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Book I

O Canada


Some people call what we did “running away.” I call it “a strategic retreat before I started shooting motherfuckers in the head.” Isn’t that a nicer way to put things?

—SHAUN MASON



No matter how far we get from the people who made me what I am today, I’m still not sleeping. So I guess they won after all. Bully for them.

—GEORGIA MASON








One

The dream was always the same: I woke up, and I was in a world gone white. White walls, white floor, white ceiling, white bulbs in the naked light fixtures. One wall had been replaced by a mirror, and when I sat up and looked at myself, I was wearing a white hospital gown. The only color left in the world was my hair—brown—my eyes—brown—and the blue ID band around my left wrist. I raised my arm to look at it.

SUBJECT 7C—DESIGNATE GEORGIA MASON

The intercom clicked to life, and Dr. Thomas’s voice filled the room, cool, distant, and artificially compassionate. “Good morning, Georgia. Did you sleep well?”

“I had a dream,” I said, still looking at the ID band. “I dreamt Shaun came and found me.” I dreamt we’d toppled the CDC. I dreamt we’d saved the President, and lost Becks, and saved the country, if not the world. I dreamt of Canada, and the wild green fields of freedom. All those things seemed so far away now, like they had never been possible.

“That’s good.” Dr. Thomas sounded pleased. I tensed. It was never good when the doctors responsible for my care sounded that happy. It usually meant pain to come, and more restrictions on my already limited privileges. “We designed that dream for you, Georgia, to make you feel better about your ongoing confinement. Did he break you out of here? Did he take you away from all this? To Canada, perhaps?”

I went cold. “Yes,” I admitted, having long since learned that lying to the men who kept me captive did me no good at all. The fact that I could even consider lying was a testament to what they’d done to me. The woman I’d never been but remembered being would have died before she lied, no matter what the circumstances were. The most she’d ever been willing to do was withhold information, not sharing the things she didn’t consider important. That vicious dedication to honesty had been enough to get her killed, and get me created, with my greater talent for saying one thing when I meant another.

That didn’t make it a fair trade. I liked being alive—it was a fun way to spend my time—but I would have given it up in an instant if it could have meant being the original Georgia Mason again, not a cheap knockoff. Shaun would have torn down the walls of the world to get back to the original. He didn’t even know that I existed.

And now even my dreams weren’t safe from the men who’d made me.

“That’s very good,” said Dr. Thomas. “We’re going to be making some adjustments to your programming over the next few weeks, Georgia. It’s important that you know what we’re planning to do, because we need to see if awareness allows you to fight the changes. We need you to struggle. Not that it’s going to do any good. You were born in this room. You’re going to die here. But you knew that, didn’t you? Even in your sweetest dreams, you knew that seeing the sun—seeing Shaun—was too good to be true.”

I threw back the covers, intending to leap out of bed and hammer my hands against the mirror. They were probably standing right on the other side, watching me, judging me, measuring my reactions. Well, I’d give them a reaction. I’d give them an explosion. I’d hit that glass until it shattered, and then we’d see who was trapped here. I wasn’t trapped here with them. They were trapped here with me.

But when I pulled the blankets off my legs, my legs weren’t there. My body ended in a pair of carefully bandaged stumps. Dr. Thomas was laughing, his voice drifting through the intercom like the judgment of an angry god.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “You must have been so deep in the dream that you forgot. We removed those the last time you tried to run, Georgia. You can’t run anymore. You’re never going to get away from here. You’re never going to leave us. We’ll keep you until we’re done with you, and then we’ll keep you in jars, sliced and sectioned for study, until you give up all your secrets—so give up, give up, give up—”

The dream always ended the same way, too: I woke screaming, clawing at the air, with the winter chill heavy on my skin and Shaun’s hands pinning my shoulders to the bed, Shaun’s voice cutting through my cries as he pleaded with me to—

“Breathe, George, breathe, they can’t hurt you anymore, they’re not here, and if they were here, I’d throw a fucking party, right after I shot them into Swiss cheese, so come on, Georgia, breathe.”

My vision cleared and there he was, bending over me, his knees planted in the mattress and his hands holding me down, keeping me from hurting myself. I stopped flailing, giving one final kick for the sake of feeling the blankets against my heels. My body was still my own. My mind belonged to me. My life belonged to me—to me, and to the man who was looking down on me with such terrified concern. My best friend. My adoptive brother, weird as that past relationship was in the light of our present one. The only person I’d ever loved enough to die for.

“Better now?” asked Shaun.

“Better,” I said, and forced a smile.

He watched me for a moment longer before he took his hands off my shoulders and collapsed, all but boneless, to the mattress beside me. “That dream again, huh?”

I nodded wordlessly. He didn’t need me to describe the dream: He’d heard it all before, over and over again, on the nights when I woke up screaming. It wasn’t as bad as it had been when the dream was new. Back then, I’d managed to claw off strips of my own skin trying to remove the tracking devices my subconscious mind believed were planted there, the ones that would inevitably lead the CDC to our position and put me back in that featureless white room. It didn’t matter that the CDC as I remembered it no longer existed, subsumed as they’d been by the EIS and by the sweeping policy changes put in place by the Ryman administration. The CDC had created me, growing me from a few scraps of DNA and programming my oldest memories from a combination of the electrical patterns of the original Georgia Mason’s brain and their own ideas about what sort of person I should be. I was their daughter and their masterwork, and one day, they were going to come for me.

When they did, though, Shaun was going to be ready. I could see that simple, sincere truth in his eyes, and so I allowed my own eyes to close as I nestled up against him, breathing deeply, and waited for sleep to come back and claim me again.

It was going to be a long wait. As Shaun rubbed my back, and the sound of the owls going about their business outside drifted in through the windows, I found that I was okay with that.







Two

Georgia was still asleep when I rolled out of bed and tiptoed for the door, leaving her to slowly roll into the warm spot created by my body. I stopped at the door and looked back at her, unable to stop myself from smiling. She always looked so peaceful in the mornings. Sure, it was usually because she’d exhausted herself screaming in the middle of the night, but that didn’t change the fact that in the morning, when her eyes were closed and the screaming was over, she looked like this was working, like she was healing, like she was getting better.

It was amazing how good we were getting at lying to each other and to ourselves about the state of our respective recoveries. George slept in stages: pre-nightmare, nightmare, post-nightmare, like a marathon runner who had to punish her body before she could let it relax. I didn’t sleep so much as move from one catnap to another, sometimes staying in bed for ten or twelve hours just to get half that much rest. As long as I never dipped much below the surface of my dreams, I didn’t have to live with the things they would try to show me.

We had gotten lucky, Georgia and I. We had taken everything the world had thrown at us, and in the end, we’d been able to walk away together, side by side, and let everyone else keep fighting without us. If George wanted to get hung up on the fact that the woman who’d walked away from the fight wasn’t exactly the same as the woman who’d signed up for it, well. I wasn’t the same man either. I didn’t even have the convenient excuse of having died and come back as an abomination of science. Unlike George, I’d been alive and kicking for every awful moment, even if I’d spent more than half of it out of my mind with grief and shock.

Some days I wasn’t sure I had ever come back into my mind. George got the nightmares to tell her that everything she knew was a lie, but at least when she was awake, she believed in the world around her. She believed I was real, and that I loved her; she believed that the sky and the forest and the snow would keep us safe. She believed we’d done the right thing, even though I knew she thought—sometimes privately, sometimes aloud and with a vehemence that frightened even me—that we’d paid way too much for what we’d gotten away with. She always believed.

Me? I wasn’t sure I believed in anything anymore, not even in myself. Sometimes I thought I was the one who’d died in Sacramento, bleeding out my life across the inside of our van, and that everything I’d experienced since putting the gun to my best friend’s head and pulling the trigger was either the hallucination of a dying mind, or—even worse—the vicious work of some CDC tech. Maybe I was a brain in a jar, and George’s nightmares were my subconscious trying to make me face the truth. Maybe. After everything we’d been through, it didn’t seem that far out of line.

But then she’d smile at me, or rub her thumb across the corner of my mouth to try to coax me into kissing her, and I would think, nah. Nah, there’s no way I could have a dream this good; there’s no way my lies could ever be this perfect. Truth is stranger than fiction, and so this had to be the truth. It was just that the moments when I could believe that were few and far between, and they didn’t seem to be getting any more common.

My name is Shaun Mason, and I am not okay.

I walked through the cabin, picking up pieces of my gear from tables and couches as I made for the back door. We were careful about decontamination—we had to be, until we knew whether my immunity to Kellis-Amberlee, which had been contracted from the original Georgia, had been sexually transmitted to her clone, and the mere fact that I could think that sentence with a straight face said something about how fucking weird my life had become—but we weren’t always careful about where things got put away after they were certified clean. Body armor tended to wind up on the couch in the front room. Boots got piled up by the back door. And weapons went on every flat surface in the place, always loaded, always close to hand.

That part, at least, was intentional, for both of us, even if we never wanted to talk about it. George and I both knew that one day, someone was going to come looking for us. Maybe they would be a friend, a member of the EIS who just wanted to check George’s vitals, since there had never been a clone who’d survived outside laboratory settings for as long as she had. Maybe they would be an enemy, an old CDC scientist come to reclaim their secret weapon and use it for evil. It didn’t matter either way, because she wasn’t going back. We weren’t going back, and anyone who tried to make us had better be prepared to learn just how many bullets we could squeeze off in the space between “hello” and “good-bye.”

My pistol was on the low mail table next to the door. I picked it up, checked the clip, and shoved it into my belt before I opened the door and stepped out into the fresh air of the Canadian morning. The sky was a perfect, pristine blue, save for the long tail of a jetliner high overhead. Transcontinental, if they were willing to risk cutting across abandoned territory. During the Rising, when the dead had risen from their beds and gone walking around snacking on the living, most rural and low-population areas had been declared too dangerous, impossible to defend, and evacuated. The United States had lost the state of Alaska, judged too hostile for human occupation and left for the zombie wolves and polar bears to divide between themselves. Canada had lost substantially more. Pretty much the entire middle of the country had been written off and left for the infected.

The infected, and people like us, who had nowhere else to go. Anyone who didn’t want to live in the modern American surveillance state, where everything you did could and would be held against you in a court of law, wound up running for the Canadian border. It was still a largely deserted country. Our closest neighbors were fifteen miles away—a nice group of First Nations activists who refused to miss out on this opportunity to take back what the European settlers had stolen from them—and even they were only there for half the year. They moved from site to site, working them all, helping to massage this land back into something livable.

Farmers and survivalists and cultists and dog breeders and political refugees dotted the Canadian countryside like mushrooms growing after a rain, hiding in dense forest or on the banks of rivers or, as with me and George, in plain sight. Everyone who knew us expected us to be living in an underground bunker, where George could craft her manifesto and I could do pushups until my biceps exploded. That was why we had found a nice little cabin that had been sealed against the weather and clearly deserted within the past decade and claimed it as our own. Sure, the original owners might have been surprised by some of our enhancements—razor wire and pit traps and homemade land mines not being exactly standard for their brand of rustic “getting back to nature”—but under the circumstances, I didn’t think they were going to question it. There had still been food in the pantry when we’d found the place. The original owners were probably long dead, eaten by their neighbors while out for a walk and leaving a perfectly good cabin for us to find.

Me, I had no interest in being eaten by the neighbors. Even more, I had no interest in George being eaten by the neighbors. I’d managed to survive losing her once. I’d done it by driving myself insane and rolling through the world like a wrecking ball, breaking everything I touched with the sheer force of my denial. The fact that I’d survived that period of my life was nothing short of a miracle, and I meant that literally. Only a miracle could have brought my dead sister back to me, and now that I had her, I wasn’t letting her go. Not if I had to burn the entire fucking world down to keep her safe.

Branches crunched underfoot as I walked across the yard, steering well clear of the orange spikes that marked the land mines and the yellow spikes that marked the pit traps. The infected didn’t pay attention to little things like lawn ornaments. There was always the vague concern that we’d kill somebody who was just coming to borrow a cup of sugar, but anyone who lived out here would know that you didn’t stroll up to the front door and ask for what you wanted: You stood as far away as you could while still being heard, and you yelled. Yelling might attract the dead, but it would sure as hell make the living friendlier.

The smell of pine was a constant, perfuming the air and hiding any underlying decay. It was nice, like living inside a giant car air freshener. I allowed myself to relax as much as I ever did, falling into an easy rolling gait as I walked the edges of the property we called our own.

A couple of my traps had been triggered in the night, catching stoats, wolverines, and one red fox that was still very much alive. It bared its teeth and snarled a warning as I approached. It was lucky: It had managed to wedge itself into one of the live-catch traps I used to tag the local rabbit and feral cat populations. If it had gone for something more its size, it would have crushed its skull on an unyielding metal bar, and be good for nothing but tonight’s bait.

“What are you doing in there?” I asked, pulling on my gloves and moving around to the back of the trap. The fox watched me warily, but was too confined to turn around. That was good. I liked foxes. They kept the vermin down, and since they never reached amplification weight, they couldn’t become zombies, which made them decent neighbors. Best of all, they hated the smell of the infected, and they liked to yell at infected things. When foxes yelled at something, it sounded like a murder party getting underway. As biological early warning systems went, you couldn’t do much better than foxes.

The fox growled. I unlatched the back of the trap, tilted it at an angle, and shook until the fox popped out. It didn’t hang around to posture or pretend that it was bigger than it was: It just took off running, vanishing into the underbrush without leaving so much as a footprint behind. I smiled as I reset and re-baited the trap, using a bit of nicely stinky canned fish as the lure. It was always good to confirm that we still had foxes around here. The natural world was putting itself back together, one piece at a time.

Then the fox screamed. Not a pain scream: a fury scream, rage scream, “you are wrong and should not be” scream. I was very familiar with that sound. I tensed as I set the trap down and removed my gloves, trying to move fast and silently at the same time. It wasn’t an easy combination. It was a combination I’d had a lot of practice at.

I drew my gun. It fit perfectly into my hand, as it always did, as it always would. No matter how bleak and confusing the world got, no matter how not okay I became, there were some things that stayed the same. A man, a gun, a world full of zombies in need of putting down. The simple things in life.

The underbrush rustled. A gray wolf stalked out into the open, legs stiff, head down, a low moan whispering from its jaws. I smiled.

“Howdy,” I said, and thumbed off the safety. “I guess it’s time for you to meet the neighbors.”







Three

The sound of gunshots woke me, distant enough not to be alarming, close enough to be worthy of my attention. I opened one eye, trying to count the reports registered by my semiconscious mind. Three. I was relatively sure there had been three. I closed my eye again, waiting, and sure enough, there were three more. Shaun was out for his morning constitutional, which included playing with the local wildlife. Since he hadn’t started setting off sticks of dynamite and wasn’t screaming for backup, I figured he hadn’t managed to flush out another zombie moose. That was a good thing. I hated dealing with prehistoric megafauna that refused to go extinct like the rest of the supersized land mammals before I’d had my morning caffeine.

When the gunshots didn’t resume, I rolled out of bed, eyes still closed, stretched, and felt around on the floor for my bathrobe. It was crumpled up under the edge of the bed, along with three shoes, a pillow, and an empty Coke can. I shoved the can into the pocket of my robe as I slid it on, rose, and walked toward the bedroom door, all without opening my eyes.

The original Georgia Mason—the one who supplied the DNA that made all of me, and the memories that made most of me—had developed retinal Kellis-Amberlee when she was a little girl. I remembered feeling my eyes go strange on me as the muscles stopped responding and the tear ducts stopped lubricating properly, forcing me into an unending cycle of dark glasses and saline solutions. I remembered the doctors talking to her/my parents, saying things like “Acquired Kellis-Amberlee Optic Neuropathic Reservoir Condition” and “still possible to live a normal life.” Most of all, I remembered learning how to do everything in the dark while I allowed my eyes to rest, because they were a limited commodity. Given enough light damage and enough time, I would go blind, which would severely interfere with my workflow.

The body I lived in now, the person I was now, had never dealt with any of that. My eyes were factory standard; my vision was just this side of perfect. The CDC’s attempts to force specific reservoir conditions in their clones had resulted in amplification, which was a waste of taxpayer money. Not that cloning one mouthy dead journalist wasn’t a waste of taxpayer money—I probably cost more than last year’s corn subsidies—but there was no reason to waste more than absolutely necessary. I had been the showroom model, never intended to set foot outside the lab. The release model had been surgically altered, given blown-out pupils and degenerating retinas by a clever surgeon’s knife. If she had been the one to walk away, then all the precautions Shaun and I still took by rote would mean something, rather than being one more way to honor the memories of a woman I had never actually been.

But did it matter which mind had formed the memories, when they were still real to me? I walked through the first steps of my day with my eyes closed because everything I was told me that was the way to do it; under normal conditions, when no one was trying to kill us, I got to have my darkness. I had long since memorized the entire cabin. I could run from one end to the other without opening my eyes. It was soothing. It was home.

The light changed around me as I stepped into the hall. I opened my eyes, enjoying the dimness as I continued on my way to the kitchen.

Neither Shaun nor I was an electrician. That had always been Buffy’s job, clever as she was with anything that involved a power source. She could rewire anything to suit her, and some of the miracles she’d accomplished with a soldering iron were probably in violation of the actual laws of science. But we knew how to read, and we knew how to follow instructions, and when we had found this cabin, we had been able to set up the generator systems and get them all online before the snow came and the world went white.

Our first winter had been a hard one. We hadn’t known our neighbors, such as they were, yet; when we’d needed to go looking for food or basic supplies, we had found ourselves confronted with a seemingly never-ending stream of frowning faces and suspicious questions. Who were we? Why were we here? What made us think that they would sell us their precious eggs or potatoes or apples, when we were strangers who might not care enough to stay? We couldn’t have things shipped to us, not when the U.S. government was likely to be monitoring our accounts, watching for any activity that could betray our location. They’d promised to leave us alone. They’d allowed us to walk away. But there was such a thing as being too trusting, too ready to believe the people in power when they claimed they were the good guys now, and that was a mistake that neither of us had any interest in making.

We’d clawed our way through the first winter, and then the first year, one day at a time, coming out of it thinner, wiser, and all the more determined to make this work. This was our life now. It belonged to us. And we were not going back.

Shaun had learned how to tan and prepare hides, reading everything he could find on the subject and pushing his Kellis-Amberlee immunity to its limits. Several times he had come home from the forest shaking and feverish and refusing to let me touch him. He would lock himself in his office, holing up until the shaking stopped and there was no chance that he was still infectious. Out here, there was always a demand for safe, sterile, clean fur, which kept people warm better than anything else could. Shaun used the remains of the things he killed to bait the traps that brought in more, and bit by bit, we built up a rapport with our neighbors, while also cutting down the number of things that wanted to eat us.

I learned how to garden. Together, we constructed a greenhouse to compensate for the cold, and I grew tomatoes, melons, peppers, and greens, which we dutifully canned and put aside against the inevitability of winter. We bought Coke in bulk from a black market connection who also supplied Shaun’s coffee, my birth control, and the occasional new pair of jeans. Our neighbors learned to trust us. We learned to trust them. A few of them even knew who we were, even though Shaun told them that his name was “Phil,” that my name was “Jean,” and that we were a married couple from Seattle who’d decided to drop out of society after a new iteration of Mason’s Law had required us to have our beloved corgis put to sleep. It was a paper-thin cover story, obviously fake if looked at with a critical eye, and that was what made it so secure.

For the people who recognized us as Shaun and Georgia Mason, the reporters who refused to die, a pathetic cover story said “we trust you enough that we’re not bothering with a convincing lie.” For the people who didn’t know who we were and had no idea what we were running from, that same story said “we are not good enough liars to be a threat; we’re just here to live our lives in peace, same as you, same as anybody.” A story that was too good would have painted us as possible government spies trying to infiltrate the community. The kind of people who chose to live in this little slice of the middle of nowhere weren’t the sort who looked kindly on government oversight.

And that label included us, now. We were that kind of people. We didn’t want to be monitored, and we didn’t want to be protected, and we didn’t want to be legislated. We just wanted to be left the fuck alone.

Not that we were leaving the world alone forever. The world needed our attention. Maybe that was a little self-aggrandizing, but look at the facts: The one time I’d trusted the world to get by without my input, it had gone off the rails in a big, big way. The people in power needed to be held accountable for the things they did, and Shaun and I were in the best possible position to do it. We’d already given our lives—me—and our sanity—Shaun—in the service of telling the truth. We’d given everything we had. We’d given too much. What did we have left to lose? Only each other, and we were never far enough apart for that to happen. Any attack or airstrike that took out one of us was going to take out both of us. And we were not planning to go down easy.

Our kitchen was small and surprisingly cozy, with cream-colored walls and red-and-white checked curtains on the windows. It was warm, and homey, and completely out of character for the face we’d always worked so hard to show people. This was us, relaxed. Us, safe. Us, not running away anymore. I walked to the fridge, opened it, and took a can of Coke from the door, noting as I did that the salmon we had set to marinate the night before looked like it was just about done. It was a simple dressing, sugar and vinegar and crushed cranberries, but it would still taste better than anything we’d ever eaten, because we were the ones who’d set the menu. No more focus groups or nutritionally ideal proteins, no more sponsors or captors. Just us. That was the best seasoning in the world.

