting their kicks out of altering their bodies. I want to catch this guy and
put him behind bars so he can’t do this again. If you know anything—”



“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t?
Why don’t you just ask Gary?”



“Because he’s not talking. And the judge wouldn’t
give me a court order to look into his brain. Legally, we have to wipe it the
moment we determine the memory transfer to be a success.”



Aha. He didn’t have a judge in his pocket.
“Well, good.”



He peered intently toward the camera. “Who are you
protecting, Celia?”



Celia sat up tall, one hand splayed across her
breastbone. “I’m protecting the sanctity of my mind. I’m shocked at you,
frankly, for not doing the same. Trying to look into one of our brains? That’s
despicable.”



“Celia—”



That was enough. She shouldn’t have let the conversation
go on this long in the first place. “If you’re going to lob unfounded
accusations at me like this, then I’m afraid I need to end things.”



“Celia, you can’t—”



“I can, and I will. There’s nothing in my contract
that gives you the right to force me into therapy without a court order or the
consent of my next of kin. Well, I have no next of kin, and you hardly have
enough of a case to convince a judge, so I’m terminating this relationship. I
understand that you’ve only been trying to help me and the hospital, but you’ve
gone too far this time.”



“But Celia—”



“No. I don’t have to stand for this kind of
treatment. Goodbye.”



She snapped the connection shut and put herself into hard
lockdown before the shaking could start. She’d done it. He had no power over
her anymore. She should have done this ages ago.



Don’t trust the doctor, Garytron had said.



Well, the doctor was gone.



She came out of lockdown, clipped her camera back to her
lenses, and went into the kitchen to find a glass. It was time for her daily
drink of water. Dr. McElvoy had no idea how sane this was. The man who’d
changed her was no predator. He was a savior.



 



Gyne and Betty came downstairs shortly after noon, and
Celia bookmarked the historical novel she’d been reading and shut down her
lenses. “Tinker’s free,” Betty said. “She says that after they
hauled her in and saw her arms and legs, they tried to charge her with more
than just loitering, but they couldn’t come up with anything.”



Gyne scowled. “Phobic assholes.”



“Anyhow, she’s laying low for a while. She figures
they’ll probably be keeping a close eye on her, at least in Cambridge.”



“At least she’s free,” Celia said. “At
least we have that good news.”



Gyne yawned and stretched, his black silk kimono gaping
to reveal a half-extended breast. “Yeah. I’m glad that’s over with. So, we
have a client tonight. You should come along as muscle.”



“Definitely,” Betty said. “The first time,
you always watch so you can see what you’re getting into. Then, if you pass the
audition, you can participate next time.”



“What’s the audition?”



Gyne opened his mouth, but Betty held her hand up.
“You’ll find out when it happens.”



“Okay. Um, I don’t have the strength tweak, so I’m
not sure I can help just yet.”



“I’m sure we can get the Mechanic to do it for you
today.”



“I… I don’t know,” Celia said, clutching her
hands to her chest. “After what he did to Dom, I don’t think I want him
poking around in my brain right now.”



“Trust me, this is an easy one,” Betty said.
“All he’s doing is putting an on/off switch on one of your factory
settings. The factory makes our bodies with a high max strength, then the
hospital dials it down to match our old flesh bodies, and then the Mechanic
undoes all the hospital’s hard work.”



“Well…” The sooner she was able to help out,
the sooner she’d be able to switch jobs. “I suppose.”



Gyne smiled expansively and plopped down on the sofa next
to her. He shifted his body and face into full feminine contours. “It’ll
be a great night for us girlfriends. Betty and I will be hooking, you and Tanja
will be guarding.”



“Tanja?” Betty asked. “I don’t know if I’m
ready to talk to her yet.”



“Oh, get over it,” Gyne said. “Yes, the
rescue was stupid, and yes, she was stupid to go along with it, but she’s your
friend. She’s allowed her stupid moments, and you have to forgive her.” He
raised a neatly-groomed eyebrow. “She’s forgiven you yours, after
all.”           Betty scowled and headed into the kitchen.



“So, what have you been doing with yourself this
morning?” Gyne asked.



“Actually, talking to Dr. McElvoy.”



“Oh dear,” Gyne said.



Betty popped her head back out from the kitchen, a look
of concern wrinkling her pretty features behind the red cat’s eye frames.