My head spun as I opened the can of Coke and took my first sip. As always, it was cold enough to burn as it traveled down my throat, waking up my body just a bit more. I held the can against my temple, willing it to stop the spin. Sometimes I got disoriented in the mornings, that was all. No big deal.

Except that when you’re an illegally grown and programmed clone of a dead journalist, living in the middle of nowhere with no access to medical care, since seeking medical care would mean exposing yourself to the people who made you, everything is a big deal. Those were the thoughts that kept me from going to sleep, as opposed to the nightmares that kept me from staying that way. If Shaun broke his leg or one of us got an impacted molar, there was no one out here to save us. We were young and healthy for now, but we both knew that wasn’t going to last forever, and while living long enough to get old was a luxury we couldn’t count on, the fear of getting old in the middle of the Canadian wastes was a concern we couldn’t ignore.

I lowered the can and took another swig, bigger this time, trying to force caffeine into my body as fast as I could. When I pulled it away from my lips, there was blood on the rim.

I looked at it blankly for a long moment, trying to make sense of what I saw. Then I raised my other hand and touched my lip. My fingertips came away bloody. I gave them the same look I’d given the can, trying to justify the bleeding to myself. There was no good answer for it, no good reason for my blood to be fleeing from my body.

Shaun. Shaun couldn’t see me this way. He’d freak out if he thought there was something wrong with me, and I needed us both calm if we were going to review our options. I turned to face the door, taking a step toward it.

Somewhere between my foot coming up and my foot coming down, I lost consciousness. I don’t remember falling. I don’t remember having fallen. I just remember the thought, sharp as a needle across the blackness that was taking me down:

Oh, God, no. I can’t leave him again.

And then there was nothing.







Book II

Pay the Piper


It’s always the ones who made the mess who talk about how cleaning it up should be a group effort—or better yet, how cleaning it up should be somebody else’s problem. It’s almost like the kind of people who break things for fun don’t care for being held accountable.

—GEORGIA MASON



I will never get tired of the sound my fist makes when it slams into some over-entitled asshole’s nose. Cartilage crunching is my jam.

—SHAUN MASON








One

Normally, George came and fished me out of the woods after an hour or two, citing things like “breakfast” as a good reason to shower and rejoin the human race. Personally, I figured she just got lonely, since her usual routine didn’t involve logging on and getting to work until after lunch. Once she started, it was hard for her to stop. So she made it a rule to do stuff like socializing and going out in the yard before she let herself reach for the keyboard. I guess it made her feel less like she was addicted to her job. It was cool by me. I knew she was a junkie, and so did she, but we all needed our illusions to get through the days. If she wanted to pretend she wasn’t hooked, that was okay.

Her lying to me made it easier for me to lie to her. We both knew recovery was a process. We both understood the necessity of taking it one day at a time, and we’d both spent our share of hours chatting with the folks at the helplines, her over one of Buffy’s video chat servers, randomized and anonymized until government agencies could have blown their entire budgets trying to track her down, me over cruder but equally effective text clients. We spilled out our guts to each other, and when that didn’t fix things we spilled out our guts to strangers, and none of that changed the fact that recovery was a process and we both wanted it to be over, finished and done with, and let us get back to our lives.

So George pretended she wasn’t addicted to her work, and I pretended I wasn’t still out of my goddamn mind, and we got by.

“She kept you up all night again, huh?” The Georgia who asked was leaning up against a nearby tree, wearing her old, familiar uniform of black and white, even down to the sunglasses covering her too-normal eyes. That was one thing my Georges had in common: They both had brown eyes, untouched by Kellis-Amberlee. The real one’s eyes were like that because the scientists who built her weren’t as good at playing God as they wanted to think they were. This one’s eyes were like that because even at my craziest, I had been trying to remind myself that she was a hallucination.

The not-real George wasn’t bothered by my lack of response. She continued, “I would never do that to you. I sleep like a baby.”

I didn’t say anything. George had left me alone out here for an unusually long time, hence her imaginary twin showing up to needle me, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t waiting for me in the cabin, ready to chase the bad dreams away with a smile and a touch of her hand. My hallucinations could seem solid sometimes. On the really bad days, they covered almost every sense I had. They still didn’t feel as real as she did.

“You can’t ignore me forever, Shaun. You can try, but you know as well as I do that I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t need me. You think you’re healing? If you’re healing, why am I still here?” Her voice dropped to a hiss at the end of her sentence, turning menacing. “She’ll leave you. That’s what she was created to do. She always leaves you. I’m the one who loves you enough to stay. I’m the one who’s always going to be here. Just me. You’ll see.”

“I don’t think I want to talk to you anymore.” I closed my eyes, keeping them closed for a slow count of five before I turned toward the tree where she’d been standing, opened them, and said, “Leave.”

And just like that, she wasn’t there. The skin on my arms lumped itself into large, painful knots of gooseflesh, a physiological response to a psychological problem. I shivered, picked up the last of the night’s catch—a wolverine that had managed to neatly decapitate itself on the bar-trap I’d set for it—and turned back toward the cabin. I needed to get out of the woods. I needed to see Georgia. I needed to hear her voice outside my head, not just in the empty, echoing space that had opened when she’d died, and still hadn’t finished closing.

Hallucinatory George used to be my friend. She’d offered me advice and held my hand when I needed to sleep; she’d told me she loved me, and I had believed her. I still did. She was my projection of the woman I knew and loved best in all the world, and the one thing I’d never brought myself to doubt was Georgia’s love. Our adoptive parents sort of fucked us up. They didn’t know how to deal with kids who lived long enough to grow up, and while I guess they did their best, it wasn’t good enough. We’d grown up starved for affection, starved for connection, and the only place we had known that we could find it was with each other. So we’d tangled ourselves together until sometimes I thought I could understand what family meant. The rest of the time I thought, Shaun, dude, you are so fucked in the head that you can call this girl your sister while you’re thinking about going down on her, and that was true, too, but that was the model we had. It wasn’t right. It probably wasn’t healthy. It was ours.

So yeah, when I first started having conversations with my dead sister, I was pretty much okay with it. Everybody has their own coping mechanisms, and me? Well, I went crazy to stay sane. For most people, that would have been the end of it. They would have been haunted by the increasingly complex hallucinations until they either gave themselves completely over to the delusion or decided it was time to go on some heavy-duty antipsychotics and get over themselves. The trouble with me was, I got her back. Some trouble, huh? Oh poor me, I got a miracle. I became the luckiest man in the world. My prayers were answered, and it was all sunshine and good times from there on out … except that when I prayed to get her back, I had never prayed for my sanity to return. Recovery was a process, and it was taking a lot longer to heal than it had taken for me to be hurt.

Imaginary Georgia had been my mind’s way of protecting itself from the crushing reality of a world that didn’t have her in it anymore, and deep down, on the level of thought that I couldn’t access no matter how hard I tried, I didn’t believe she was going to stay. Sure, she was back among the living now, but that was just some sort of cosmic filing error. Somebody, somewhere, was going to realize that I didn’t deserve this, this … this mercy, and she was going to leave me again, for good this time. If I allowed myself to fully recover before that happened, I was going to find myself alone in a world that didn’t have the real George, and didn’t have the fake George; a world that didn’t have any George at all. That was a world I couldn’t imagine living in, and so even as I curled close to the flesh-and-blood woman who shared my life, I clung to the ghost who haunted my heart. I couldn’t help it.

The night’s catch had been good, at least: Not counting our friend the fox, I had three wolverines, a pine marten the length of my arm, and six rabbits. Rabbit fur was always in high demand, especially among families with children. The necessity of fur was something you came to terms with when you lived in a place with winters this harsh and an infrastructure this insecure, but people who remembered the world before the Rising still liked to dress their kids in rabbit, which they remembered as a relatively low-cruelty, farmed fur.

There was no such thing as fur without cruelty. There was no such thing as life without cruelty. Everything a person had was something someone else didn’t have. In the end, it all came down to balancing the damage that you did. My rabbits died fast and clean, and did me the favor of not leading predators too close to the cabin. They would bait my traps and pay my debts, and while killing them might have been cruel, I did my best to make sure that their lives weren’t wasted.

I hung the carcasses in the curing shed, a blood-scented box of metal and concrete that would have spelled instant infection for almost anyone else. Even George hadn’t been out there since we’d finished settling into the property, although I had taken video for her a couple of times, when she’d asked. We didn’t have any secrets from each other.

There was a flash of dark hair out of the corner of my eye as my mind reminded me, unflinchingly, that we didn’t have any secrets we could see.

Working with blood the way I did meant I was a walking hot zone, and made it essential for me to be careful with what I touched. That was why I’d installed a chemical shower, in its little plastic pod, right outside the shed. I stripped down, hoping George was watching from the window—it was always fun when I could give her a little show; both of us were still drunk on the idea of being allowed to love each other without social mores and disapproving looks getting in the way—and shoved my clothes into a biohazard bag before stepping into the self-sealing green box.

Even in the middle of nowhere, certain protocols have to be followed. People had taken “safety” to the level of religious mania, making it unsafe in their obsessive need to put it above all else. That didn’t mean decontamination was optional, or make bleach anything other than the ongoing salvation of mankind. I spent the recommended time in the chemical spray, scrubbing every trace of blood, every scrap of viral fomite, from my skin and hair. I emerged smelling of citrus lotion and cleanliness, pulled on the sweatpants that hung from the interior hook of the unit, stepped into a pair of plastic slippers, and strolled, clean and damp and decontaminated, back toward the cabin.

Nothing moved in the windows. I frowned. George might still be in bed—that wasn’t unheard of, especially after she’d had a bad night—but she usually got up when she heard the shower. It was rigged to set off a beeper in the kitchen when someone turned it on. We’d had a few uninvited guests, usually people who’d been driven to the wilderness rather than choosing it, show up on our property and assume they could take advantage of an unguarded opportunity to get themselves clean. That was okay, sort of; we made enough, between her vegetables and my furs, to pay for a few charity-case showers over the course of the year. The trouble was, people like that sometimes wanted more than just a bath, and that was less okay. That couldn’t be allowed.

A twinge of nervousness ran down my spine, tightening my skin and making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I was being silly, I knew, but I still picked up my pace, walking as fast as I dared before I would have to admit that I was running. There was still no movement in the kitchen.

She’s probably still in bed, I thought, and opened the back door, and stopped dead. My eyes widened until it physically hurt. Every muscle in my body seemed to be cramping at the same time, becoming nonresponsive. I couldn’t move. I had to move. Everything hinged on my moving.

But I had hallucinations, right? I saw things that weren’t there. I saw an imaginary Georgia. So maybe this was that. Maybe my cruel, cruel brain had decided to stop playing nice, and had moved on to presenting me with worst-case scenarios, intrusive thoughts that would gradually transform my life into a waking nightmare. It was a terrifying thing to contemplate, and right now I liked it a lot better than the idea that this could be really real, that this could be happening.

My hallucinations were visual, auditory, and sometimes tactile. They never included taste, and they never included smell.

I could smell the blood.

George was lying in a curved comma on the kitchen floor, the angle of her body seeming somehow outraged, like she was furious with herself for having limitations, like she was furious with gravity for enforcing them. She had dropped a nearly full can of Coke when she fell; the sticky brown liquid had spread across the floor in a fan of droplets. It was going to attract ants. That was a small, petty thing to focus on, but that was what made it so safe. We were going to have ants, and George was going to be furious, because she hated ants. At least this time I could blame her, and not one of my botched attempts to make caramel. We would laugh, and laugh, and laugh…

The sound I was making wasn’t laughter. It was barely even human, and it hurt my throat. Under the circumstances, that was the least of my concerns.

The Coke had been in her hand when she fell, and had splattered away from her. The blood, though, that was all her. It surrounded her head like a corona, some asshole artist’s idea of religious art. I finally remembered how to move. I rushed into the kitchen, the screen door slamming behind me, and dropped to my knees on the sticky, blood-tacky floor, reaching for her.

“George? Hey, George, can you hear me?”

She didn’t respond. I rolled her halfway into my lap, feeling the limp, dead weight of her. The blood had come from her nose; there were caked-on trails leading from both nostrils, fanning out to cover her mouth and chin. She looked like a zombie, like she’d been feasting on something unspeakable. Was that possible? Could she have amplified?

Anything was possible. If she opened her eyes and they were black with virus and devoid of humanity, well, it would just be like we were finishing what we’d begun, back in Sacramento, back in the van. I was so tired. I wasn’t going to fight her.

I also wasn’t going to write her—or us—off that easily. I slid my arms under her body and stood, staggering a little under the weight of her. She hung limply against my chest, her head rolling to rest on my shoulder. Blood was getting everywhere. That was all right. Maybe I leaned too heavily on my immunity these days, but this was George. I would have risked infection for her even before we knew that the virus didn’t want me.

Step by careful step, I carried her through the cabin to the bathroom and lowered her into the tub. She didn’t open her eyes, not even when I braced her head against the cold tile and gingerly removed her blood-soaked robe, for fear of later contamination. Her stillness was a vote against her being infected: Zombies didn’t usually sleep calmly while people treated them like giant dolls. I clung to that thought as I got a washcloth, wetted it down with warm, soapy water, and began wiping the blood from her face.

Maybe she was already dead. Maybe I was fooling myself. I didn’t care. She was all I had, and I wasn’t going to lose her. Not today. Not like this.

“I’ll still be here for you,” said the George who wasn’t real, perching on the edge of the sink and smiling sweetly at me, like this wasn’t exactly what she wanted. Her and me, alone against the world, the way it had been when I was at my lowest. The way it had been when she was the only thing keeping me from swallowing a bullet. “I’ll never leave you.”

I didn’t say anything to her. I just kept my eyes on the real George, and prayed, foolish as it was, that she was going to wake up.







Two

My eyelids felt like they’d been weighted down. I struggled to open them, noting their unresponsiveness with a clinical detachment that I recognized as my own effort to stave off panic. Part of me knew, absolutely and without question, that when I did manage to open my eyes, I would be back in CDC custody—or worse yet, that I would never have left, because everything I’d experienced in my lifetime had been a simulation, a way for them to test how things would play out if I ever managed to escape. My nightmares were real. Canada was the dream.

If I was capable of dreaming, I was capable of thinking. If I was capable of thinking, I was capable of finding a way to make the things I’d imagined real. So it didn’t matter where I was when I opened my eyes: What mattered was that I opened them. With a wrenching effort that I felt all the way down to my bones, I forced my eyelids to respond, and found myself staring at the ceiling of our bathroom in Canada.

Relief washed through me, beating panic back, at least for the moment. I was home. I hadn’t been dreaming this whole time. The fact that my body felt like it was made of lead didn’t matter; I could deal with that. I had dealt with worse. My freedom was the important thing. My freedom and—

“Shaun!” Adrenaline reawakened my overtaxed muscles as I sat bolt upright in the bathtub. The bathroom door banged open less than a second later, revealing Shaun standing there, wearing one of the battered pairs of sweatpants he always put on after he’d been out in the shed. His hair was standing up in uncombed spikes, and his eyes were wild with panic and fear. There was a smear of dried blood just below the line of his jaw. Given how careful he always was when he came in from the woods, I was willing to lay bets that it was mine.

“George?” His voice was shaking, filled with fear and disbelief. He took a cautious step into the bathroom, studying my eyes. “Are you … are you okay?”

With a pang, I realized that he was checking for signs of infection. “Not really,” I said. “I think I passed out.” I raised a hand to check my lip. My nose wasn’t bleeding anymore. That was something. “I don’t feel so good.”

“Yeah, I think I figured that out when I came in and found you sprawled on the fucking floor, George,” said Shaun. There was an edge to his voice, reminding me of how often he used words as weapons. They weren’t usually aimed at me. That didn’t mean they couldn’t be. “How long has this been going on? Did you think I wouldn’t want to know?”

“I’ve been dizzy for the last few days, but I thought it was my period coming on,” I said. “I get anemic sometimes. You know that. Today was the first time I’ve started bleeding. Come on, Shaun. You know I wouldn’t have tried to hide this from you. If nothing else, I would have wanted you to help with the decontamination.”

His face fell, anger cracking and dropping away, to be replaced by raw, aching misery. “I thought you were dead,” he said, taking a step toward me. “I thought you were leaving me.”

“I’m not, and I’m not,” I said, before tapping my jaw, mirroring the spot where he was smeared with my blood. “You’ve got red on you.”

He stopped, blinking at me like I was speaking a foreign language, and not quoting a pre-Rising horror comedy. Then he turned to the mirror, shoulders slumping as he saw the blood. “I’ll wash up,” he said.

“Thank you.” We each harbored our own private reservoir of Kellis-Amberlee, even when it wasn’t manifesting as a proper reservoir condition. Under normal circumstances—a nosebleed, a cracked lip, a normal menstrual cycle—people didn’t trigger amplification in themselves. The body remembered the blood as part of the whole, and so the virus didn’t activate. There was probably some complicated scientific reason for that. I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t have the medical background to figure it out. What I did know was that any blood that had been out of contact with my body long enough to have dried to that shade of brown was no longer a part of me, and would happily infect the blood that I had left.

Shaun turned on the water and broke the seal on a disposable sponge, beginning to scrub. That gave me the opportunity to pull myself to my feet, using the lip of the tub and then the walls to stabilize my shaking legs. My body was responding to me now, but it still felt weak and oddly gummy, like something was keeping it from fully understanding my instructions. It didn’t feel like amplification. Thanks to the CDC, I may be the only human alive who actually knows what amplification feels like. As for what this did feel like…

I didn’t know. And that terrified me.

The lip of the tub was too high for me to easily step over, given the way my legs were shaking. I looked at it bleakly before raising my eyes and watching Shaun’s reflection meticulously scrubbing off every bit of mirrored blood. “When you’re done with that, can you come over here and help me get out?”

“Sure thing,” he said. His tone was light. His eyes were full of screaming. “Can you wait just a few seconds?”

“I’ve got nothing else to do today.” That was a lie. Mahir was expecting an op-ed from me on repealing Mason’s Law, and why we were doing ourselves a disservice by refusing to keep animals that were above the amplification threshold. I was focusing on the coevolution of spillover diseases, and some reports that had leaked out of Poland, of all places, describing a reduced amplification rate among black market pig farmers. It was possible that the virus, in bouncing back and forth between mammalian species, was finding a way to settle into a less aggressive form, as characterized by increased reservoir conditions. Smallpox and the milkmaids all over again, playing out in real time.

Somehow, I didn’t think Mahir would mind waiting a little while if we told him that my health was on the line. He hadn’t seen me since Shaun and I had run for Canada and the safety of a big country with very little monitoring or infrastructure. We still chatted sometimes, over secure relays, when I was submitting an article. It was nice to know that someone missed me who had actually met me, and not just the original Georgia.

Not that she’d ever had a lot of friends. She was my original, the template from which I was drawn, and she would have been just as content as I was with a world that consisted of nothing but herself, a wireless connection, and Shaun. I was living her happy ending, and Mahir was a part of that.

Shaun dropped his sponge into the biohazard bin next to the sink, dried his hands on a towel, and turned to face me. I was struck once again by how perfectly he fit into this environment. Neither of us had ever expected to be playing house like this, worrying about washing towels and doing the dishes, and yet here we were, perfectly content in our weird little world. “All better,” he said.

“Here’s hoping,” I said, and held out my arms. He put his hands under them, cupping my ribcage, and lifted me easily.

Too easily. He frowned again. “Have you been losing weight?”

“I didn’t think I had,” I said, but that was a lie, too, wasn’t it? I hadn’t been eating much for the last week or so. My appetite was down, and I wasn’t good at choking back food I didn’t feel like putting in my mouth. I gave him an alarmed look. “Something’s wrong.”

“Yeah, it is.” He didn’t put me down. Instead, he swung me up into his arms, cradling me against his chest like an invalid. I would have objected to the treatment, but at the moment, it felt appropriate. “You’re going back to bed.”

“No, I’m not,” I said, planting one hand against his chest and pushing gently. His skin was warm and smelled faintly of citrus. “This isn’t going to get better just because I go back to bed, and if I get another nosebleed, I could ruin the mattress. We need to go to the kitchen, and I need my laptop.”

The look he gave me was pure betrayal. “Dammit, George, you’re not going to sit down and start working like nothing happened.”

“No, I’m not,” I said again. “I’m going to sit down and call Dr. Abbey. If anyone can tell us what’s going on with me, it’s her.” She was also the only doctor I knew who Shaun actually trusted. If she told us we had to come to her, he’d go.

“Okay,” he said, almost sullenly. He hoisted my knees—my bare knees—a little higher as he adjusted his grip on me.

I snorted as I suddenly thought through one more thing about my situation. “Actually, can we stop by the bedroom? I should probably put on a clean robe before I start calling our friendly neighborhood mad scientist. Just so she doesn’t get the wrong idea about what I’m reaching out for.”

Shaun’s laughter was as welcome as it was unexpected. “Oh, wow. ‘Hey, Dr. Abbey, you’re a dedicated violator of the rules of God and man and everything, but how’d you like to come join us in the middle of the country for a threesome?’ Yeah, she’d probably hang up on us.”

“Or worse, she’d say ‘sure,’ and show up,” I said. “She was married once, remember? She still has needs. We could host a mad science sex party.”

“Hey, George, remember when I said I didn’t know what I wanted for my birthday?”

“Yeah?”

“I want you to never say those words in that order ever again.”

I laughed as he carried me down the hall to the bedroom, my head resting against his shoulder. Maybe things were going to be okay.







Three

George was not okay.

She thought she was fooling me, but even the three percent variance between her and the original Georgia couldn’t make her that good of a liar. Her hands had been trembling as she was getting dressed. Not much. It was a little tremor, and I might have missed it if I hadn’t been so focused on making sure she didn’t fall down again. I wondered whether I might have missed it the night before, or the day before that. She’d been feeling dizzy for a few days, and I had been too distracted with my traps and my furs to notice. The thought made me sick. What if I lost her again because I didn’t pay close enough attention?

A ghostly hand touched the back of my neck. I shrugged it off. This wasn’t the time to let myself get distracted, especially not by something that wasn’t even real.

“Okay, ready,” said George, grabbing her laptop off the bedside table as she turned toward me. The sunlight was coming through the window behind her, catching all the bleached bits of her hair and turning them almost white. It was time to dye her hair again. Bartering for the stuff was pretty easy, but she didn’t like to do it too often; said that her vanity shouldn’t be taking food out of our bellies. What she didn’t seem to understand was that her vanity was also my peace of mind. It was easier to remember that she was the real Georgia, and not the little voice inside my head, when her hair was the right color.

“You sure you don’t want me to carry that?” I asked.

George hugged her laptop against her chest in an almost defensive gesture. “I’m sure,” she said. “The day I can’t even hold my own computer is probably the day they bury me.”

I felt myself go blank. “Don’t even say that.”

Her face fell. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“I know. Just don’t … don’t even say that.” I turned my back on her and left the room. I wanted to keep walking, to go and wait for her in the kitchen and let my sudden, panicky anger drain away, but I couldn’t do it. Instead, I waited for her to come out of the room and trailed her down the hall. She didn’t say anything, and so neither did I.

Silence was a common companion in our household. We’d been waiting to be alone together for most of our lives, and part of what made it so appealing was the silence. With George, I knew I didn’t have to be funny, or manic, or smiling all the time. With me, she knew she didn’t have to pretend to be objective. She could have thoughts and opinions that didn’t fit her public image; she could wear flannel pajamas and watch kitten videos online, and not worry that someone was going to judge her less of a serious journalist because she’d done it. This silence was different. This silence was filled with things we weren’t saying, concerns we didn’t want to give voice to.

What if she’s dying? whispered her voice in the space behind my ears, and I didn’t say anything. George didn’t like it when I acknowledged her phantom twin. It made her feel like an intruder, and I guess that was fair, on some level. I’d had three versions of her in my life: the original, the hallucinatory companion who showed up after she died, and now the clone. She’d only ever had me.

George sat down at the kitchen table and turned on her screen, fingers flying across the keys as she requested a connection to Dr. Abbey. I relaxed a little. Her hands weren’t shaking. She was typing as fast and as sure as she ever had, her own shoulders unlocking as she eased into the rhythm of the work.

There was only one thing she needed to complete the picture of Georgia At Work, the tableau I’d been watching since we were kids. I walked to the fridge, pulled out a can of Coke, and popped the tab before setting it down next to her left hand. She glanced away from her screen long enough to flash me a quick smile, business tempered by affection. I smiled back, and just like that, things were okay between us again. Our fights usually ended like that. It wasn’t a matter of arguing: It was a matter of letting the silence grow until it could encompass us both again.

The laptop beeped. George turned her attention back to the screen as a chat window popped up, framing a round, freckled face topped up by a mass of brown curls streaked with bleach spots. Dr. Abbey was frowning. That was pretty much normal, for her. If she’d ever known how to smile, she had traded that knowledge in a long time ago, for things man was never meant to know and a sweet assortment of deadly pathogens.

“Georgia?” she said, eyebrows raising as she took in George’s image in the webcam. “You look like hell.”

“Nice to see you, too,” said George.

Dr. Abbey shrugged. “It’s been three years since you bothered to call. We got the postcards, so I knew you weren’t dead, but if you think I’m going to be all sunshine and rainbows just because you left me alone for a while, you’ve never met me. What happened?”

“I had a nosebleed,” said George.

“I know. Your nostrils are red and irritated, which says they’ve been wiped a lot recently, and you wouldn’t be calling me for a cold, or I would have heard from you a long time ago. How bad was it?”

“Bad enough that I found her blacked out on the kitchen floor in a pool of her own blood,” I said, looming up behind George’s chair. I’d told myself that I was going to let her have this conversation without my interference, but I couldn’t do it. She was being too cagey. Yeah, it was her health, but she was my life.

“Huh,” said Dr. Abbey. “Any other symptoms?”

George nodded. “Dizziness, some muscle weakness, a, um, burning sensation when I try to pee…”

“Wait, what?” I said. That was a new symptom to me.

Dr. Abbey and George both ignored me. “Well, we know it’s not an STI, unless you and Shaun have gotten really bored wherever it is you’re holed up; you both had a clean bill of health the last time I saw you,” said Dr. Abbey. “That could mean kidney involvement. Have you had any unusual bleeding? Apart from the nasal variety, I mean.”

“I didn’t have my period last month.” That had been a scare. We always kept a supply of pregnancy tests on hand. Condoms could break, pills could fail to work. There was always the risk of someone deciding to relabel expired medication for the sake of making a quick buck. Any time George was even five minutes late, she was popping open a little white box and checking to make sure we hadn’t fucked up. It wasn’t that we were morally opposed to the idea of kids, someday. We knew we weren’t actually genetically related, and our upbringing had been screwed up enough that we weren’t likely to pass along any weird brother-sister socialization, even if we had more than one. We just weren’t sure what bearing a child would do to a cloned body. It had never been done … or at least, it had never been done openly, legally, or outside a CDC lab, and the sort of people who would think getting a clone pregnant to see what happened was a good idea were exactly the sort of people we didn’t want to talk to.

“Okay.” Dr. Abbey’s usual expression of mild annoyance smoothed out, replaced by a neutrality as unfamiliar as it was terrifying. “I don’t want to know where you are, and I know you wouldn’t tell me if I asked. But do you have a car, or some other means of transport?”

“We have our van,” said George. “It’s in perfect working order, and we know it’s not currently bugged or transmitting any sort of signal that the people who might be looking for us are capable of picking up.”

“At least not while we’re in the middle of goddamn nowhere,” I added, before she could offer any more reassurances. “There’s every chance that there’s some sort of sat-tracker on the thing that triggers if we go over the border back into the United States.”

“No, there’s not.” Dr. Abbey dismissed my concerns with a wave of her hand. “I’ve had my sources looking for details on the bugs that were planted on you for years. None of them has ever mentioned a sat-tracker, or anything remotely like it. If you’ve cleared the bugs out of your onboard computer systems and removed any physical trackers, you’re clean. Which is a good thing, because you’re coming here, and I’d rather not have the entire EIS land on my doorstep looking for the opportunity to chat with the pair of you.”

“Can’t you diagnose me over the video link?” asked George. “Put me back to bed for a week and tell me to drink lots of orange juice. Which is superexpensive up here, by the way, so I’ll wind up drinking cranberry juice instead.”

“Adorable as your misguided faith in me is, no, I can’t diagnose you over a video link,” said Dr. Abbey. “Or, rather, I can, but you won’t like any of the conclusions I can draw without a physical examination. You know I supported the two of you running off to play Little House on the Prairie. Nobody wants you to have a happy ending more than I do. But at the end of the day, we can’t allow sentimentality to make us forget your rather, well, ‘unique’ origins. You’re not like any other patient I’ve ever worked with.”

“None of them were clones, you mean,” said George. She made no effort to conceal her bitterness. With us, she didn’t have to.

“That’s exactly what I mean,” said Dr. Abbey. “You’re a singular case, Georgia. Maybe someday that won’t be true, but right now, you’re the only clone on record to have survived more than two years outside of laboratory conditions—and before you say anything, yes, that’s because all the others have been cut open and harvested for their organs, or otherwise sacrificed to science. There’s no reason to think they wouldn’t have been able to live long and healthy lives if not for people like me who wanted to pull them apart and see what made them tick.”

“There’s also no reason to assume they wouldn’t have fallen apart as soon as the proteins binding their muscles to their skeletons started to dissolve,” said George.

“Exactly,” said Dr. Abbey. “How long will it take you to drive here? I’m still in Shady Cove.”

I did a double take. “The forestry center? Really? I thought you would have abandoned that place years ago.” Some bad stuff had happened there, including the deaths of a whole bunch of her people. If any place was going to be haunted, it was the Shady Cove Forestry Center.

“It suits my needs, and the EIS has agreed to pretend that they don’t know I’m here, if I promise not to tie any of their spies to anthills to express my displeasure,” she said. “It works out. I’ve got a good setup. We’ve improved a lot since your last visit. We’ll be able to figure out what’s going on with you, Georgia, and get you back in fighting shape in no time.”

“It’ll take us about three days,” said George. “Is there anything we should bring?”

“Some samples of your topsoil, groundwater, and if you have something you’re using for a well, bring a sample of that, too. Do you do your own canning?”

George nodded.

Dr. Abbey snorted. “Oh, man, the Masons as domestic little farmers. I should have been making bets. I could be buying myself a brand-new car right about now with all the cash I’d be raking in. Bring a couple of cans. I want to do as much of an environmental sweep as I can.”

“But you don’t think this is environmental, because Shaun isn’t sick,” said George, in her calm, collected, “I am conducting an interview and must not get emotionally involved” voice.

“No, I don’t,” said Dr. Abbey. She sobered. “I think you should have called me a week ago. Better yet, I think you should have been coming to see me once a year, just to be sure everything was working properly. Now, pack your things and get over here as fast as you can. I won’t leave the door unlocked, but I will leave the lights on.”

The connection went dark, disconnected from her end. George sighed.

“She always did have to get the last word,” she said, and closed her laptop, standing. “We need to pack.”

“I need to pack,” I said. “You need to sit back down and, I don’t know, catch up on e-mail or something while I do the strenuous stuff.”

“No,” she said. She sounded surprisingly calm. “I need to pack. You need to go take those samples Dr. Abbey needs. We can’t put me to bed right now. If we’re going to get out of here as fast as we need to, we both need to be working, and we both need to go tell the Smiths that we’re going on vacation. Otherwise, they’re going to assume you buried me somewhere on the property, and that we’re not coming back.”

“They’d have a hell of a time getting through the automated defenses,” I said. “The cabin will be fine.”

“Yeah, but I sort of like the Smiths,” said George. “I don’t want to get a reputation for blowing up the neighbors. We need to tell them we’re taking a trip and will be back soon, and we need to do it together. I will pack clothes. You will take groundwater samples. I will sit down if I feel even a little bit dizzy. I will call you if I think I’m about to pass out. We will get out of here a lot faster if we’re both working on getting our stuff ready, and the first step is for you to stop arguing with me.”

Her voice was calm, but her cheeks were red and her eyes were wild. I paused.

“You’re scared,” I said. It seemed so understandable once I said it out loud. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think—”

“I know you’re afraid of losing me,” she said, reaching out to set her hand on my arm. Her skin was warmer than it should have been. She was probably running a fever. That didn’t seem like the sort of thing that came on all at once, and I found myself wondering what Dr. Abbey would say. How long had I been overlooking symptoms? George continued, “I don’t blame you. I’m terrified of losing you. But Shaun, I’m the one who’s sick. I’m the one who could be … getting sicker. So I need to help. Okay? I can’t just sit around letting you take care of me. Not when it means we get to the doctor even one minute later.”

“I can’t do this again,” I said. My voice was soft. I couldn’t make it any louder. Not without screaming. “I don’t care if we have to kidnap the head of the CDC, I can’t do this again. You have to be okay. You have to.”

“And that’s why you have to let me help,” said George patiently. “We need to get moving. Okay? Can we do that?”

“Okay.” I leaned in and kissed her. She kissed me back. Her lips, like her fingers, were too warm. Images of funerals danced across my mind, refusing to be pushed aside.

“Okay,” she said again, pulling back. “Let’s get moving.” She walked toward the hallway. I watched her go before turning to the back door. I had water samples to take, and neighbors to notify, and most of all—most importantly of all—a sister to save.







Book III

Should Auld Acquaintance Be Forgot


The only way anyone ever knows what matters to them is by losing it. If losing something breaks you in a way that can never be repaired, then that was what mattered. Now you know. Congrats. Try to live with it.

—SHAUN MASON



There’s always time for one more draft, one more round of revisions, one more fact-check. Until there isn’t. Until you realize that all this time, you’ve been spending the time you had on things that didn’t matter at all.

—GEORGIA MASON








One

It had taken us years to turn our cabin from somebody else’s abandoned vacation home into a place that we could consider our own. Every wall, every floor, every window sealing had something of us in it. Usually caulk, sure, but also time, and sweat, and tears. We had learned how to be adults in that cabin. We’d learned how to take care of ourselves, and figured out how to take care of each other. Years. And yet it only took a few minutes for the cabin to dwindle and disappear in our rearview mirror, becoming part of the past, and not necessarily part of the future.

If Dr. Abbey couldn’t fix me, I was never going to walk on the creaky floorboard in the hallway, or gather eggs from our broody chickens, ever again. I was pretty sure that if that happened, Shaun wouldn’t be going back either. He was still a haunted house all by himself, still playing host to the ghosts he’d gathered for his own protection when the original Georgia died. He couldn’t go back to a house that was also haunted by his memories of me. That would be one ghost too many, and it would break him, if losing me hadn’t broken him already.

It was funny. I wanted to live. I wanted to keep having a life. Georgia—the original Georgia, the one I remembered being but had never been—had spent most of her life worrying about how people saw her, chasing the next big story, and dreaming of a time when she could have what I had. She’d only ever wanted to be able to spend her days with Shaun, unjudged by the people who saw them, telling the truth as she understood it. She had died chasing the truth, and the part of me that was closest to being her still wasn’t sure whether or not it had been worth it. I was pretty sure it hadn’t been. I would never have existed if she’d been a little less committed to the chase, but she shouldn’t have died for what she got. Her cause had needed a martyr. There was no reason it had to be her.

After the original Georgia was dead and I’d been coaxed out of the wreckage of her mind, I’d believed that I was going to live my days in the custody of the CDC. I had no allies, I had no assets, and I had no way out. But I’d found a way out, thanks to the EIS and the sheer cussed stubbornness that the original Georgia had baked into every particle of me. I had found Shaun. I had convinced him I was real. And I had finally, for the first time in two lifetimes, been in a position to do what I wanted to do, and not give a damn about what anybody else thought. When I wanted to kiss Shaun, I kissed him. When I wanted to be something other than perfectly dignified, I relaxed. I was free.

I liked freedom. I didn’t want it to end. I definitely didn’t want it to end like this, with dizziness and trembling and the constant urge to close my eyes and take a little nap. Shaun was driving, mostly because neither one of us trusted me to stay awake behind the wheel. Passing out and flipping the van somewhere in the middle of Canada wouldn’t help our situation.

“You want to turn the radio on?” I asked. We couldn’t use the GPS—too much chance of being tracked, especially once we plugged in “Shady Cove” as our destination—but radio was safe enough. Music made the miles go faster, or at least filled in the gaps where neither of us was saying anything, and made the silence a little less profound.

“No,” said Shaun. His eyes were fixed on the windshield, and his hands were white-knuckled on the wheel. Our van’s shocks were good, but we still shook from side to side as we rolled along the rocky, unpaved road. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to give driving his full attention. The roads in central Canada had been as abandoned as the rest of the country, and time had had its way with them. It provided an extra layer of protection to those of us who were trying to hide out there. Sadly, that was a knife that cut both ways, and now that we were trying to leave, what normally kept us safe was slowing us down.

“Okay,” I said. “Is there anything you do want?”

“I want you to be healthy. I want everything to stay the way it has been. I want to not feel like God is fucking with me again. ‘Hey, Shaun, remember when it seemed like I was going to leave you alone and let you be happy? Ha ha, sorry buddy, I was just kidding.’” Shaun took his eyes off the road for a second, casting a pleading glance in my direction. “I want you to stay with me forever. That’s all. It’s not so much to ask, is it? Just don’t leave me, and everything will be okay.”

“Believe me, Shaun, I don’t want to go,” I said. I forced myself to smile. It had taken us less than a full day to pack our things and get on the road, but I knew how pale I had become in just that little stretch of time. My cheeks glowed red with hectic color, and that didn’t help. I looked as bad as I felt. My guts were churning, and my head spun every time I moved it too quickly. I’d be amazed if I could stay awake long enough for us to reach a real road. “I want to stay forever. I want to get old with you. I’m really excited about the idea of hearing you start to whine when your hair falls out and your metabolism stops putting up with every damn thing you try to throw at it. Those are things I’ve never experienced. So I’m going to do whatever I can to stick around.”

“She still talks to me, you know.” The words were flat, devoid of emotion, strictly factual: They hung between us like a stone dropped into a pond, throwing out ripples that changed and distorted everything. I found it suddenly hard to breathe.

Of course she still talked to him. Of course he hadn’t been able to wean himself off the best coping mechanism he’d ever had. I had always known that. I just couldn’t believe he’d actually admitted it out loud. We never talked about his ghosts, or how haunted he was. But let’s be honest: I wasn’t a trained mental health professional. I hadn’t been offering him the kind of support that would have made it possible for him to set his phantom Georgia aside. I’d been dealing with my own demons, screaming myself awake every night, and while I had tried to focus on him whenever I could, sometimes the only person I could see was myself.

Two broken things might be able to prop each other up for a while, masking the parts that were missing, but that didn’t mean they’d been fixed. It just meant they’d found the secret to compensating for their deficiencies. Shaun and I had both been broken long before we ran away together, and there was only so much healing we could do on our own.

“I know. I’ve always known that,” I said quietly. “She was with you for a long time after I died.” It was important, with Shaun, not to acknowledge the differences between me and the original Georgia out loud. He knew about them—I’m not sure I could have stayed with him if he hadn’t been able to admit, at least once, that I wasn’t the woman he buried—but he didn’t like to talk about them. For him, the continuity of my existence was more important than the shape that existence had taken. I knew that. I had accepted, long since, that I would always be the center of his world and the other woman simultaneously, unable to ever quite replace the two iterations of me that had come first.

“Sometimes she tells me you’re going to die.” His eyes stayed on the road. “She talks about how flesh is transitory but she’s forever. She can follow me into the field. She can’t get infected. Even if I slip up, fuck up, whatever, she won’t leave me the way you will. She’s never actually told me to kill you, but I think she would, if she thought she could get away with it, you know? She would be thrilled if I slit your throat while you were sleeping and just walked away.”

Hearing him say those things in his calm, methodical voice was painful, but not shocking. His imaginary Georgia was the worst kind of intrusive thought, and she wasn’t going to let herself be replaced just because I had a body and she didn’t.

I leaned over until my head was resting against his shoulder. The dizziness faded a little. I closed my eyes. That helped even more. “Everybody dies,” I said. “What matters is what we do before that happens. I’m pretty okay with everything I’ve done. I saved a President. Overthrew the CDC and replaced them with a different group of shadowy overlords. I learned how to fix a broken toilet. I told the truth. I loved you. So I’m going to chalk this life up as a win, and I figure whatever comes next … comes next.” It was funny. I was the only person I knew who’d actually died, and I had no idea whether there was an afterlife. If Heaven existed, Georgia had gone there after her body died, which meant I didn’t have those memories. For me, her life—our life—had ended with the sound of a gun going off, followed by blackness.

Maybe there was something on the other side of death, some paradise or punishment or purgatory. Maybe when I got there Georgia would be waiting, along with all the other clones, the ones I’d left to burn when the Seattle CDC exploded, and we could find a way to make peace with each other. The only version of me who wasn’t going to have another shot was the one in Shaun’s head—or at least that was what I tried to tell myself when I got jealous of her for existing, for taking up his time and trying to turn him against me. It was hard to deal with the idea that I could be jealous of someone who didn’t exist, even if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said doggedly. “That’s all. There’s no ‘what comes next.’ She wants me to be with her, and not you, but she’s not real, and you are. I’ve already lived like that once. I can’t do it again.”

“So we figure out how to fix this,” I said. “Dr. Abbey is smart. She knows what she’s doing, and she’s going to find a solution. We just have to get to her, okay? She’ll make it all better, and we’ll be able to go home, and carry on like nothing happened.”