“What did he want?” Gyne asked.



Celia pinched the bridge of her nose, jostling her
frames. “He wanted to know why Garytron was so concerned that I’d fall in
with you folks.”



“Oh, shit,” Betty moaned. “Shit, shit,
shit.”



Gyne winced. “What did you tell him?”



“I told him I didn’t want to speak to him
anymore.”



“You what?” Betty and Gyne cried
simultaneously.



Celia thrust her hands out. “It’s all right. He
can’t force me into therapy without a judge’s order. I did the research.”



“Yeah, but how do you know he doesn’t have a judge
in his pocket?” Gyne asked.



“Because a judge denied him permission to look at
Garytron’s memories.”



“There’s a big difference between finding a judge to
help you bend the law and finding one to help you break it.”



Celia’s hands dropped into her lap. “I don’t think
he’s got a case. And I’m not going to help give him one by continuing to talk
to him.”



“She’s right, you know,” Betty said.



Gyne flopped his head back. “I know, I know,”
he groaned.



Betty ducked back into the kitchen, then slunk into the
living room with a pint of frozen yogurt in one hand and three spoons in the
other. “Breakfast, anyone?”



“I don’t need to eat for several days yet,”
Celia said.



“It’s chocolate/chocolate swirl.” Betty sat
down on the sofa and held one spoon out to Celia with a mischievous look in her
eye. “Come on, you might as well indulge. It’s not like this body can get
fat.”



“But I don’t—” Celia let out a small sigh.
These two would never get it. It would be easier to have a little ice cream
than argue it out with them.



She took the spoon and carved out a small scoop.



As much as she hated to admit it, it tasted wonderful.



 



The Mechanic seemed calm enough when they went to see him
at the clubhouse, so Celia had him do several tweaks: strength, memory fuzz,
and detachment.



“I wish you wouldn’t do this,” he said, fingers
typing away in the air as he installed the final tweak. “It bothers me how
many of you are into prostitution.”



“It’s just for money,” she murmured. “It’s
no big deal.”



“But you have a job.”



“Not for long.”



His fingers stilled. In a quiet voice, he said,
“Right.”



“It’s okay,” Celia said. “I don’t mind
doing this. It’s not really my body, after all.”



“You shouldn’t talk that way.”



“But it’s true.”



He finished typing, and she watched the detachment button
appear on her control panel, right next to the controls for her other two new
tweaks. “There,” he said, hands dropping back into his lap.
“You’re done.”



“Um…” She looked over at Gyne and Betty, who
were talking with Tanja on the other side of the clubhouse. Betty’s arms were
wrapped tightly around her body, and she was leaning backward at an alarming
angle, but at least they were talking. And that meant they weren’t paying
attention to this end of the room. “I’d actually like one more
thing.”



“Sure. What?”



She leaned over, fingers squeezing her permission card.
In a low voice, she asked, “Can you give me that mind wipe that you gave
Ziggie?”



The Mechanic closed his eyes and let out a huge sigh, his
body deflating visibly before her eyes. “Please don’t ask for that. God, I
wish I’d never given that to her in the first place.”



“Look, I’m not saying that I’m planning on using it.
But it would be… nice, just in case things got ugly, to not have to remember
any of it when I’m back in my real body.”



He flung his hands toward her. “This is a real body,
Celia.”



“Not so loud,” she whispered, and looked over
to make sure the trio hadn’t noticed.



They hadn’t.



“Fine,” he murmured. “I just wish you
wouldn’t treat this as something disposable.”



“But it is. I signed a contract.”



“It could be so much more. I thought you were
changing yourself because you wanted to be more perfect.”



She closed her eyes and shook her head ever so slightly.
“Please,” she whispered. “Just give it to me.”



He sighed again. “Fine. This one’s tricky.”



Celia dropped her permission card as if it had suddenly
become white-hot. “Are… are you sure you’re up to it?”



“Look, I’m fine, all right? I’m fine.”



She looked at the black circles under his eyes and the
deep lines etched on either side of his mouth that hadn’t been there yesterday.
He didn’t look like her standard picture of “fine.” But the other
three tweaks had gone smoothly, and she really wanted to get this over with.



She’d just have to chance it.



She picked the card back up and waited with her eyes
closed.