Shaun was quiet for a while. Then, in a soft voice, he said, “Your nose is bleeding.”

I sat up, reaching for the glove compartment, and the napkins. It was going to be a long drive.







Two

According to the old maps of Canada, our cabin was located in the province of Alberta. We’d traveled a long way from our entry point of Niagara Falls, all of it in a westward direction. I hadn’t been willing to go too far north; the snows got heavier the higher you went, and we’d had no experience with real winters back then. Now, we could probably make a go of it in Alaska. Maybe I’d suggest that to George after all this was over. Sure, I liked our cabin, but we were still closer to the United States than I liked.

Then again, times like this made me glad that we’d been afraid of freezing to death. Even with the bad roads and the impassable bridges, it had only taken me two days to drive from home to Shady Cove. Two days of granola bars, cold coffee, and warm Coke; two days of watching George try to pretend that her head wasn’t spinning, even as she mopped the blood off her face. Honestly, if the drive had been any longer, I would probably have gone even crazier than I already was. I wanted to help her, and there was nothing I could do.

Dr. Abbey’s people had been working on the roads since the last time we’d been there. The pavement had leveled out about a mile away from the forestry center, becoming remarkably smooth, even as it continued to look, to the naked eye, like no one had been through here for decades. The trees overhung the road in carefully cultivated arcs, blocking most of the aerial view. Someone watching via a satellite or unmanned drone would find themselves with very little in the way of usable footage. Heat sensors might do them some good, but even that, I wasn’t so sure of. This was Dr. Abbey we were talking about. She’d probably figured out some way to coat the leaves in a harmless chemical that blocked mammalian heat signatures, just to piss the government off.

That was the kind of person she was, and by extension, the kind of person I was about to entrust with George’s care: She would flip off God for the sheer satisfaction of not letting him think he got any credit for shit he did at the beginning of creation. Dr. Abbey was probably the only person I’d ever met who would argue with the law of gravity. Not because she didn’t like it, or because she didn’t use it. Because she didn’t feel like it should be rewarded for doing its job. In some ways, that made her an uncertain ally. Right now…

If there was anyone who would look at a clone’s medical problems and go “yeah, whatever, let’s break the laws of God and man a little more, just to see what happens,” it was her. She would do her best. I trusted her that far. I trusted her with our lives.

The parking lot was almost jarring after the carefully curated road leading up to it. We came around a corner and then we were rolling over smooth black concrete, flawlessly maintained, obviously cleaned and re-tarred on the regular. There was no effort being made to conceal the fact that people were using this space—and maybe that had something to do with the center itself.

Half the big glass windows were gone, broken by some outside force and then boarded over. The rest were intact, and light from inside escaped to pollute the otherwise untouched twilight. The doors were closed, but there were cars outside, too new and well maintained to have been abandoned since the Rising. Dr. Abbey really had put down roots. She might be hiding the ways to reach her out of habit, or because there were other dangers to be considered; I didn’t know, although I was going to do my best to find out. A mystery might be just what I needed to distract me.

Assuming I could focus on anything other than the issue at hand. I drove around to the back of the building, where the entrance to the garage was located. It seemed a little odd that Dr. Abbey would have her people park outside when there was a perfectly good garage for them to use, but she probably had her reasons, and whatever they were, she would probably explain them, loudly, possibly while rolling her eyes at how slow I’d become after a few years in the Canadian wastes. It was almost nice to be coming back into the sphere of someone who thought that exposition was a normal part of the way people talked to each other. One good thing about Dr. Abbey: You always knew where you stood.

The garage door swung open at our approach, no blood test required. I stiffened as I realized that we’d passed back into the world of blood tests and needles. I would probably be paying for George’s medical care in a couple of pints, and maybe some bone marrow samples if Dr. Abbey was feeling particularly frisky. I was okay with that in principle, but it had been so long since someone had come at me with a needle that I wasn’t sure how I would react when it actually happened.

There was an open space next to the employee entrance. It had originally been intended for use by the handicapped, judging by the blue lines and the faded ghost of a painted wheelchair. Someone—probably Dr. Abbey—had hung a sign on the wall in front of it: RESERVED PARKING FOR CLONES AND ASSHOLES. I snorted as I pulled in and killed the engine.

George didn’t stir. I turned to her, holding my breath until I saw the slow rise and fall of her chest. She was alive. That was all I needed. As long as she was alive, there was hope, and hope was more than I had been given on several occasions.

“Hey, George.” I leaned over and shook her shoulder. She made a faint noise of protest, raising one hand like she was going to bat me away. It dropped back to her lap as the motion proved to be too much trouble, and she slept on. I shook her again. “Wake up. We’re here. We’re in Shady Cove.”

“Mmgh?” She finally opened her eyes and looked at me, disorientation and grogginess warring for control. Then she blinked, and saw me properly, and smiled. “Hey, you. I was having the weirdest dream.”

“Did you dream that you were a clone having weird medical problems, and that we were taking you to see a mad scientist in the hopes that she could fix it? Because if not, I’ve got to say your dreams need to work harder to trump reality.”

“No. I dreamt we were back at the Agora. Remember that place?”

“How could I forget?” The Agora was Seattle’s haven for the ultra super scary rich, a hotel and resort that could cater to every need of its guests. It was exclusive enough that most people, George and me included, couldn’t even afford to breathe its air. We had stayed there once, thanks to Maggie Garcia, our resident Fictional and stealth heiress to Garcia Pharmaceuticals. She was a great lady and a good friend, and had married one of our other coworkers, Alaric Kwong, after George and I took off for Canada.

I was still a little sorry about missing the wedding. It hadn’t been safe for us to come back to the United States then. It still wasn’t, if I was going to be realistic. It was just that the alternative was worse.

We’d been at the Agora when we freed George from the CDC. She had dyed her hair brown in the bathroom of my suite, turning from a stolen science experiment back into herself right in front of my eyes. She had never looked back, and neither had I. If she was talking about the Agora, where everything had started for us…

Nope. I wasn’t going to think that. “Come on,” I said. “We’re here, and Dr. Abbey is going to get pissed if we don’t come inside and say hello before she has to come out and get us.”

George was in no shape to carry anything. I left our bags in the van as I walked her to the door, providing an arm for her to lean on while trying to be unobtrusive about it. I didn’t want her to feel like I was hovering. At the same time, I wasn’t going to let her fall. I was never going to let her fall if I could help it. That was what she had me for. To keep her on her feet.

Who’s going to keep you on your feet when she dies? whispered the sticky-sweet voice of her invisible twin. At least I couldn’t see her. If I could keep my hallucinations at bay, this would all go a lot more smoothly. You need me to prop you up. You’ve always needed me.

“I don’t need you,” I muttered, before I could catch myself. I winced. George shot me a quick glance, but there was no blame or malice in her expression. She knew what I was dealing with. My mental health was no less important to her than her physical health was to me, and that was just one more reason that I couldn’t afford to lose her. She was all that was keeping me even halfway down the road to sanity.

The blood testing panels next to the door were dark and deactivated. We exchanged a look. Then George shrugged, pragmatic to the last, and knocked on the door. It swung immediately open, revealing a short, slender woman with freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her hair was pulled into pigtails, one over each shoulder, and dyed the impossible brick-red color of fox fur, save for the tips, which were bleached snowy white.

She was holding some sort of complicated rifle. Of course she was.

“Hi!” said Foxy brightly, beaming at the two of us. “Who wants me to shoot them first?”







Three

The last time I’d seen Foxy, she’d been waving from the window of a house that was about to explode. I had assumed that she’d been killed in the blast. We both had. So finding her standing in Dr. Abbey’s lab was a bit jarring, to say the least.

But it was still Dr. Abbey’s lab. I knew Shaun had been in touch with her during the trip. Sometimes he’d called in over wireless relays when he thought I was asleep or dealing with something that would keep me distracted. He hadn’t wanted me to hear how worried he was about me, like he thought my own awareness of my condition was somehow veiled in self-deception. He didn’t know how many symptoms I’d been able to hide from him since we’d left the cabin, and hopefully, he never would. It was a small, petty wish, but it was mine, and I was holding to it.

Dr. Abbey would have told us if it wasn’t safe, or if she wasn’t here. So I raised an eyebrow, and asked, “What are you shooting us with?”

“Huh? Oh, nothing, if you come with me to decontamination. Didn’t I say that first?” Foxy’s face scrunched up as she thought about the last few minutes. “I guess maybe I didn’t. It’s good to see you again! I figured for sure you’d be dead by now, but Shannon says nope, you’ve been alive this whole time. That’s important, you know. Staying alive in a straight line. You can stop, if you have to, but it’s very hard to start again.”

“That’s true,” I said, trying not to laugh at her. We still didn’t know what that gun of hers did. It looked like it might be some sort of tranquilizer delivery system, intended for use only if we refused whatever decontamination process Dr. Abbey wanted us to go through. Since Foxy was the one holding it, we could probably wind up tranquilized for sneezing. It was best to tread lightly. “Let’s go get decontaminated, and then we need to unload the van. We’ve been living in it for the last few days, and it smells pretty ripe.”

“Shannon collects dead things and doggies,” said Foxy. “Nothing can smell worse than dead things and doggies. Come on.” She started down the hall. We followed her, lacking anything else to do.

Shaun took my hand as we walked, lacing his fingers through mine and holding on so tightly that it hurt. I didn’t mind. I still felt shaky enough that having him there to lean on was important, and if he needed to hold me to be sure that I was real, it was a service I was happy to provide. My own heart was hammering, seeming to echo through my entire body. Until we’d arrived, I hadn’t really considered the part where Dr. Abbey was a doctor. Maybe that seems silly, but it was the truth. She didn’t fall into that category in my thoughts. She was a mad scientist, an ally, a friend, a dangerous enemy, but not a doctor. Even when we’d been asking her to help me, she hadn’t clicked over into that category.

But now here we were, and it was time for her to start doctoring. Time for the white walls and the backless gowns and the needles and the tests—

My hands spasmed, forcing themselves into fists without my willing them to do so. Shaun gasped a little as I crushed his fingers, but he didn’t pull away. Instead, he pulled me closer, close enough that I could smell the sweat under his deodorant.

“Breathe,” he said, in a low voice. “This isn’t like before.”

I shot him a grateful look. He didn’t need to ask what was wrong, because he knew. He knew every part of me, the ones that were like his original Georgia and the ones that were entirely my own, forged in the strange crucible of cloning and medical experimentation and escape. He didn’t judge, either. That was the best part. Whoever I was, whatever the source of my soul, he loved me all the same. I was his George. That was all he’d ever needed me to be.

“I know,” I said. “I just … I guess I didn’t think about what this would mean until we got here.” I hadn’t allowed myself to think about it, because thinking about it would have meant admitting that I was willingly handing myself over to a woman who had belonged to the CDC, once upon a time, even if she’d found it in herself to walk away. Dr. Abbey was our friend. She was also the face of my worst nightmare. Those two things didn’t contradict each other. They existed simultaneously, informing each other, and nothing I did would change them.

“I’m going to be with you the whole time,” he said. “No matter what.”

“That’s not quite true,” chirped Foxy, turning around and walking backward as she led us down the hall. “You have to go into separate rooms for decontamination. Doctor’s orders. Something about making sure that there’s no confusion about what came from who.”

“What are you doing here, Foxy?” Shaun sounded more weary than curious. He didn’t let go of my hand. “I thought you were dead.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Foxy brightly. “I’m pretty sure I was dead, or close enough for tax purposes. Got some real nasty shrapnel in the back when the house went boom-boom, and bled all over the place. It was a bad, bad scene. But then some of the Monkey’s friends came to see what had happened, and they found me and took care of me until they didn’t, and then I came here, and now Shannon takes care of me, and tries to help me remember how to be a people instead of a weapon of mass destruction, and Tom makes me my space lobster juice for when the screaming gets too loud. So it’s all good. We’re here, by the way.”

She stopped walking between two doors. They were labeled, in quixotic fashion, “Squids” and “Mollusks.” Shaun raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” he said. “Which one am I?”

“All gender is a construct and binary gender doubly so, but you have a hard shell and you’re hard to kill, so you’re probably a mollusk,” said Foxy blithely. “You should get clean now. Shannon doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“Right,” said Shaun. He looked toward me, expression going grave. “George…”

I let go of his hand. The gesture felt somehow terribly final. “It’s fine,” I said. “We’re going to get clean, and then we can go tell Dr. Abbey all about my medical history. It’s fine.”

Shaun didn’t look so sure. I was starting to get frustrated with his separation anxiety. Yeah, he was going to have issues if I died, but dying was the last thing on my list of things to do, right after “topple one more major world government, just for fun” and “learn how to make jam that doesn’t ferment.”

“I’ll be right back,” I said, and pushed open the door marked “Squid,” stepping into the echoing white chamber on the other side.

The Shady Cove Forestry Center had been intended as half educational opportunity, half training ground for the rangers of tomorrow. During its heyday, up to fifteen junior rangers would be living there at any given time. That meant the facility came with a good number of showers, enough to keep everyone clean when they were at full occupancy. Dr. Abbey and her people inhabited the building more completely and for longer periods than those long-dead rangers had ever dreamt, and they’d taken the time to make a few modifications to the place.

The wall between the Squid and Mollusk rooms was clearly newer than the walls around it, tiled in an off-green shade that looked like it had been raided from a hotel pool. The door closed behind me as I was studying the tile, sealing itself with an ominous click.

“Hello, Georgia,” said a female voice. It came through a hidden speaker and echoed off the walls until it seemed larger than the world. I clapped a hand over my mouth to keep myself from screaming.

The doctors back at the CDC had almost always used the intercom to talk to me. They didn’t want to risk getting any closer. At first, that was because they weren’t sure whether I was going to amplify and kill them all. Later, it was because they didn’t want to deal with my endless questions and demands. They had taken away anything that could have been used as a weapon, but I still had my hands, my knees, and my teeth. Those things were more than enough, once you had nothing left to lose.

There was a click from the intercom, and the door on the other side of the room opened, revealing a short, curvy woman in a lab coat and a bright yellow T-shirt with a biohazard symbol blazoned across the breast. She looked almost apologetic, which was nearly as jarring as the voice from above. Dr. Shannon Abbey didn’t do apologetic. She was a slave to science, and followed wherever it led, no matter how cruel those roads became.

“I’m sorry,” she said, stunning me further. “I remember you talking about the intercoms back at the CDC, but I didn’t think about the fact that you might not like faceless voices speaking to you. You want to come with me? Please? It’s good to see you again, even though you look like shit.”

“There’s the sympathy I was expecting,” I said. I looked around the tiled room again, and then back to Dr. Abbey. “I haven’t showered yet.”

“I know. The decontamination cycle is nine minutes long, and can’t be canceled once it begins. That gives us time to talk before your—should I even call him your brother? Before Shaun gets involved.”

“Legally, he’s my brother, because we were adopted by the same people,” I said, understanding washing over me. She needed to talk to me alone, and we were both smart enough to know that that wasn’t going to happen if Shaun had anything to say about it. The choices were “trick him” or “drug him,” and while the latter might have been easier, I didn’t want to go there if I had any other choice. I walked toward her, my steps echoing against the tile. “Functionally, he’s my best friend, and my … boyfriend seems so small. He’s my Shaun.”

“I know what you mean,” she said, stepping aside to let me exit the room. The door slid shut behind me, and I heard the water come on. The room was decontaminating itself now that it had presumably been exposed.

Exposed … I stopped, eyes widening. “I haven’t been tested,” I said. “I could be an infection risk right now.”

“You could,” agreed Dr. Abbey. “There’s also the part where you’re turning into a blood fountain with very little warning, which is all kinds of fun. I can’t decide whether that’s a function of high blood pressure, or a weakness in your sinuses. Either way, we’re going to find out. Come on. I promise, I’m a big girl, I can monitor my own infection risks.”

Her logic was sound. My legs still felt like lead as I forced them to start moving again and followed her down the long white hall to a small office. Joe the mastiff was asleep on a huge cushion against one wall, his massive head down on his paws. He was snoring. I couldn’t stop myself from shuddering at the sight of him. Dogs aren’t common these days, since Kellis-Amberlee is the ultimate spillover disease: It moves between mammalian populations with ease, and large predators are its best delivery system.

Dr. Abbey followed my gaze and smiled, an expression that was equal parts fond and sad. “Good old Joe,” she said. The dog didn’t stir. She walked past him to a cabinet, opening it and beginning to take down an assortment of medical supplies—a blood pressure cuff, a package of syringes, all the basic, terrifying tools of the medical profession. “He’s getting on. Big dogs don’t live as long as small dogs. Their hearts give out. I don’t know what I’ll do when he’s gone.”

Having never had a pet, I didn’t have anything useful to say. Instead, I stood where I was, trying not to fidget or shy away as she kept removing things from her seemingly bottomless cabinet of horrors.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Georgia; even if I wanted to, I’ve never been the sort of person who sugarcoats or censors things for the sake of other people’s sensibilities, and I wouldn’t know where to begin.” Dr. Abbey began putting things on her desk, lining them up in a neat little row. “I’ve talked to Greg and Joey about your situation, and they agree that we’re in uncharted territory here. They also say hello, and wanted me to remind you that you’re allowed to contact them once in a while, just to let them know that you’re still breathing.”

“I always knew I was allowed,” I said. “If they were that worried about whether I was dead or alive, they could have checked with Mahir. He still publishes my op-ed columns, when I send them in. I think he’d notice if I was dead.”

But he didn’t know why Shaun and I had both gone silent for the last three days, did he? Neither of us had bothered to notify him, or anyone other than our immediate neighbors. Part of it was habit: We had always been a closed loop, me and Shaun, Shaun and me, and moving to the wilds of Canada had just made that tendency even stronger. If we couldn’t supply something, we went without, rather than asking someone else to help. And part of it was the knowledge, absolute and unshakable, that if I called, Mahir would come. We had been friends even before we were colleagues, and I had never questioned his loyalty. Mahir had a life now. He had a wife, and a daughter, and really good reasons never to set foot in North America again. Calling him would have been unfair.

“Mmm-hmm,” said Dr. Abbey. She didn’t sound convinced. I didn’t feel all that convincing. “Danika is on her way.”

I stiffened. “What?”

Dr. Danika Kimberley was an EIS neuroscientist who’d been undercover with the CDC during the project that had cloned the original Georgia Mason and created me. She probably understood the neural interface that had given me Georgia-prime’s memories better than anyone else who was still alive. She was a good woman, and she had played a pivotal role in getting me out of the Seattle installation before it was blown to hell. And none of that meant that I wanted her anywhere near me, especially not right now, when I couldn’t afford to decline medical care.

“One of two things is happening right now, Georgia. I don’t know whether I can stop either one of them, but one is within my skill set, and the other is so far beyond me that it might as well be rocket science,” said Dr. Abbey. She picked up a piece of tubing and a syringe. “First, we have to consider the possibility that your body is just giving up. Multiple organ failure has been observed in clones before, and none of them were as old or as unsupervised as you’ve been. There may have been early signs that you missed, just because you didn’t register them as potentially important.”

“Right,” I said. That was always a risk, even with medical texts and access to the Internet. I wasn’t a doctor. At the end of the day, I wasn’t going to see the things that doctors saw.

“This may be difficult for you to believe, but that’s actually the good option. Roll your sleeve up, please.”

I rolled up my sleeve. “What’s the bad option?”

“The bad option is that your neural programming is starting to go.” Dr. Abbey tied the tubing around my arm, bringing the veins into stark relief. “You’re a unicorn, Georgia. You’re something no one had ever done before—something that ethically speaking, no one should have done in the first place—and you represent an ethical black hole. Scientifically speaking, you should have lived and died in the room where you woke up, monitored constantly, so science could learn everything about you. How have those implanted memories settled? Are they being undermined or reinforced by the memories you’ve formed since waking? Is the neural matrix flexible enough to deal with changes, or is it too static to adapt when confronted with data that contradicts things the original Georgia Mason believed were true? Is the matrix really stable, or is it just taking a long time to degrade? You’re a walking, talking database of lost chances and unanswered questions, and ethically speaking, that’s exactly what you need to be. You became a person as soon as you opened your eyes and started thinking.”

Cold fear slithered along my spine, reptilian and ancient. “What would it mean if my neural programming went?”

“Honestly, Georgia?” Dr. Abbey uncapped her syringe and slid it into my arm, not even bothering to warn me about the pinch. Both of us watched as my blood flowed red and hot into the chamber. “I have no idea.”







Four

The decontamination cycle was about average in length, which didn’t stop me from jerking on the clean sweatpants provided and running out of the room as soon as the door unlocked. The cold air of the hallway hit me like a slap. Foxy, who had been sitting cross-legged on the floor, waiting patiently, flowed back to her feet and smiled sunnily at me.

“There you go,” she said. “You smell less awful now.”

“Where’s George?” The light above the second decontamination chamber’s door was green; there was no one in there. George should have been waiting for me.

Foxy cocked her head to the side, smile fading. “I don’t think you’re happy to see me,” she said. “Why aren’t you happy to see me? I’m happy to see you. You remember the Monkey and the Cat and the house where I used to live, and nobody does those things anymore. That makes us friends. Shared memory is the foundation of friendship.” Her tone changed on the last sentence, becoming almost grounded as it lost the floaty, singsong quality that her voice normally contained.

I didn’t have time to wonder about that. “I’m happy to see you, Foxy, okay? I thought you were dead, and it’s always nice when someone you thought was dead turns out not to be. In the ‘walking around and still being a people’ sense, not the ‘zombie infected grr’ sense. I just … where’s Georgia? She was supposed to be going through the same decontamination cycle I was.” I was struggling not to panic. My thoughts were chasing themselves in circles, and I could virtually feel the phantom fingers on the back of my neck. Fear of losing George had brought her phantom twin to the surface. She was always there, always waiting for the chance to slip back into the place that she thought of as rightfully hers. It was getting harder to fight her. The added stress of not knowing where the real George was didn’t help.

“Oh, Shannon wanted to talk to her in private. You know, girl stuff.” Foxy dimpled. “Anyway, she said I should meet you when you got out of the shower and take you to them. Did you want to put a shirt on? You’re all chesty and it’s distracting.”

“The door closed,” I said.

“I can find you a shirt,” said Foxy. Again, there was that unusual seriousness in her voice. It was easy to think of her as much younger than she was: Her bone structure and general muscle tone fed into that idea. But there were lines in the skin around her eyes and mouth, and it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility for her to have seen the Rising firsthand. Maybe she hadn’t always been this way. Maybe she was like me, broken by outside forces and told to figure out how to keep going now that she was something new. If that was the case, she had found a unique, and uniquely homicidal, method of coping.

“Okay,” I said. It was never good to argue with someone who had that many guns. “But after you find me a shirt, you take me to my sister. All right?”

“Absolutely,” chirped Foxy. She grabbed my hand, all childlike mania again, and dragged me down the hall.

Dr. Abbey’s people had definitely settled into the forestry center. We passed rooms clogged with white-coated researchers, moving around cages full of rats or tanks of wet, squelchy things. Some of the things had suckers. Others seemed to be nothing but shapeless clouds of shadow and silt that moved through the water like smoke. Foxy never slowed down. The rooms blurred, one into the next, without revealing their details to me. On some level, I was grateful. If I’d been able to see everything that Dr. Abbey was working on, I would have had to think about it. That never ended well.

“So what are you doing here, Foxy?” I asked.

“A bad man used me as a decoy to try to make Shannon let him in, like the Big Bad Wolf blowing and blowing and blowing the house down,” she said blithely. “She says he used me like a weapon, and that it was inappropriate, because people aren’t weapons, they’re people, and I deserve better. I think she’s been locked up here so long that she’s turned into an idealist, but that’s why I stick around. She’s going to need people who don’t believe in ideals, when the sky falls down and the wolves are at the door.” She slanted a glance in my direction. “Tom works in hydroponics. He makes drugs for me, so I don’t have to be an idealist.”

“Drugs?” I frowned. “Foxy, if they’re drugging you…”

“No, no, silly boy, they aren’t drugging me, I’m drugging me. I take my pills and I drink my drinks, and the people I used to be don’t come to the surface.” Her gaze sharpened. “You’re a reporter. You work for that site. The one with the smiling man who wears the red glasses.”

It took me a moment to realize she was talking about Alaric. His latest masthead picture showed him wearing a pair of red-framed glasses. “I do,” I said.

“Then you must have read the things he said about me. He dug so deep he hit the bottom of the world, and he said things.” She pulled open a door in the wall, revealing stacks of neatly folded sweatpants, sweatshirts, and medical scrubs. The sweats were gray. The scrubs were blue. I reached for a sweatshirt. If I showed up wearing scrubs, George would probably have a panic attack. “You should know who I used to be.”

“If it was one of his big fact-finding articles, then sorry, I’m a bad coworker.” The shirt was snug, but it would do. “I don’t go in for the historical stuff. If it can’t chew my face off or be used to shoot something that’s trying to chew my face off, I’m not interested.”

“Oh.” Foxy blinked, her entire demeanor softening. “So you don’t know.”

“Honestly, Foxy, the only thing I know right now is that I want you to take me to Georgia. Please. I’m scared out of my mind, and I’m doing my best to stay cool, but I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to pull this off. Will you take me to her?”

“Now that you’re wearing a shirt, sure. Follow me.” She turned and trotted down the hall. I followed, trying not to let my eagerness cause me to overtake her. I needed her to get me to George, and I didn’t want to spend the next hour wandering around this maze masquerading as a medical facility.

Voices drifted from an open door up ahead. One of them belonged to Dr. Abbey. The other—

“George!” Now I did put on a burst of speed, beating Foxy to the doorway by several steps. Inside was an office, small and cozy, with a dog bed taking up most of one wall. Joe was sleeping there, and under any other circumstances, I would have spared a moment to be amazed that the old dog was still kicking. At the moment, I had better things to worry about. George was sitting in a straight-backed plastic chair, sipping what looked like orange juice. Her hair was dry. She hadn’t gone through decontamination at all.

Dr. Abbey tricked me, I thought, and that wasn’t important, not really, because George was turning to look at me, a weary smile on her lips. She wasn’t hurt. She wasn’t dead. Things were still okay.

“Hey,” said George. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes, which were sad and scared. “Sorry to frighten you. I like the shirt.”

“What she’s not saying is that she had no input in the matter,” said Dr. Abbey, looking up from her computer. “I needed to talk to her without you in the room. Locking you in the shower seemed like the best solution, since I knew there was no other way I was going to get the two of you apart. Hello, Shaun. Long time no see. You’re looking well. Canada agrees with you.”

“That’s more than I can say for a certain Canadian,” I said, scowling. “You had no right to do that to us.”

“Right and wrong are all about where you’re standing,” she said. “There used to be a thing called ‘doctor-patient confidentiality,’ before the CDC made your health the world’s business. I wanted to talk to Georgia about her condition, and what it could mean for her, specifically. It’s up to her how much of that she passes along. I know you don’t like being left out of things, but you need to accept that this is her body, and it’s her choice whether she tells you everything or holds certain aspects back. There are going to be times when this needs to happen. I’d rather not trick you again. I will, if you make me.”

I opened my mouth, preparing to speak—and then I stopped, closing it so hard that my teeth rattled like a Halloween prop. I took a deep breath, held it, let it out, and said, “All right.”

George blinked. Dr. Abbey lifted an eyebrow.

“All right?” she echoed. “Who are you, and what have you done with Shaun Mason?”

“I’m the man whose sister is really, really sick right now, and I’m not going to get in the way of anything that could make her better,” I said. “Do I want to? Yeah. I hope you’ve got a real zombie problem in your woods right now, Doc, because I’m going to need something to distract me from all the help I can’t offer.”

“You’re helping,” said George. “You brought me here. You’re still here. Don’t ever think that you’re not helping.” She got out of the chair. Only the way she held on to the arm, fingers clenched tight and arm suspiciously rigid, told me how much effort that was. Someone who didn’t know her might not even realize that she was sick.

“I’m trying,” I said, offering her my arm as I looked back to Dr. Abbey. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

“Not yet,” she said. She held up a small vial of something red. I realized, after a moment’s blank staring, that it was George’s blood. “But I will. You can trust me on that.”

“We’re already trusting you on everything else,” I said, putting an arm around George’s shoulders. She leaned into me, as much for support as for comfort. “What’s one more thing?”

Dr. Abbey nodded, and didn’t say anything. For the three of us, in that moment, there was nothing else to say.

Then Foxy stuck her head in from the hall. “Should I show them to their room?” she asked. “Because it’s almost time for me to go take my pills, and I don’t think I should show them anything after that. It’s always hard to know whether I’m showing people a thing that is, or a thing that I think ought to be.”

“In a moment, Foxy,” said Dr. Abbey. Foxy beamed and withdrew again.

George’s eyebrows were climbing toward her hairline. “I have so many questions right now,” she said. “Did you see Alaric’s report…?”

“Wait, you read that?” I asked.

She punched me lightly in the chest. “You’re not as disinterested as you pretend to be. Everyone here knows it.”

“I still didn’t read the article,” I said. “You know Alaric’s prose doesn’t do anything for me.”

Dr. Abbey snorted. “The two of you have been living alone in the wastes too long. You’ve forgotten how to leave room in conversations for other people—not that you were ever particularly good at it to begin with. Yes, I read Mr. Kwong’s dissertation on the case of Elaine Oldenburg, and yes, I am aware that she’s the woman we call ‘Foxy.’ She has severe depression and PTSD, and has been coping by means of pharmaceuticals for years. We’re supplying her with synthetic cannabinoids, mixed by one of my assistants, and I’ve been working with her on cutting back. Someday I may be able to wean her off them completely. She isn’t exactly keen on the idea of facing the world without filters, but she’s been trying. People used that girl unconscionably. If you ever need proof that the dead aren’t the real monsters, just look at her. But she’s trying, and I’m trying, and she has a home here for as long as she needs one. Even if she does track unmentionable things on the carpet.”

She turned on George. “As for you: I don’t know what’s wrong with you yet. I do know that you’re dehydrated, and that we need to get that taken care of pronto. I’ll be at your room in an hour, to set up a saline drip and to show your damn fool brother how to keep it from kinking. Now, go get cleaned up. We have work to do.”

George still leaning against me for support, we went. Dr. Abbey was right.

We had work to do.







Book IV

Enemy Without, Enemy Within


I am the only person I know whose deaths can be counted on more than one finger. I don’t know whether or not that’s something to be proud of. I legitimately have no idea.

—GEORGIA MASON



I hate problems I can’t punch.

—SHAUN MASON








One

I was lying on the bed in what had become my usual room when Dr. Abbey looked up from her computer, said, “I’ll be right back,” and rose, stalking out the door. I barely had time to lift my head and blink before she was gone, leaving me alone with Joe. The big black dog was asleep again, stretched out so that he occupied most of the floor to one side of my bed. Dr. Abbey was an expert at stepping over and around him, seeming to waltz through the spaces where the dog was not, all for the sake of not needing to disturb her faithful companion. It was sweet. It was surreal—I had never lived with a dog, and her devotion to the animal was strange to me, like it belonged to somebody else, somebody who wasn’t a no-nonsense mad scientist dedicated to understanding the structure of Kellis-Amberlee. But it was nice not to be alone.

“I wonder where she’s going in such a hurry,” I said. Joe didn’t respond.

We’d been in Shady Cove for a week. I spent my days moving between the bed in the treatment room and the bed in the room I shared with Shaun. Not for fun reasons, either. On one end, I gave blood and allowed Dr. Abbey to subject me to every test she could think of, looking for the place where my body was betraying me. On the other end, I crawled under the blankets and slept, so exhausted by the effort of lying on a mattress and answering questions that I couldn’t see straight. I was alive. I couldn’t call what I was doing living.

Shaun wasn’t handling the situation well, although he was doing his best to keep me from seeing how distressed and frightened he was. Every morning, he walked with me to meet Dr. Abbey, and kissed me on the cheek before he left us alone together. From there, he walked to the lobby, met up with Foxy, and left the building, heading out into the woods to collect samples for Dr. Abbey’s studies. He’d brought back six infected humans, three infected deer, and two dead wolves in just the last few days. It seemed to help him, and it wasn’t like he needed to worry about infection. Idleness was a much bigger threat for him. It left him too much time to think about what was happening—and as we both knew, Shaun’s mind was his own greatest enemy. I was aware that my phantom twin was waiting in the wings, ready to replace me the second I stepped aside. She would probably have done it before then, if she’d thought Shaun would let her get away with it.

I knew she couldn’t think anything: that she was just a function of the damage my death had done to the man who loved me more than anything else in the world, and the damage he’d done to himself as he struggled to adjust to a world that didn’t contain me anymore. She was a figment, a phantom, incapable of thinking anything that Shaun didn’t think first. Her desire to replace me was a reflection of his deep-set fear of being left alone again. As long as he held on to her, he would never have to worry about me leaving him. I couldn’t be angry at him—not for that. I understood his terror all too well. So I had to settle for being mad at someone who didn’t exist for reinforcing those fears, and making him think that I was going to leave him.

Even though she might be right. It was getting harder and harder to get out of bed, and my nosebleeds were becoming more frequent. Dr. Abbey was patching the leaks as quickly as she could find them, but without knowing the underlying problem, I wasn’t sure she was going to be able to do enough. I was going.

I just didn’t know where.

I was staring at the ceiling, considering the virtues of getting up and finding something to drink—Dr. Abbey kept orange juice in the little fridge next to my blood samples—when someone knocked on the doorframe. I lifted my head to see a tall, Nordic-looking woman with ice-blonde hair standing there, wearing weathered blue jeans, a green cable-knit sweater, and sensible sneakers. I blinked once, my mind briefly overlaying her image with a silk blouse, red pencil skirt, and stiletto heels that would sound like gunshots whenever she took a step.

But Dr. Shaw had been an illusion, cold and bright and mirror-brittle, only intended to get the woman behind it to the finish line before the mask was dropped. Dr. Danika Kimberley was real, a warm, living, smiling human woman who walked to my side and brushed my hair away from my forehead the way I’d always imagined a mother would. “Hello there, you silly little thing,” she said, voice thick with unshed tears. Her accent was Welsh: She was a long way from home. “Had to go and break yourself, didn’t you just? I suppose it was a decent excuse to see me again, although really, you could have just called, and saved us both the trouble.”

“I thought you’d have more fun this way,” I said, and forced myself to smile.

Dr. Kimberley hadn’t been a part of the team that grew me, but she’d been associated with them, close enough to the heart of the project that she’d been able to steal some of my time for her own use. She had claimed sleep studies and analysis of my brain waves, anything to keep her interventions believable while she worked to get me the hell out of there. I would be forever grateful to her for that, even as her position within the EIS guaranteed that I would never really be able to trust her.

“Well, you’ll be glad to know that Shannon sent me copies of your scans to review while I was on the way over here, and there’s nothing wrong with your neural integration. I’ll want to run a few more tests, of course, for the sake of being thorough, but it looks as if your memories are locked in there as tight as ever.” She leaned over and tapped one finger against my forehead, like she was checking a melon to see how ripe it was. “Your network is not unsnarling. Your troubles are purely physical, nothing to do with those early, implanted thoughts.”

I relaxed slightly, letting out a breath I’d only been half-aware of holding. I was Georgia Mason because of the memories implanted in me during the final decanting process at the CDC: They had grown a body from the original Georgia’s genetic material, but even as identical twins would grow up to be different people, I would have become someone very different if I hadn’t been programmed with all the original’s thought patterns and recovered memories. Maybe it was a crime that the woman I should have become had never been allowed to develop, but I didn’t see it that way. I was me because of those memories. I didn’t want to lose myself. I needed to be here.

“So what’s the problem?” I asked. “Am I just too awesome for this world?”

“Something like that, yes.” Dr. Kimberley pulled a chair over to my bedside and sat down. There was a flicker of motion from the doorway. I glanced past her. Dr. Abbey was standing there, her face drawn in an expression of silent regret. My heart seized in my chest, cramping up until I couldn’t breathe. Dr. Abbey never made that face. Dr. Abbey raged and scowled and demanded that the world adhere to her standards. She didn’t stand there refusing to meet my eyes while her own eyes grew over-wet with tears.

Dr. Kimberley took my hand in both of hers. I transferred my terrified gaze to her.

“I need you to remain calm,” she said. “Can you do that for me, or would you like a sedative first? I have some that won’t put an undue amount of pressure on your system.”

I wanted to ask why she would come prepared with sedatives, but I was direly afraid that I already knew the answer; more, I didn’t want to hear the careful, clinical words she would use in answering me, each chosen to convey the maximum amount of information, with the minimum possible amount of distress. Her bedside manner could be cold at times. No one was ever going to say that it was anything less than professional.

“I don’t need a sedative,” I said.

“All right,” she said. “We need to run more tests. We need to be sure. But I believe we’ve found a cause.”

“Tell me,” I said.

She did.







Two

Foxy trotted off when we reached the forestry center door, heading for the decontamination rooms. She needed to strip off her gear and scrub herself clean as soon as possible, to avoid potential infection. I needed to decontaminate—I was a danger to others until I did—but I wasn’t in any hurry. There was no way for me to catch Kellis-Amberlee, and Dr. Abbey had taken to requesting blood samples every time I showered, just in case she could catch my cells in the process of doing something interesting. She never explained what “something interesting” meant, and to be honest, I was afraid to ask. If anyone was going to mutate me into some sort of giant green monster, it was probably going to be her.

I sauntered down the hall, waving to a few of Dr. Abbey’s research assistants as they passed on the catwalks overhead. Most waved back. Some I knew by name; others were just a part of the ever-shifting landscape of the place. They were all individuals. Jill had a prosthetic leg and rolled her eyes a lot. Tom walked in a constant mild funk of pot smoke, and was always happy to share a joint in the hydroponics section—an offer I had taken him up on several times, when the pressure of worrying about George got to be too much. In the end, though, they were all the same. They were the people who were going to help Dr. Abbey find a way to save Georgia. Nothing else mattered.

The first decontamination room I came to was unlocked. I slipped inside and disrobed, shoving my soiled clothes into the hamper before I stepped into range of the showerheads. “Shaun Mason, visitor,” I said clearly. “Preferred temperature: hot. Preferred scent: eucalyptus. Duration, max six minutes.”

“Preferences have been noted and logged, Shaun Mason,” said the bland, pleasant voice of the shower. “Did you have a productive excursion?” The water came on, blasting me from all sides.

“Caught two more zombie deer, and I think there’s a bear somewhere nearby,” I said. “I will forgive the oatmeal in this place if there’s a bear. I haven’t shot a zombie bear in ages.”

“Wow, that’s interesting,” said the shower. “Dr. Abbey wishes me to remind you that you will need to submit to both a blood test and a small donation before you will be allowed to exit the chamber.” I wasn’t really having a conversation with the shower, of course: A.I. technology isn’t that advanced. The decontamination system had a variety of preprogrammed responses and cues, which it cycled through according to the input it received. It flagged keywords at the same time; when Dr. Abbey got the report on the decon, she would also receive a memo listing my kills and the fact that I suspected a bear of living somewhere nearby.

I used to hate it when computers talked to me. After a few years in the middle of nowhere, I’ve gotten more resigned to the fact that it’s never going to stop, and I’ve become more willing to talk back. At least that way I’m carrying on a conversation with something that’s not in my head.

“Oh, come on,” said George’s voice. “The things in your head aren’t so bad.”

I knew I shouldn’t turn around, that turning around would do nothing good for my state of mind. I turned anyway, and there she was, naked, leaning up against the shower’s far wall and smiling a slow, sly smile. I had to give my hallucinations this much: They were high quality. Water beaded on her skin, and when she uncrossed her arms, I saw the flash of her ID tattoo on the inside of her wrist. The original George had had that tattoo. The current one didn’t. The CDC had never prepped her for release—had never prepped her for me—and since she hadn’t bothered to renew her license after we fled the country, neither of us had ever seen the point of seeking out an underground tattoo parlor. Tattoos were dangerous enough under rigidly controlled and sterile conditions. Vanity wasn’t enough reason to get one.

“Go away,” I said. “I don’t need you here.”

“But you do, Shaun, you do,” she said. “When’s the last time you saw your little clone up and walking around under her own power, huh? She’s running down. You need to come back to me while I’m still willing to have you.”

“See, that’s the awful part,” I said, giving her one last look before I turned my back, closing my eyes and tilting my face up into the spray. “I know you’ll always be willing to have me. I’m the only thing you have. But I have a life that doesn’t have to include you if I don’t want it to. Go away.”

“You’ll always want me,” she whispered, her fingers brushing the back of my neck one last time. I knew that if I turned around to look, she would be gone—for now. Because the worst part of it was, she was right. I would always want her. She was safe. She couldn’t leave me. Not like the original had; not like the replacement might. The fake could never go anywhere.

I went still, letting the water run over me. Was that really how I thought of her? The “replacement”? Sure, she wasn’t the first George, but she wasn’t a replacement. She was George. In every way that mattered, she was George. There wasn’t a word for the part she played in my life. She was my sister, in that I didn’t have any other model for what a sister was: someone who loved me, had always loved me, would always love me, no matter what. I could chase a million rabbits down the burrows in my head, and she would still be waiting for me when I popped back out. She believed in me, even when I was too lost to believe in myself. She understood me better than I understood myself.

She was my sister because the Masons had wanted us to be family, and she was my family because there was no one else in the world who loved, wanted, and accepted me the way that she did. She wasn’t a replacement. She was George.