Her body stiffened and vibrated as her control panel
started flashing, and she swallowed down a wave of panic.



“This is just an elaborate hack,” he said.
“Your brain’s already got this built in so they can wipe it when they
transfer you back into your flesh brain. The hack just gives you control over
the wipe. There. Done.”



Her body sagged as it came back under her control. On her
control panel, up in the top right corner, was a new button marked
“killswitch.”



“If you hit it, it’ll ask you if you really mean
it,” the Mechanic said. “And then it’ll ask you a second time.”
He turned away and mumbled, “I just hope we aren’t so horrible that you decide
you have to forget us.”



She laid a gentle hand on his. “It’s not like
that.”



He looked up at her, eyes slowly misting over with tears,
and she jerked her hand away. Sometimes, it was easy to forget why he gave her
the creeps.



From the other side of the room, Betty called, “Hey,
are you ready?”



Celia stood, grateful for the rescue. “I am,
yes.”



“Let’s test out that strength first.” She sat
down at a narrow table and gestured for Celia to sit opposite her. “I’ll
arm wrestle ya.” She plunked one elbow on the table, hand open and ready.



Celia stared at it dubiously.



“Trust me,” Betty said. “This is the best
way. Punching holes in brick walls just leads to annoying repairs.”



She supposed that made sense. Celia crossed the room and
took a seat on the opposite side of the table, took Betty’s hand in hers, and
switched off her strength filter.



“Ready?” Betty asked.



Celia nodded.



The match was a dead heat. Neither of their hands budged
a millimeter.



“You’re set.” She plucked at Celia’s chocolate
brown caftan. “Come on, let’s take care of those wrinkles, then introduce
you to good old Stan. He’s one of the regulars. Deadly dull, but he pays
well.”



Celia looked over her shoulder as she headed for the
door. On the sofa, the Mechanic had his head in his hands, his glasses propped
on the armrest, sitting all alone in the soon-to-be-empty clubhouse.



She knew she should feel sympathy, but she had nothing
inside for him. In some ways, becoming more like a machine really was working.



 



The scene with Stan was boring, as promised. Stan was a
pasty, middle-aged man with a monk-like bald patch. She’d heard that bald spots
were coming back into style, at least among the upper class. She didn’t get the
appeal.



The penthouse wasn’t any more appealing than Stan.
Everything was either blinding white, or mirrored, or chrome. Even the statues
were white, tucked into white nooks in the wall. They looked like they were
supposed to be reproductions of ancient Greek pornography. Celia fingered the
tear gas canister in her pocket and resisted the urge to use it on him to make
a statement about the furnishings. Her wedding ring clanked against the metal
canister, and she marveled at how tiny a pang she felt in response.



Stan had invited his friend Manny along, another
similarly uninspiring fleshie. Was this what Celia had to look forward to —
being used by disgusting old men with dubious taste in statuary? No, it didn’t
matter what they looked like or how they furnished their overpriced homes. She
wasn’t in this for fun. She was in it to show her body who was boss. The less
appealing the johns, the better.



The two men took turns climbing all over Betty and Gyne
like they were carnival rides. Gyne was in full androgyne mode with a penis and
a vagina, and both clients availed themselves of both organs. Betty and Gyne
had penises stuffed in their mouths, in their anuses, in their vaginas, and
rubbed between their breasts. They were bent over furniture, flopped in strange
positions, shoved off of the giant circular bed and then screwed in whatever position
they’d landed in. It looked vulgar. This was nothing like what her android
friends had done to Celia.



She and Tanja stood along the back wall wearing regular
clothing so they wouldn’t look like they were available, with Tanja in her full
human drag. Celia’s job was watching Stan, Tanja’s was watching Manny. She
wondered how much longer this would go on. What kind of drugs were they on that
they could keep getting erection after erection at their age? Although, for the
money they were paying, she could see why they’d want to get the maximum bang
for their buck.



Out of the corner of her eye, Celia noticed Manny
squatting across Gyne’s torso, aiming his half-limp penis at his mouth.
What — ?



“Hey!” Tanja yelled. She stormed forward and
gave Manny a hard shove, sending him on flat on his ass on the white shag
carpet. “No pissing.”



Manny covered his face with his arms and curled up into a
ball. “Sorry! I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”



“It’s in the rules.”