The shower said pleasantly, “Please close your mouth and eyes,” and the water became bleach, cold and caustic and sleeting down over me like a punishment. I stayed where I was, enduring it as my due. I deserved a little suffering for even thinking the word “replacement,” even if it went unspoken. She was sick. She needed me. I couldn’t let myself weaken.

But maybe it was time, after all this was over and we were getting ready to head home, for me to talk to Dr. Abbey about steps we could take to quiet the voices in my head. I had tried drugs once before, and it hadn’t worked out so well—it had made me actively suicidal, which was no good—but that had been before George returned from the grave. As long as I had one of her, I could be basically okay. I just couldn’t be alone, that was all. Not that big a deal. Not that unusual a thing. And if we were going home, if we were lucky enough to be going home…

I knew I was the only man in her life. It was time to make sure that she was the only woman in mine.

The bleach cycle was followed by one more rinse, and a fine citrus mist intended to keep the bleach from doing too much damage to my skin. Dr. Abbey didn’t hold with blood tests every five feet or constant monitoring of where people went once they were inside, but she kept her sterilization systems fully operational. That was essential. Bleach dried people out, and dry skin could split and crack, creating an infection risk that went way beyond Kellis-Amberlee. Without lotion and citrus sprays to rehydrate people, staph infections would have run rampant, and things would have become a lot less pleasant.

Foxy was waiting in the hall outside. Like me, she was clean and dressed in fresh clothes, with the scent of strawberries and lime hanging in the air around her. She was barefoot, and kept rocking from her heels to her toes, an anxious expression on her face. I had never seen Foxy look nervous before—not like that.

My heart sank, and somewhere on the edge of hearing, phantom laughter echoed. I swallowed, trying to moisten my suddenly dry tongue. “Hi, Foxy,” I said. My voice sounded high and strained, the voice of a man who was barely keeping it together. “What’s going on?”

“Shannon said I was supposed to come and get you, and that I should be really normal and casual about it, because she doesn’t want you to freak out,” said Foxy meekly.

“I’m not going to freak out,” I said, without pausing to think about whether or not I was lying to her. “Did she tell you why?”

Foxy shook her head.

“Did she tell you where you were supposed to take me?”

Foxy nodded.

“All right. Did she tell you whether Georgia was alive?” That was the real question: That was the only question that mattered. Because the first time George had died, I’d been in the position to avenge her. There had been people I could hit, people I could blame, and when that was over, there had been people I needed to survive for. This time…

There was no one I could hit. If Georgia was dead, Dr. Abbey hadn’t killed her; Dr. Abbey had simply failed to save her, and I wasn’t so far gone that I couldn’t understand the difference. Dr. Abbey deserved my thanks, not my vengeance. And there was no one else. All our enemies were either dead or so nebulous that I couldn’t fight them. George was the one who saw ignorance and public misunderstanding as things to battle and destroy. I needed jaws to break and noses to punch. I couldn’t do this alone. If she was dead, then I was done. I was going to turn around and walk back out the door, into the green, violent world of the woods. Kellis-Amberlee couldn’t kill me. Its creations still could.

The dead had always given me a reason to live. It was only fitting that my life should end with them.

Relief washed over Foxy’s face. “Gosh, no,” she said. “You mean your sister, right? The one who keeps having oopsies?” She fluttered her fingers near her lip, like she was miming a bloody nose. “Gosh, no, she’s not dead. I mean, she’s not fine, that would be a little untrue, since she’s really sick and all, but she’s not dead.”

I moved without thinking, sweeping Foxy into an embrace that lifted her off her feet and pinned her arms to her sides. “Oh, thank God!”

She was stiff as a board against me. I realized abruptly that I had picked up another human being without asking. I looked at her face. Her eyes were wide and glittering bright, filled with a calm, still breed of terror that I normally saw only in the very young.

“Please put me down,” she said. Her voice was level and steady. She sounded like every teacher I’d had in elementary school, prepared to tell me, at length, why roughhousing was never acceptable. “If you don’t, I’m going to cut off your balls and your thumbs and anything else that looks like it sticks out more than it strictly needs to, and I’m not going to be sorry.”

“But I’m sorry.” I lowered her back to her feet and let go. She promptly scurried backward, stopping when her shoulders hit the wall. She stayed there, watching me warily. I sighed. “Foxy, I’m really sorry. I was just so relieved that I didn’t … I shouldn’t have touched you without your permission. It won’t happen again.”

“Shannon told me about what Georgia is to you, and what you are to Georgia.” She was still using that calm, measured teacher-voice. I’d never heard her sound so lucid. Somehow, that made her seem even more frightening. “I know you’re worried about her, and I know you were probably scared that something had happened. But you don’t get to touch me. No one gets to touch me. I’m the Monkey’s girl.”

“Foxy … the Monkey’s dead. We saw him die.”

“I know. Sucks, don’t it?” The corner of her mouth twitched, like she was trying to smile. “When I’m really lucid, I know I’m no one’s property, especially not a dead man’s, and especially not a dead man who used drugs to rewire my brain so that I’d have to love him. But it doesn’t change things. He made me. He owns me. Just because I’m here and he’s not, that doesn’t make things any different. No one gets to touch me but the Monkey, and the Monkey’s never going to touch me again. Now, come on. Dr. Abbey is waiting.”

She turned and padded off down the hall. Still shaky from adrenaline, and sorry to have grabbed her the way I had, I followed.

The door to George’s treatment room was open. I stepped into the doorway and stopped, eyebrows raising at the scene in front of me. Dr. Abbey leaned against the wall, her hand resting on Joe’s head, the massive black dog leaning against her leg. A tall blonde woman sat next to the bed, talking earnestly with George—at least, she was until I entered. She stopped then, and they both turned to face me. George managed to find a smile, although it was strained, colored with pain and weariness. Dr. Kimberley didn’t bother. She just looked at me, expression neutral. She had a poker face that could have ended dynasties, and in a way, it had—it was her infiltration of the CDC that had allowed George to get out before they killed her, and without George, the EIS would never have been able to succeed in their coup.

“Shaun,” she said, after a few seconds had passed in silence. “You’re looking surprisingly well for someone who went to live in a place without reliable electricity. Have you lost weight?”

“A few pounds,” I said. “You’re looking good for a scary neuroscientist who may be working for the enemy. Dr. Abbey…?”

“Danika is here as my guest, and you’d do well to remember that I have rules against murdering my guests,” said Dr. Abbey. “They’re even written down these days.”

“That’s because of me,” said Foxy. I glanced to the side. She was slouched against the hallway wall, picking her fingernails with the point of a scalpel. I couldn’t decide whether that was intended to be a warning or a harmless fidget. There wasn’t any reason it couldn’t be both.

I looked back to Dr. Abbey. “Why didn’t you tell me she was coming?”

“Because I asked her not to,” said George. I turned to her. She looked so tired, and so small, like that bed was in the process of swallowing her alive. “Dr. Kimberley is the only person we have who really understands my neural programming. We needed to be sure it wasn’t coming undone. And if you’d known she was coming, you would have pitched a fit, and we would have wasted time trying to make you understand why this was necessary. Silence was the fastest way.”

“You’re getting way too good at lying to me,” I said. There was no heat in my words. I couldn’t be mad at her for long.

George smiled again. “Only through omission, and only when I absolutely have to. She’s here because I needed her. Can’t you play nice for that?”

“I can try,” I said.

“You’ll be glad to know that her neural programming is holding,” said Dr. Kimberley. “That was one of the primary reasons I needed to be involved.”

My George existed because the people who had cloned the original’s body had also been able to clone her brain. I wasn’t sure what would happen if the neural programming failed, but I was willing to bet that I wouldn’t like it. “What was the other reason?”

Dr. Kimberley stood. “Why don’t you sit down?” she said.







Three

Shaun stood there for a moment like the world’s biggest lost kid, hands hanging slack at his sides and face trapped in that look of flummoxed confusion that usually came right before he punched something. Then he shuffled over to take the seat that Dr. Kimberley had abandoned. I reached out and took his hand, squeezing it with all the strength I possessed. My grip was still good: The problems ravaging my body weren’t affecting my hands. Not yet, anyway.

“Cloning is a complicated science,” said Dr. Kimberley. “Some people still think it should be impossible, for both moral and logistical reasons. It takes a human body nine months to grow in the womb, and another twenty years to finish maturing. We condense that process into the span of less than a year, using hormones and growth stimulators and yes, controlled cancerous cells. The cancer is why this sort of thing would have been impossible before Kellis-Amberlee: We need the potential and power of tumorous growth to force a cloned embryo to adulthood, but without the virus to come in and shut it down, it would result in a completely unusable outcome. That being said, there’s a lot of strain on the maturing clone body. Things our bodies did over the course of years, theirs did over the course of weeks. There’s no time to slow down, or recover, or adjust for weaknesses that might otherwise be missed.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” demanded Shaun. I squeezed his hand and he turned to look at me, eyes bleak with terror and despair.

“Just listen, okay?” I asked. “That’s what I need you to do right now. Listen. Learn the facts, and then we can talk about them when she’s done.”

“I don’t like this,” he said.

“I don’t either,” I said. “We still need information before you get angry at the doctors who are trying to save me, all right?”

“All right,” he said, after a long pause. He squeezed my hand, and turned his attention back to Dr. Kimberley. “I’m listening.”

She smiled. Not with happiness: with resignation, and acceptance that whatever was about to be said, she was going to have to live with the consequences of having been the one to say it. I tightened my grip on Shaun’s hand. His temper was sometimes impressively bad, and he didn’t always have the best impulse control, especially where I was concerned. Alaric and Mahir had both had some really unpleasant stories about things he’d done while I was dead, mostly involving slamming people up against walls and occasionally breaking noses. I didn’t want him to punch anybody, or anything, and so I held on tight, and kept him with me. I just wanted him with me.

“Georgia’s organs were put under immense strain while she was being grown, and were further damaged by the CDC during her conditioning and preparation,” said Dr. Kimberley. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but we removed some biological time bombs from her system shortly after we removed her from CDC custody. They were based on the venom of a creature called the ‘sea wasp,’ and they both put additional pressure on her organs and left some residual traces of themselves behind. She is suffering from a condition called hyperkalemia, which means the potassium in her bloodstream is elevated. Now, normally, her kidneys would be doing most of the work to fix this. Hyperkalemia can be fatal, but it doesn’t usually get this advanced.” She stopped, looking like she wasn’t sure how to continue.

Dr. Abbey had no such qualms. “Her kidneys have basically shut down,” she said flatly. “They’re at maybe twenty percent function, and we’re having a dialysis machine brought in. I don’t have to tell you how dangerous that is.”

Dialysis had been routine before Kellis-Amberlee made blood one of the most frightening substances on the planet. Filtering the toxins out of my bloodstream meant risking the activation of the virus sleeping in my veins. It was unlikely—only a very small percent of dialysis cases ever had to deal with that particular complication—but it wasn’t unheard of.

Shaun bore down on my hand until it felt like the bones were about to give way. I didn’t tell him to stop. This was a sharp, external pain, and compared to the things my own body had been doing to me, it was nothing. It was almost pleasant to have something else that I could focus on. “We’re not keeping her on dialysis forever. You’re right that you don’t have to tell me how dangerous that is. She’ll amplify. She’ll die.”

“And since I don’t have my reservoir condition to protect me anymore, that’s a bad scene,” I said. “I still think I get a vote here, Shaun. You remember that, right? That I’m the one who gets to make the final call about my treatment?”

He shot me a half-alarmed look. “I do, but—you know how bad this is, don’t you? This could kill you.”

“Thing is, not doing it will kill me. Sometimes you have to roll the dice if you want to win the game. And she’s not done.” I turned back to Dr. Abbey. “You need to tell him the rest.”

“You mean the part he really isn’t going to like? Oh, sure, I had nothing better to do with my time today. Getting yelled at by your asshole boyfriend is exactly what I needed to make my life complete.” Dr. Abbey paused to dig her fingers into the fur atop Joe’s head, gathering her thoughts, before she looked at Shaun and said, with perfect clarity and calm, “I told you her kidneys have basically shut down. What you may not realize is that they’re going to continue failing. That means that even if there were no other risks associated with dialysis, it would still be necessary to keep her breathing until we can reach the next stage of her treatment.”

“Her liver has also been compromised,” added Dr. Kimberley, who must have been feeling left out. “It’s not as damaged as her kidneys, but that’s not saying much. As to why this is all happening at once, when her kidneys started to go, they put more pressure on the rest of her system, and any weaknesses that had been waiting to show themselves began to manifest. Which is a good thing, in a way. It means there aren’t likely to be any more nasty surprises lurking. It just means…” She stopped.

Dr. Abbey didn’t say anything. Both of the doctors who were working to keep me alive just looked at me, and I realized that they were waiting for me to explain the next steps to Shaun. It made sense. He was less likely to be angry with me than he was with them; he loved me, and he just wanted me to be okay. Making myself the target of his distress was the safest thing for everyone. I still felt a little bit like I was being thrown to the wolves.

I pulled my hand out of his and sat up straighter in the bed, trying to look imposing, trying to look like I wasn’t as upset as he was. It was hard not to resent the fact that I needed to be strong for him, even though I knew that he spent a hell of a lot of time being strong for me. “Do you remember Dr. Shoji?” I asked.

“I do,” said Shaun. “He’s still with the CDC, isn’t he?”

“Technically, he’s with the EIS; Joey quit the CDC a long time ago,” said Dr. Kimberley. “More importantly, he’s still a friend before he’s anything else. He’s your friend. He’s my friend. He’s the President’s friend.”

Ryman’s term in office was nearing its conclusion, but as long as he held the White House, we could at least be sure that the United States government wasn’t going to hunt us down for shits and giggles. That was a small mercy. “He’s coming here.”

“What?” Shaun’s eyes narrowed. He turned to glare at Dr. Kimberley. “Why?”

She licked her lips nervously, eyes darting from side to side before settling on Shaun. Sounding almost apologetic, she said, “I want you to understand that this wasn’t part of a nefarious plan, Shaun. This was all about the medical science, and about understanding how a simple neural map had been able to become so strong. There was the possibility that Kellis-Amberlee was bonding with people on a genetic level, through the same process that has happened throughout history, and that it might thus be absorbed and become less dangerous, and we needed test models for that…”

“That is some Resident Evil bullshit,” said Shaun. “What did you do?”

“They didn’t lose all their samples when the Seattle lab went up, and even if they had, they would have still had all the blood she”—Dr. Abbey gestured toward me—“donated at the various checkpoints and checkups between her escape and the two of you getting the fuck out of Dodge. They’ve been cloning Georgia ever since she ran away.”

Shaun went very still. I put a hand on his arm.

“No more neural maps,” I said. “No more implanted memories. None of them have been allowed to wake up.” At least that was what Dr. Kimberley had told me, and I needed to believe her; I needed to let myself believe that this was a genuine rescue, and not a deal with the devil.

“Mostly, we’ve been working with isolated systems,” said Dr. Kimberley. “Tissue analysis, infection analysis, even a few maps of the process via which a reservoir condition takes hold. We’re learning a lot. We’ve been utterly respectful, I swear.”

“Did you ask permission?” asked Shaun mildly. I recognized the danger in his tone. “I mean, did you like, e-mail her or something and say, ‘Hey, can we keep playing with your genetic material, just to see what happens’? Because if you didn’t, I’m not sure you can call what you did ‘respectful.’ True to form, maybe. You science assholes, you never care who gets hurt, do you? You just want to see what you can do. How far you can push it.”

“Since she’s offering to save my life, could you maybe stop with the recriminations for five minutes and listen?” My voice cracked. I felt bad about that. I wanted to stay strong, serene, the girl who could handle anything. But I was scared out of my wits, and I needed Shaun to focus. I needed him to be in my corner, not just on my side. “Please. I’m begging you here. Just listen.”

“Sorry.” Shaun rubbed his face with one hand. “I’m listening.”

Dr. Kimberley took a breath to steady herself, and said, “Dr. Shoji is bringing the supplies we need for a full transplant operation. Since all cloning is done under sterile conditions, we don’t need to worry about conflicting strains of Kellis-Amberlee; Georgia’s infection will be the only one present, and will spread into the new tissue. There’s a chance, given her previous reservoir condition, that she may develop a new reservoir condition following the transplant. She’ll be monitored the entire time. She’ll have three of the best doctors in the world working on her.”

“Is either of you a surgeon?” Shaun demanded.

“Joey is,” said Dr. Abbey. “He’s fully licensed and has been practicing within the last five years. He only takes cases that interest him. People would kill to have him operate on them.”

It was my turn to frown. Something wasn’t adding up. “Then what were you working on with Dr. Shoji when you were both at the CDC?” I asked. “What would you need a surgeon for?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. There was no way the truth could be worse than the things my imagination could come up with.

“I’m a virologist who works in genetic engineering,” said Dr. Abbey. She was sidestepping the question: I could hear it in her voice. “Joey is also a virologist, but he specializes in the impact of the virus on the body, not in the virus in its pure state. He genuinely wants to know what a disease will do to somebody.” She sounded faintly baffled, like this was an obsession that made no sense at all. “He’s been a licensed surgeon for the past twenty years. If there’s anyone you should trust to open up your sister, it’s him.”

Shaun went pale and didn’t say anything. I sighed.

“I don’t think he trusts anyone to ‘open me up,’” I said. “But since it has to happen anyway, please continue.”

“Joey is coming here with fresh, untaxed organs,” said Dr. Abbey. “He’s going to perform the surgery, stay long enough to be sure that Georgia is on the mend, and then get back to his very important work.”

Sometimes Shaun was faster on the uptake than I was, generally when our lives were on the line. “Dr. Shoji is with the EIS. Dr. Kimberley is with the EIS. Both of them are working on Georgia’s case. Neither of them can really afford to do this sort of charity case unless there’s good publicity in it for them. Dr. Abbey, who did you tell?”

“She told us,” said a voice from the doorway. We both turned. Mahir—older, thinner, with more gray at his temples than I remembered—offered a wan smile. “Alaric’s just parking the car and negotiating a ceasefire with Foxy. He and Maggie should be right in. Hello, Shaun. Hello, Georgia. It’s been a long time.”

“Yeah,” I said, and smiled back. I couldn’t stop myself. It wasn’t possible. “It has.”







Book V

The Gang’s All Here


None of these people understand what “good-bye, we’re disappearing forever now, have a nice life” actually means.

—SHAUN MASON



Friendship is a love that endures past death, but not always past living.

—GEORGIA MASON








One

Dr. Abbey and Dr. Kimberley had left us alone to get reacquainted—at least, that was what Dr. Kimberley said. Dr. Abbey had just snorted, said, “Well, we have a lot of shallow graves on the property,” and sauntered out, following her taller, blonder friend toward someplace where a bunch of reporters weren’t. Foxy had accompanied Maggie and Alaric into the room, and stayed to watch the fun. I wanted to ask her to leave. I wasn’t sure how to do it without getting myself shot. I didn’t say anything.

Alaric looked about the same, like he had looked at the past few years, shrugged, and decided he was going to let someone else play-test them and then get back to him after the beta. Maggie had aged more visibly. There were gray hairs mixed in with her customary blend of natural brown and bleached-blonde curls. Even without that, the dome of her belly would have made it impossible to deny at least six months of the intervening time. Despite her obvious pregnancy, she had still been delighted to see Joe the dog, giving the massive carnivore chin-scritches and belly rubs before he had lumbered to his feet and gone looking for Dr. Abbey. Now Maggie was sitting in the chair next to George’s bed, hands folded in her lap, eyes wide and serious and solemn as she waited for an explanation.

That was what they all wanted: an explanation. How could we have run off and left them; how could we have let our own need for a happy ending supersede the debts we owed to our friends and to the people who loved us. And I … I didn’t have an answer. I had never really thought about it before. There had always been something else that needed doing, whether it was repairing the plumbing or dealing with a wasp’s nest in the eaves, and life had been simple, in part because life had been too full to become complex.

“We just don’t understand why you never came back,” said Maggie, with the air of someone who was asking a perfectly reasonable question and hence had every expectation of a perfectly reasonable answer. Her tone was light, with none of the shadows or recriminations I heard whenever Alaric or Mahir spoke. But then, Alaric and Mahir had always belonged to George: She had recruited them, trained them, and guaranteed their loyalty in a hundred little ways, all while I was busy with my own team. Maggie had been Buffy’s, a Fictional to the core, and owed no firm allegiance to either of us. I found myself wishing, more than anything, that at least one member of my core team had survived. Dave had died getting the rest of us out of Oakland, and Becks had died getting us out of the White House. That was what Irwins did. We died.

It was my fault that I couldn’t master that small, essential part of my own damn job.

“We never said we were going to come back,” said George. “As I recall, we said exactly the opposite. We said we were going to vanish into the wilds of Canada, and that we were going to miss you all, but that you were never going to see us again. We told you. It’s not our fault if you didn’t believe us.”

“I suppose that we felt we deserved better than a few tense IRC sessions and double-blind texts, after everything we’d been through,” said Mahir. “I’ve tried not to be mad at you, Georgia. It’s … difficult. You were my best friend.”

“Shaun was mine,” she said. Her words were clear, but not cruel: She wasn’t trying to be hurtful. She was just doing what she had always done best of all, and telling the truth as she understood it. “I love you all. You were the most amazing team we could ever have assembled. But if we’d stayed, we would have been painting giant targets on all of you, to go with the targets we would have been painting on ourselves. Even with Ryman protecting us, we’d pissed off too many people, and we’d all be dead or in jail by now. I’d probably be in a lab somewhere, being taken apart one piece at a time…” She stopped, grimacing at the ironic nature of her words, given her current situation. “We had to go. You know that.”

“You could have called,” said Alaric.

“Or answered a few of the notes people had me pass to you,” said Mahir.

“Or come to the wedding,” said Maggie.

“And don’t try to say that communication wasn’t safe—you’ve been sending articles this whole time,” said Alaric hotly. He always did have a surprising temper under those glasses and that calm expression. Most Newsies did. They were calm until they weren’t, and then, look out. “If it was safe for you to write about the farming communities of the Canadian wastes, it was safe for you to send an e-mail saying ‘congrats on your marriage, sorry we couldn’t be there.’ It was safe for you to send an e-card for Alisa when she passed her firearms safety exam. You had options. You had choices.”

“We did,” agreed George. “We chose to stay away. We chose to let the story end. Because that’s what everything becomes when we’re together, when we’re making the news instead of just reporting it. I’m a clone who thinks she’s a dead woman and helped to uncover a generation-spanning CDC plot. Shaun has PTSD, talks to the dead woman whose memories I have, and is the first person confirmed immune to Kellis-Amberlee amplification. You don’t think people have been monitoring you all for signs that we were in direct communication, not just using dead drops for our articles? Looking for ways that we could be tracked? We walked out because we were done. We still are.”

“Maybe if Buffy were still here.” Everyone turned to look at me. I realized I had spoken, and shrugged, deciding to roll with it. “She could have watched the watchers, and made sure our secure lines stayed that way, and no one would have been in danger. But she’s gone. She was the first to go. Y’know? Maybe if she hadn’t died, we would have stayed immortal, like we were supposed to be. Reporters are supposed to live forever, or die off camera, where no one has to admit that we signed off for good. Buffy died. Becks and Dave died.”

“I died,” said George quietly. Alaric and Maggie both winced. Mahir just looked sad. “I know I’m not her—I know I was born in a lab—but I remember the shotgun against the back of my neck. As far as I’m concerned, it happened to me. I died. If I want to walk away, I should be allowed to walk away. I’ve earned it.”

“We’ve earned it,” I said. “Nobody gets to say that we didn’t.”

“We’re not saying that,” said Maggie fiercely. She rubbed her belly with one hand, looking down at it reflectively for a moment before she said, “It just feels like it should have been more … final. It should have been something we could remark on later, like ‘oh, that ticker tape parade was a big clue that things were changing.’ You just left, that’s all. You slipped away. We thought we’d have more time.”

Belatedly, I realized that Maggie was the only one in this room who hadn’t been given the opportunity to say a real good-bye. She’d been recovering at the Agora while the rest of us went to Washington D.C., and by the time she’d been well enough to be released from the hospital, George and I had already been gone. We hadn’t been willing to risk going all the way back across the country just to tell her how grateful we were for all her help. Alaric had promised to tell her. But it really wasn’t the same thing, was it?

Maggie looked up and met my eyes, her mouth twisted into a bitter downward curve that told me her thoughts had mirrored my own. “It shouldn’t take a medical emergency for you two to come home, you know. You should just … you should just come.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’d promise to do better, but right now, I don’t think I can make any promises that I’ll actually keep.”

“I can understand that,” said Mahir. He pushed himself away from the wall. “Let’s go impose upon Dr. Abbey’s unwilling hospitality a bit more, shall we? The kitchen’s still there, so far as I know, and I could murder a pot of coffee.”

“I miss coffee,” said George, closing her eyes.

“No caffeine?” Alaric sounded horrified and fascinated in equal measure, like the idea of an uncaffeinated Georgia was the most terrifying thing he could think of.

“No, Alaric, no caffeine.” She opened one eye, shooting him an amused look. “As it turns out, when your kidneys stop working, the doctor cuts back on your unnecessary habits. Like Coke. I can’t afford the filtration.”

“God, get well soon,” he said, and she burst out laughing. There was a pause, and then everyone else joined in—me included. She still had a sense of humor. Our friends were here, and they were still talking to us; they were willing to let us lean on them now, the way that, in a fairer world, we would have been leaning on them this whole time.

Maybe things were going to be okay.







Two

Things were not okay.

Our days had fallen into a quick, easy rhythm. Maggie and Alaric worked from the kitchen, where there were plenty of outlets and Dr. Abbey’s assistants were unlikely to complain too much about having their space occupied. It helped that having Maggie around was sort of like having an infinite credit line to the black market, especially since she was pregnant; her parents had always loved spoiling her, and if she wanted to run up her credit cards smuggling chocolate and medical supplies into a not-so-secret mad science base in the middle of Oregon, they were fine with that. At least this time no one was shooting at her, and she was surrounded by some of the best doctors in the world. True, Dr. Abbey was more likely to mutate the baby than she was to improve its chances of a healthy birth, but Dr. Kimberley had worked in pediatrics, and several of Dr. Abbey’s assistants had experience with pregnancy. Some of them firsthand. Maggie’s appearance unlocked a certain level of access to the private lives of the people around us. At least three of the assistants had children, on-site, and brought them out to meet us as soon as “us” included someone who was about to be a mother.

Shaun still spent most of his time outside, gathering samples and specimens, but he came back earlier, and decontaminated sooner before going to catch up with the people who’d once shared every aspect of our lives. He wasn’t coming to see me as much. I tried to tell myself that it was because he had missed having other people to talk to, and not because he was afraid of being there when my kidneys finally failed and I choked to death on my own blood.

I wasn’t that good of a liar.

Mahir was taking up the space Shaun had vacated. He only budged from my room when he needed to sleep or eat, or when Dr. Kimberley ordered him out—something she was doing with increasing frequency as my kidney function dipped lower and we waited for Dr. Shoji to arrive with my replacement organs. She was still being cagey about how they were going to be transported without amplifying. I was afraid I already knew the answer, but I couldn’t voice my concerns aloud. Not without really considering what I was willing to do for the sake of my own survival.

Mahir had no such constraints, possibly because his life wasn’t the one on the line; possibly because he had been so close to the original version of me, the one who was willing to die for the sake of a story. He was sitting next to my bed three days after they had arrived, laptop on his knees, tapping away while Dr. Kimberley administered my morning medication. She murmured some vague pleasantry, some unformed comment about how well I was doing, and she was gone, rushing off to do another series of labs and gather another file of invaluable data. My situation was going to make it easier for the EIS to work with cloning technology in the future. I should have been bitter about that. Mostly, I was just so damn tired.

“You know he’s bringing a box with him,” said Mahir, closing the lid on his laptop as the door clicked shut. The two sounds blurred together, becoming one conclusive snap. “A big one, about six feet long and three feet across. Big enough for a body.”

“I know.” I closed my eyes. It was easier when I didn’t have to look at the world, when I could pretend that all of this was just some sort of strange and unending dream. “There isn’t anything else that makes sense.”

“And you’re … all right with that? I know that you don’t want to die, but—”

“Why is it any different when the organs come with a body to keep them sterile and healthy?” The question even sounded weak. “She’s never woken up. She doesn’t have the neural capacity to wake up. I’m not really okay with the fact that she exists; I didn’t expect to come back and hear that the EIS was continuing to work with my tissue. But if the clones are going to be out there, I may as well benefit from them. They’ve sure as hell benefitted from me.”

There was a long pause before Mahir said, “I thought Canada might soften you a bit. Give you time to get some distance, find some peace. I didn’t expect it to make you harder.”

“Oh, no?” I opened my eyes, sitting up as much as the tubes strapped to my arms allowed, and glared at him. “This is harder? Wanting to live, instead of dying again? I can remind you all that I’m not the original Georgia as much as I want, but I still remember dying as her. Do you know what that does to a person? I close my eyes on the bad nights, and Shaun’s pulling the trigger.” Or I was confined to a bed, just like this one, at the mercy of the doctors who milled around me like moths around a candle. My whole world was a nightmare now. “Do I think this is a responsible use of cloning technology? Actually, yes. I think this is the only responsible use of cloning technology. Am I afraid that they’ve lied to me about how developed her brain is, and that I’ll be killing someone who is in basically the same position I was, just so I can keep going? Yeah. Am I going to do it anyway? Yes. I am. You should know that.”

“I do.” He shook his head. “If you tried to tell me that you weren’t going to do it, I’d be doing my best to talk you into it. I may not get to talk to you much these days, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to live in a world that doesn’t have you in it.”

I blinked at him. “So what was all this about…?”

“I want to know that you’ve thought things through, and that you’re not compromising your principles because you’re afraid of leaving Shaun alone.” Mahir looked at me gravely. “The two of you were always a bit, well, codependent. You function beautifully as a unit, and you fall apart when you’re separated. That concerned me back when you had an outside support system. Now that you’ve essentially walked away from it, it terrifies me.”

“I am afraid of leaving Shaun alone, because I wouldn’t be leaving him alone,” I said. “I’d be leaving him with the voices in his head—and they’re getting mean. He didn’t get magically better just because I came back.”

“He needs to talk to Dr. Abbey about treatment.”

“He is, I think. He’s had long enough to figure out that he can’t do this on his own, and he’s ready. But if I die here, all bets are off. You know him. You know how he reacts.” I laughed bitterly. “Like, you actually know, because you’ve seen it happen. If I die again, he’s going to go off with the voices, and let them lead him to his doom. So no, I’m not compromising my principles for the sake of Shaun. I’m doing it because I want to live to fight another day. I am taking him into consideration as I approve my treatments—and I assume you’re sitting here, taking notes, because you’re planning to write up this ground-breaking medical case.”

Mahir flushed, looking away. “Nothing like this has ever happened before, Georgia. This is all new ground, and you know that the EIS won’t publish their results for anyone else to see. They’ll keep it all quiet and under their control, because that’s how they do things.”

“Still?” I couldn’t quite keep the wistfulness out of my voice. The world wasn’t kind—the world had never been kind, and I knew that better than most—but I had been hoping, at least a little, that things would have changed after everything we’d done. Maybe that was egotistical of me. I didn’t know. I just knew that we had paid a great deal for a new world, and now it didn’t look like we were going to get it.

“They’re better than they were. Haven’t you been reading my articles?”

“Some,” I said. “I read more of Alaric’s work these days.”

Mahir looked hurt. “Really?”

“Really.” I shrugged. “He does human interest and history; things that have already happened. Things I could never have changed. You … you’re still reporting the news. You’re doing heavy digging, and you’re doing it from Europe, which means you’re not endangering your family in the process. I am so proud of you. But if I read your work, I’d want to help. I’d want to get into those situations, I’d want to dig for those answers, and I’m not … I’m not ready yet. I’m still recovering. So is Shaun. We both need more time, and that means I can’t afford to let you make me start caring again.”

Mahir looked at me silently for a long moment before he nodded. “That makes sense,” he said. “I’ve had similar thoughts. I went to Australia—did you see that one? Beautiful country, just beautiful, and their approach to security is so evenhanded and sensible, it made me want to grab Nandini and Sanjukta and head straight for immigration. San’s young enough that she could grow up thinking that was the way the whole world was. She could be so much less afraid than I know she’s going to be, living in England, with a blood test unit on every doorway and regular contamination drills in the Underground. I could spare her, if I was just willing to walk away. I haven’t gotten there yet. Some days, I feel like it’s only a matter of time.”

“How did you get here, anyway? You must have been on a plane the second Dr. Abbey contacted you.”

“It took me a few hours, actually,” said Mahir, with a short smile. “I hopped a flight from Heathrow to Hamburg, went from there to Helsinki, and finally got dropped off at an old research installation up in Nunavut. It’s supposedly fully decommissioned, although we both know how often that’s true, especially when there’s something useful to be had by keeping a place operational. A few bush pilots fly out of there, small-range planes, exorbitant fees. The site paid for my tickets, by the way. In case you were planning to question my use of the operational budget.”

“Are you planning to write an article about the pilots in Nunavut?” I asked.

Mahir grinned this time, bright and lasting. “Your instincts are still good. Yes, I am. I’ll be spending a few days up there before heading home. A few of the pilots have agreed to show me around, as long as I elide any identifying details that might lead the government to them.”

As if the government didn’t already know: As if places like that, in a world like this, hadn’t long since been accepted as the cost of doing business. People still needed to move around. We had become a global economy before the Rising came, and there were always going to be reasons to travel between continents—reasons that sometimes didn’t allow for the long, grueling process of going through official channels. Mahir’s passport had been issued by the nation of India, a place that currently didn’t technically exist. As such, he was in a better position than most to use the smaller, underground airports; he didn’t need a visa to go anywhere in the world, and he couldn’t be arrested for crossing international borders unless he was already a wanted criminal.

Some of the things we’d done in the process of toppling the CDC’s leadership and replacing them with people from the EIS were technically illegal. All those charges had been dropped by President Ryman after we got his wife back. As long as he was careful, Mahir’s freedom of movement would remain unchallenged, and he could continue to report on the ways in which the world had adapted.

“That sounds fun,” I said. “I think you’ll really enjoy writing that one.”

“I enjoy writing all of them, even the hard ones.” He was quiet for a moment before he said, “You know, Georgia, people wonder what happened to you.”

“I know.” There were whole forums and bulletin boards devoted to Shaun and me, groups of people who traded rumors and blurry snapshots that could have been virtually anyone like they were currency. We had become celebrities by doing the impossible—unveiling the CDC, coming back from the dead—and we had cemented our place by doing something else that should have been impossible. We had disappeared. In a world where surveillance was king and the CDC almost always knew where everyone was, we had dropped off the grid completely.

“It’s a great story.”

And there it was. Finally, the thing he’d been waiting to say since the day he arrived was out in the open, sitting between us like the inevitability it was. I leveled a flat gaze on him, waiting until he looked away before I asked, “Does it matter whether I want it to be written? Do I get to ask for professional courtesy, and actually believe that you’re going to extend it?”

“Dammit, Georgia, don’t try to make me the bad guy here.”

“Why not? You and I both know that the only way you could bring yourself around to the idea that Shaun and I would want to be a human interest story is by casting us as either victims or villains somewhere in the back of your head. I’m guessing ‘villains’ was easy, since we walked away and left you holding the bag, until you actually saw us again, and saw how damn sick I am.” I waved a hand furiously at the equipment surrounding me. Even that much motion tugged on my IV, sending a twinge of pain through my arm. I wanted to rip it out. I wanted to reject everything about the machines that were keeping me alive, and the technology that had created them.

I was the product of modern science and fringe medicine. I should never have existed. There was no one in the world who hated that fact more than I did.

“You think we want to be here? You think I want to see you look away every time I turn my head, like I might somehow not have realized that you were watching me? Newsflash, Mahir: If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be in this bed. I want to live, yes, but not like this. Not in a … in a white room, where everything smells like antiseptic, and you never get to see the sky.” The walls were a pale cream green, but the principle was the same. This room was a cousin of those sterile rooms at the CDC, where clever scientists had violated the laws of nature in order to prove to themselves that they could. On paper, I had been created so that they could use me as a weapon against my brother, but that was never the real reason. They made me because they could. They didn’t give a crap about whether or not they should. Scientists never did.

“People want to know,” said Mahir quietly. There was guilt in his tone, but there was steel there, too. I had put it there. I had taught him to pursue the story no matter what tried to get in the way, no matter how hard your target squirmed and fought. What mattered was telling the truth, writing it all down and showing it to the people who needed to know about the things they hadn’t been there to witness for themselves. What mattered was the record. The person who wrote down what happened was really the one who made history, like a craftsman made a wall. One brick—one story—at a time.

“What if I don’t want them to?” The question came out rawer than I’d expected. I paused, swallowing to steady myself, before I continued, “What if I want to be forgotten? I’m not really interested in being anybody’s martyr. Been there, done that, got the urn with my ashes in it, sort of creeped out by that. I don’t want to die, but I don’t want to be a story anymore either. I want to be a person.”

“What about what I want?” Mahir raised his head and met my eyes squarely for the first time since he’d arrived. He was so much older than he’d been when all this started. We all were. “You walked away, and I let you go, because I thought you’d come back. I thought we’d have time to put all this in order, arrange the narrative, figure out what sort of direction we wanted to go. And you never came back. We’re here now because Dr. Abbey called us.”

“Why did she?” It was the question I’d been itching to ask. She had no good reason to summon our friends and acquaintances—not unless she thought I was dying, and if that had been the case, she would have been better off sedating Shaun and finding a nice room without anything breakable in it. This made no sense.

Mahir frowned. “She said you had something to share.”

“No. Not really. I missed you all—please believe me when I say that—but I never said I wanted to see you again. Sort of the opposite, really. I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

“I called your friends because I was calling my friends, and I wanted to be sure that no one was going to get so excited by the squishy science goodness of it all that they failed to remember that you were a person,” said Dr. Abbey. We both turned. She was standing in the doorway of my room, next to an Asian man in tan shorts and a Hawaiian-print shirt.

“It’s always a risk, with us,” said Dr. Joseph Shoji. “Hello, Georgia. You’re looking awful today.”

“Thanks, Doc,” I said, and scowled. “You summoned everyone here because you didn’t trust the people you were already calling? Doesn’t that seem a little counterintuitive to you?”

“Not really.” Dr. Abbey walked into the room and started fiddling with my IV, ignoring Mahir completely. “I needed the best in the world if I was going to save you, and I needed an escape plan if I wasn’t going to save you. Shaun would tear this place down around my ears if he thought I’d done something to hurry you to the grave. So I called my contacts at the EIS, focused on people who already knew your medical history, and summoned my medical dream team. At the same time, I tipped off the people who love you as to your location. There’s no way we could fail to give you the best possible care with this many eyes on us. It just wouldn’t work.”

“Huh,” I said. I couldn’t dispute the wisdom of her actions. They were backward and strange and not even remotely the actions of a normal person, but they made sense for her, and they would do what she needed them to do: They would protect her. If I didn’t survive the transplant, Mahir, Alaric, and Maggie would be able to talk Shaun down. Nothing was going to make him okay at that point—nothing was even going to come close—and they were probably the only people in the world, excepting Rick, who stood a chance of reaching him.

If Rick showed up next, I was going to scream. Having the vice president of the United States swing by to see how I was doing was just too surreal, even for me.

Dr. Shoji’s smile was clearly forced. The concern in his eyes was just as clearly real. “Georgia,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I’m two steps short of a medically induced coma, but who’s counting?” I looked at him calmly. “Did you bring what you needed?”

“I did,” he said. “We can operate in the morning.”







Three

George couldn’t go to sleep without the sound of my breathing, and she couldn’t come to me, wired up as she was to all those tubes and machines. We dozed together, me stretched on the six inches or so of mattress between her body and the edge of the bed, her squarely centered, arms at her side, like a wax dummy in a store window. I tried to pretend I wasn’t scared out of my mind. She tried to pretend the same, and neither of us spoke. What would there have been to say? I couldn’t beg her not to leave me; she was already trying her hardest, and implying anything else would mean implying that I thought she was going to fail.

Besides, the Georgia who didn’t really exist was more than happy to fill the silence. She had talked all night long, giving voice to the thoughts that raced through my aching head, but putting her own brutal twist on them.

“She’s going to die again, you know. That’s what people made of meat and mad science do. They die. That’s going to suck for you. At least you’ll have a date for the funeral, huh?”

“You should give up on her right now. If you walk away, you can pretend she got better. How does that sound? You and me and the big wide world, and you get to tell yourself she’s still here, furious and alive.”

“You always knew it was going to end like this.”

“You’ll always have me.”

I kept my eyes closed and swallowed my whimpers, refusing to give her the satisfaction of seeing how she was getting to me. She knew, of course. She was inside my head. But for the moment, I could still curl next to my flesh-and-blood girl, stiff and silent, and tell myself that things were going to be all right.

Morning broke and the lights in the room came on, chasing away the shadows behind my eyelids. I opened them and Dr. Abbey was there, flanked by Dr. Kimberley and Foxy, a solemn expression on her face. George was still asleep, or at least still had her eyes closed. I sat up.

“Is it time?”

Dr. Abbey nodded. “You need to leave the room now, Shaun.”

“What?” I stared at her. “No. You’re not going to operate on her in here, are you?”

“No. We have an operating theater prepared. You can watch if you want—I know better than to try to stop you—but I wish you wouldn’t. It will probably be distressing for you.”

“I’m supposed to try to convince you to come out hunting with me,” said Foxy blithely. “I have grenades and a rocket launcher and I went out last night and found some big holes that probably have bears or foxes in them. We could set them on fire if you wanted. Ever seen a burning zombie bear trying to climb a tree? It’s really funny.”