He peered out from behind his arms and shot a stricken look
at Stan, who sighed and said, “Please tell me you read the rules.”



“I—” He swallowed hard. “Please, give me a
second chance. I’ll be good.”



Gyne never moved through the entire encounter. Celia
wondered if he wanted to get pissed in. It wouldn’t surprise her at all.



The rest of the session passed uneventfully. When the
johns were finally done, Gyne and Betty took a quick shower, put on street
clothes, and the four of them climbed into Betty’s car. “Well, that was
profitable,” she said. “Manny even threw in a hefty tip. I think he
felt guilty.”



“Good,” Tanja snapped.



“You know, we could just charge extra for
that,” Gyne said.



“No way,” Betty replied. “If you start
letting them do that to you, then they’ll think we’ll all lie there for
that.”



“Oh, be that way,” Gyne groaned, and flopped
back against his seat.



Celia’s take ended up equaling a full week’s salary from
her old job. And all she’d done was stand and watch for two hours.



Betty drove them back to her condo, where apparently, it
was Tanja’s turn to be played with. Celia joined in out of politeness. But her
heart wasn’t really in it. She went through the motions, but couldn’t bring
herself to care.



She felt like a terrible friend, but no one seemed to
notice.



The three tumbled into Betty’s giant bed together to go
to sleep and invited Celia to join them. She politely excused herself and spent
the night on the sofa instead.



 



At 11:00 the next morning, Celia awoke. She slipped on
her glasses and saw the blinking message icon in her private box.



Gary Chilkins? She didn’t know a Gary Chilkins. Had
someone hacked the Mechanic’s private message system? Oh god, had someone
finally figured out what she was?



She opened the message. It was text.



 



I wanted to thank you for your
visit yesterday. I trust you got the messages to my former comrades. I wanted
to make sure that they understood how sorry I was to have endangered them by
letting my personal problems get me caught. I needed them to know this before I
went back into my flesh body. Hopefully, now that I have, the danger to them
will be over.



 



To elaborate on my warning about
Dr. McElvoy, I fear it will become harder and harder for you to hide what you
are from him. As soon as I saw your reaction to me, I knew you had to be one of
us. Perhaps it was because you were used to looking at mechanical bodies as
severely altered as mine, or perhaps it was because you had a tweak in place to
keep you from reacting. Either way, it was obvious to me, and that means it may
also become obvious to him in time. Once he begins to suspect, he will likely
do everything he can to try to trap you into revealing yourself to him so he
can have you committed. I do not believe he will use illegal means, as his job
is in enough danger as it is. But I do know that he finds people like us to be
deeply pathological, and feels it is his duty to reform us, whatever the cost.



 



As for me, my reintegration is
complete. I even have all of my machine memories, much to my surprise. The
hospital staff believe they have put tracers on all transmissions to and from
my glasses, but they have no idea just how good I am at breaking through
security programs and covering up electronic tracks. Even if they had the
ability to crack this private message box system’s security, they will never
have any way to know that this last message of mine has been sent to you, just
as they will not discover what I have done to the security feed to my room
until it is too late.



 



Please, do not feel any
responsibility for what I have done. I simply cannot live in this body after
what I had been living in previously. Flesh is so fragile, so chaotic, so
small. The thought of spending the rest of my life like this is unbearable.



 



Celia, if you want any chance of
a normal life, do not follow in my footsteps. Keep your body intact. If they
have started to tinker with your mind, have it reversed. After a while, you
will find it impossible to contemplate ever going back to flesh. Cling to your
humanity. I wish I had.



 



Sincerely,



Gary



 



She closed the message with shaking fingers and put on
stoneface to still herself.



And then nearly shut it right back off in a moment of
panic. Garytron had changed more than anyone she’d met, and he’d warned her to
turn back now.



Oh god, what if it was too late?



She put on the stoneface again to stop herself from
hyperventilating. 



No.



Trying to pretend to be flesh had only made her crazy.
Besides, he’d barely given himself a chance to adjust back to his old body
before giving up.



Well, if he’d done what she thought he’d done.



She called up the obit net to be sure.



Yes, there he was. Gary Chilkins, suicide. He’d hanged
himself with a bed sheet in a private hospital room.



She had to tell the others.



She switched on robot moves and headed up the stairs to
wake them.