“I can’t decide whether or not that’s animal cruelty.” George still wasn’t waking up. I frowned at her. “Hey, George? You okay?”

“She’s out,” said Dr. Abbey. “The sedatives in her IV put her under hours ago. We’re going to be sedating her further for the surgery, but this was the best way to make sure she was fully relaxed before we went in. With the amount of work we’re going to be doing, this was the best thing for her, medically.”

Slowly, I turned to look at Dr. Abbey again. “She didn’t tell me you were going to be doing that.”

“She didn’t know.” The admission was calmly made, as if there was nothing wrong with drugging someone who didn’t expect it. Dr. Abbey looked me in the eye as she continued, “She might have refused because she wanted to be awake to support you, and that wouldn’t have been good for her overall health. You’re my … long-term science experiment who walks like a friend. She’s my patient. I have to put her first.”

All those words made sense. None of them should have been put in that order. I slid off the bed, glaring daggers at Dr. Abbey and Dr. Kimberley. “This isn’t right.”

“This is the only thing that’s right,” said Dr. Kimberley. “Please, go with Foxy, and let us save your sister.”

“No,” I said. But I didn’t stop them when they unhooked the IVs from their stands and unclamped the headboard from the wall, and rolled George—still sleeping peacefully—out of the room. I followed, with Foxy dogging my heels like an eager, murderous puppy. I wanted to tell her to back off and leave me alone. I didn’t. Not only was I a little bit afraid of what she’d do if openly rejected, but there was something comforting about her presence. As long as she was there, I couldn’t be left alone with the voices in my head.

And maybe she knew a little about hearing voices. I glanced at her. “Hey, uh, Foxy? Can we talk later?”

“Sure,” she said. There was no smile, for once; only sympathy. I wondered how much of her “space lobster juice” she’d had today. It didn’t seem to be nearly as much as usual. “You want to ask about getting hopped up on drugs, huh?”

“What?”

She shrugged expansively, the motion seeming to originate somewhere around her sternum and then spread out through her entire body, rather than being localized like a normal shrug. “You’re crazy. You know that, right? I mean, Shannon says it’s not a good word to use, because sometimes people who aren’t crazy point it at people who are and use it like a weapon, but I figure we’re both crazy, so that makes it okay.”

I was painfully aware of how close Dr. Abbey and Dr. Kimberley were. They were focused on getting George’s bed down the hall without bumping the equipment that was keeping her alive into anything, but they could still hear every word that we said. Maybe that was for the best. Maybe they needed to know that I had been thinking about these things.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I’m crazy.”

“Good,” said Foxy, visibly relieved by my admission. “So see, here’s the thing: I’m the kind of crazy that can’t handle what it’s done, and gets dangerous, so they give me drugs to make me a different kind of crazy. I’m not like this naturally. Tom makes the juice, and I drink the juice, and Elaine stays way down, below the surface, in the place where reason and rhyme and writing desks can be sort of forgotten about until we need them. She’s always here. I’m always here. But she doesn’t get to be in charge, and so I get to keep breathing. Your kind of crazy is … it’s sadder, I think. You don’t need the space lobster juice. You need something else.”

“He needs antidepressants and a mild antipsychotic,” said Dr. Abbey, glancing back over her shoulder. “I don’t know that you’re schizophrenic, Shaun, but I know that you shouldn’t be hearing voices the way you do.”

“She won’t hurt you,” said Foxy. “She just wants to help. She’s helped me, and she didn’t have to.”

“Yes, I did,” said Dr. Abbey. She sounded suddenly tired. I looked up, and saw that she and Dr. Kimberley had stopped, George between them, in front of a closed door. “Shaun, if you really want to watch this, go with Foxy; she can show you to the theater. But I wish you wouldn’t.”

“You know I have to,” I said quietly. I turned to Foxy. “Show me?”

“Okay,” she said, and pirouetted on her heel, light and graceful as she turned and led me back down the hall to another door. This one was smaller, recessed into the wall. There had been a sign affixed there once; the scars from the screws still stood out against the wood. She opened it, and I followed her mutely through, up a flight of stairs to a small room, once a projectionist’s booth. It held seven chairs, pressed too closely together for comfort. Only one was open, at the very center of the row. The others were filled with faces I knew—Maggie, Alaric, Mahir—and faces I didn’t know as well—Jill, Tom, and another of Dr. Abbey’s assistants. The people who knew me and George as people, not just accidents of science, looked at me with quiet sympathy in their eyes. The people who worked for Dr. Abbey didn’t look at me at all. Their attention was reserved for the glass wall in front of us, and the round, sterile room below.

Dr. Abbey’s people had been rebuilding the forestry center to suit their needs for years. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that their rebuilding had included a full operating theater, complete with observation room. The fact was so logical that it seemed almost silly to question it. I walked silently to the open chair and sat, folding my hands white-knuckled on my knees. Maggie put her right hand on my shoulder. I didn’t turn. I knew that if I looked at her, she would be overflowing with sympathy, so concerned for my well-being that she couldn’t contain it. And I would break. That would be one step too far into the darkness, and there would be no coming back.

Below me, a woman who looked exactly like my sister lay naked on an operating table, a ventilator covering her nose and mouth. I would have thought that she was George, if not for her hair, which had been shaved completely off—that, and her lack of scars. George didn’t take the kind of risks I did, because she couldn’t afford to. There was still no such thing as a risk-free life. She nicked her hands, skinned her knees, went through all the small injuries that the body was heir to, especially when that body lived in a cabin in the middle of nowhere. This girl, this … body, was pristine. She had never opened her eyes, never seen the sun, never had the memories of a dead woman used to jump-start her cloned mind into sudden self-awareness. She was an empty shell.

A shell that contained something we needed. Dr. Shoji moved around the motionless clone, checking machines, checking his tools. He barely looked up when the door opened and Dr. Abbey backed into the room, pulling George’s bed. George followed, eyes closed, surrounded by the silent sentinels of her IVs. Dr. Kimberley came last.

There was a pause while all three of the doctors left the room to scrub up and get ready for what was to come. When they returned, they were gowned in green, faces and hands covered, sterile. Dr. Kimberley sprayed some sort of aerosol, decontaminating the room.

“This process used to be a lot more complicated,” said one of the assistants—Jill. She sounded like she was trying to be helpful. Just the sound of her voice made me want to punch her lights out. “Sterilizing a room was difficult and time-consuming, and the risk of infection was much higher than it is now. The spray binds to particles in the air, and—”

“Not right now, okay?” interrupted Alaric. “That’s our friend down there. We don’t want to talk about this now.”

“Oh,” said Jill. “Sorry.” She fell silent. The rest of us remained that way.

In the theater below, Dr. Shoji picked up a scalpel.







Four

I opened my eyes, and the world was filled with light. Too much light: It burned. I made a wordless sound of protest, clapping my hands over my eyes. The fact that I still had hands, still had eyes, was great; it spoke to survival, or at least the sort of result where I was mostly intact at the end. The fact that my eyes felt like great balls of molten lava shoved into my skull was a lot less awesome.

“Someone get me a UV blocker,” snapped a voice. It had a Welsh accent. I ran through my mental catalog of voices, relieved that I still had that, and identified it as belonging to Dr. Kimberley. “Were none of you thinking?”

There was a clatter as someone rushed to get a UV blocker for her. I took a breath and tried to focus past the pain in my eyes, which was already fading. I wanted to know what else was going on with me.

First: There was no other pain. Just the eyes, and even as I thought about the absence of pain elsewhere, that pain blinked out, gone like it had never happened. I couldn’t seem to feel anything below my breastbone. That realization made my breath hitch for a moment, but I caught myself, forcing the panic down. Dr. Kimberley would never have allowed them to cut off anything I was going to need later. Neither would Dr. Abbey. I didn’t know Dr. Shoji well enough to trust him that completely, but the other two? I would trust them with my life. I had trusted them with my life. I just had to believe that I’d been right to do so.

“Here you go,” said another voice—Dr. Abbey—before a hand tugged at my wrist, trying to pull it back down to my side. “You have to uncover your eyes now, Georgia. I promise, this will help.”

I tried to respond. My lips wouldn’t obey me, and what came out was a petulant grunt.

“The paralytics we used to keep you from moving are still working their way out of your system,” she said. “Only the fact that you were hurting let you move in the first place. Now trust me, and let me work.”

I stopped resisting. She pulled my hands down, first one and then the other, positioning them by my sides. The way she placed them meant that I could feel the curve of my hips, the solid swell of bone and muscle under my fingers. The sheer solidity of my own body was soothing. I stopped fighting against the drugs. They would wear off soon enough.

Something light settled on the bridge of my nose. “You can open your eyes now,” said Dr. Kimberley. “I’d like if you’d try to do that for me. I need to see whether you have any voluntary muscle movement, or if it’s all reflex.”

Open my eyes. Right. I could do that. Maybe. I struggled to remember how the normally effortless motion was supposed to go, fighting against the thick lassitude that covered me. Finally, wrenchingly, my eyelids opened, and I was staring at the ceiling.

“There you are.” Dr. Kimberley leaned over me, smiling. “You should be able to move soon. Not that you should. In fact, if you start moving too much, we’ll be knocking you out again. So don’t.”

“Bedside manner,” said Dr. Abbey. “Get one.”

“Oh, as if you’re one to talk?” Dr. Kimberley briefly wrinkled her nose before returning her attention to me. “All right, we’re going to go over the results of your surgery in order of most to least important, and we’re going to do it now, while you’re still too drugged to interrupt me. Blink once if you understand.”

I blinked. There was an oddly hollow quality to the light in the room, like it had been stripped of some essential, nearly intangible element.

“First, you’ll be happy to know that we were able to replace your kidneys and liver with the cloned organs,” she said. “All the necessary blood transfusions were conducted before the supply was contaminated. It was tight, but we managed it. You’re going to be all right, Georgia. Your body is working properly again.”

“Well, mostly,” said Dr. Abbey.

Dr. Kimberley grimaced. “Yes,” she agreed, in a reluctant tone. “Mostly. The danger of clones has always been keeping them from spontaneously amplifying when they take their first breath of contaminated air—and all air is contaminated. There’s not a safe breeze on the planet. In this case, we were able to seal and shut down a room, but we couldn’t decontaminate your entire body. Doing that would have wrecked your immune system, and caused more problems than we were already struggling to solve.”

“Full autoimmune collapse is not the gift that keeps on giving,” said Dr. Abbey. She sounded almost … cheerful, like she was finally getting everything she’d ever wanted, and had only needed my near death to put the last pieces into place. “So you still have an immune system, and now you have organs that work, and still have that factory-fresh smell. They should be good for another fifty or sixty years. I am going to want you and Shaun in here every eighteen months, so that I can look you over and be sure that you haven’t done anything perishingly stupid to yourself.”

That was always a risk, especially with Shaun as my primary companion and arbiter of whether or not something was a good idea. I blinked to indicate my understanding.

“Good, good,” said Dr. Kimberley. “We were able to seal your incisions almost immediately; there will be minimal scarring, and you should be up and about by the end of the day. I recommend as much bed rest as possible for the next week. No jumping jacks, marathons, or vigorous sex.”

My cheeks heated. Dr. Abbey cackled. Not laughed—cackled, the gleeful sound of a wild creature in the deep woods.

“Look, her blush reflex works,” she said. “I told you we replaced enough blood for normal vascular function.”

“If she were equipped with a penis, I suppose you’d be suggesting direct stimulation, just to see whether she could become aroused.” Dr. Kimberley sounded peevish. I decided she was my hero.

“Yes, I would,” said Dr. Abbey. She leaned over so that I could see her face. “Look. We know that reservoir conditions are brought on by an interaction between the virus and the host body, and that specific host bodies will have a tropism toward specific reservoir conditions. Identical twins are more likely to develop identical conditions than strangers who have been exposed to the same root strain of Kellis-Amberlee. We don’t know why it happens that way. We just know that it does. Even induced conditions, like the ones in Joe or the ones the CDC attempted to force in some of their clones, will usually break along genetic lines. I always said that if you were exposed to a concentrated enough dose of the virus, while unable to amplify for whatever reason, that you would probably develop either retinal or spinal Kellis-Amberlee. They’re connected. Not sure why. But they tend to co-manifest about half the time, and—”

“You know, Shannon, sometimes I suspect you could keep talking while the building collapsed around your ears, as long as you felt you had an audience,” said Dr. Kimberley mildly. “Your eyes hurt, Georgia, is that correct?”

I blinked once. After Dr. Abbey’s speech, I was pretty sure I knew why my eyes hurt, but I still wanted to hear her say it out loud.

“I am sorry to have to say this, but judging by the viral structures building in your aqueous humor, you are in the early stages of retinal Kellis-Amberlee. We discussed removing your eyes and attempting a transplant, but we didn’t want to take any such drastic steps without your consent.”

The same adrenaline that had allowed me to raise my arms earlier flooded back into my system, allowing me to shake my head very slightly. It was barely more than a rocking from side to side.

It was enough. Dr. Abbey smiled. “I didn’t think so,” she said. She held up a syringe, and said, “We’re going to put you back under for a little while, so that you can process out the worst of the drugs. You may experience some discomfort when you wake. It shouldn’t be too extreme. We’re going to turn the lights out, and I’ll see if I can’t scrounge you up some sunglasses. All right?”

I couldn’t answer her—that sort of fine motor movement was still beyond me—and so I simply closed my eyes. Something pricked the skin on the inside of my elbow, and a cool, tingling sensation flowed into my veins. Sometime after that, consciousness simply slipped away.

When I woke for the second time, the room was dark; the IV lines had been removed, leaving me free to get out of the bed; and Shaun was curled up next to me like the world’s biggest house cat, his head resting on my chest and his arm wrapped around my waist, holding me possessively in place.

I raised my free arm and poked him in the head. He didn’t move.

“Shaun.”

No reaction.

“Shaun.”

No reaction.

“Shaun, if I don’t get up and pee right now, everything is going to be awful. Everything. Let me up.”

No reaction.

I sighed. “Goddammit, Shaun, don’t be an asshole.”

His eyes opened. Lifting his head, he gave me a smile that could have melted snow, and said, “You calling me an asshole is the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.”

I smiled back. I couldn’t stop myself. “That’s because you are one. Now let me up.”

He rolled away, letting me slide out of the bed. My legs were shaky, but they held. True to Dr. Abbey’s word, there was a pair of sunglasses on the bedside table. I slid them on, further darkening the room. My eyes hadn’t finished changing. When they did, wearing sunglasses in the dark would become second nature again, and the lack of light wouldn’t bother me at all.

When I turned, Shaun was sitting up in the bed, watching me. “Are you upset?” he asked, in a quiet tone.

I had to stop to think about it. Finally, I said, “Yes, and no. I didn’t exactly miss having fucked-up eyes. We’re going to have to hang so many curtains.” Back to migraines and staying inside when the sun was highest; back to constant vigilance, to keep from damaging myself further. “But it’s going to be nice, I guess. Having my reflection look right.” It might stop some of those dreams, the ones where the real Georgia Mason showed up and took her life back. “Besides, think of all the lightbulbs we’ll save.”

Shaun laughed. “There you go,” he said. “Silver lining.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. Because really, that was the biggest thing. My eyes had been damaged by the virus. But I got to stay. I got to stay with him, in the world.

That was all that really mattered.







Five

I was asleep by the time Georgia came back from the bathroom. I woke up to find her in my arms, sunglasses still seated firmly on her nose. She didn’t stir as I extricated myself, tiptoed out of the room, and started down the hall toward the kitchenette. I needed coffee. Coffee would make everything better.

Mahir was already waiting there, his hands cupped around a mug of tea. He raised his head at the sound of footsteps, and asked, “Well?”

“She’s okay.” The words were like a prayer. I smiled, and repeated them: “She’s okay.”

“Thank God. Is she awake?”

“Not right now. They told you about the…?” I pointed to my left eye.

Mahir nodded. “Yes. I’m sure she’ll adapt well. You both will.”

“Yeah. About that.” Maybe it was selfish to focus on myself at a time like this, but if George was going to live, I was going to stay with her. Completely with her, no matter what that required. “Before we go, I’m going to talk to Dr. Abbey about getting myself medicated. I’m tired of this.”

“That sounds like a very wise idea,” said Mahir. “Are you going to disappear again? Never come to see us?”

“We have to come back here every eighteen months,” said George. I turned. She was standing in the kitchen doorway, sunglasses in place, and she looked so right that my knees went weak. “Maybe we can arrange to meet up. See each other. Debrief.”

Mahir smiled. “I’d like that.”

There was a pot of coffee on the hot plate. I went to pour myself a cup, finally content, all the way down to my bones. It was going to be okay. George was going to live; I was going to get better; we were going to find a way to balance our privacy with our responsibilities. It wasn’t happy ever after—that doesn’t happen until you’re dead—but for the moment, considering the alternatives, it was more than close enough for me.
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The ocean is home to many myths

But some are deadly…

Seven years ago the Atargatis set off on a voyage to the Mariana Trench to film a mockumentary bringing to life ancient sea creatures of legend. It was lost at sea with all hands. Some have called it a hoax; others have called it a tragedy.

Now a new crew has been assembled. But this time they’re not out to entertain. Some seek to validate their life’s work. Some seek the greatest hunt of all.  Some seek the truth. But for the ambitious young scientist Victoria Stewart this is a voyage to uncover the fate of the sister she lost. 

Whatever the truth may be, it will only be found below the waves. 

The secrets of the deep come with a price.







Monterey, California: June 26, 2015

The sky was a deep and perfect blue, as long as Victoria—Vicky to her parents, Vic to her friends, Tory to herself, when she was thinking about the future, where she’d be a scientist and her sister Anne would be her official biographer, documenting all her amazing discoveries for the world to admire—kept her eyes above the horizon. Any lower and the smoke from the wildfires that had ravaged California all summer would appear, tinting the air a poisonous-looking gray. Skies weren’t supposed to look like that. Skies were supposed to be wide and blue and welcoming, like a mirror of the wild and waiting sea.

Tory had been born in the Monterey City Hospital. According to her parents, her first smile had been directed not at her mother, but at the Pacific Ocean. She had learned to swim in safe municipal pools by the age of eighteen months, and been in the ocean—closely supervised—by the time she was three, reveling in the taste of salt water on her lips and the sting of the sea spray in her eyes.

(She’d been grabbed by a riptide when she was seven, yanked away from her parents and pushed twenty yards from shore in the time it took to blink. She didn’t remember the incident when she was awake, but it surfaced often in her dreams: the suddenly hostile water reaching up to grab her and drag her down. Most children would have hated the ocean after something like that, letting well-earned fear keep their feet on the shore. Not Tory. The riptide had just been doing what it was made to do; she was the one who’d been in the wrong place. She had to learn to be in a better place when the next riptide came along.)

Her big sister, Anne, had watched Tory’s maritime adventures from the safety of the shore, slathered in SPF 120 and clutching her latest stack of gossip magazines. They’d been so different, even then. It would have been easy for them to detest each other, to let the gap in their ages and interests become a chasm. Anne had seven years on her baby sister. She could have walked away. Instead, somehow, they’d come out of their barely shared childhood as the best of friends. They had the same parents; they had the same wheat-blonde hair, although Anne’s had started darkening toward brown by the time she turned seventeen, prompting an endless succession of experimental dye jobs and highlighting processes. They both sunburned fast, and freckled even faster. They even had the same eyes, dark blue, like the waters of the Monterey Bay.

That was where the similarities ended. Tory was going to be a marine biologist, was doing a summer internship at the Monterey Bay Aquarium and starting at UC Santa Cruz in the fall on a full scholarship. Anne was a special interest reporter—read “talking head for geek news”—and well on her way to a solid career as a professional media personality.

The last time they’d seen each other in person had been three days prior to the launch of the SS Atargatis, a research vessel heading to the Mariana Trench to look for mermaids.

“We’re not going to find them,” Anne had admitted, sitting on the porch next to Tory and throwing bits of bread to the seagulls thronging the yard. “Mermaids don’t exist. Everyone at Imagine knows it. But it’s a chance for the scientists they’ve hired to do real research on someone else’s dime, and it’s a great opportunity for me personally.”

“You really want to be the face of the cryptid mockumentary?” Tory had asked.

Anne had answered with a shrug. “I want to be the face of something. This is as good a place to start as any. I just wish you could come with us. We could use some more camera-ready scientists.”

“Give me ten years and I’ll come on the anniversary tour.” Tory had grinned, impish, and leaned over to tug on a lock of her sister’s sunset-red hair. It was a dye job, but it was a good one, years and miles and a lot of money away from the Clairol specials Anne used to do in the downstairs bathroom. “I’ll make you look old.”

“By then, I’ll be so established that they’ll let me,” Anne had said, and they’d laughed, and the rest of the afternoon had passed the way the good ones always did: too fast to be fair.

Anne had promised to send Tory a video every day. She’d kept that promise from the time the ship launched, sending clips of her smiling face under an endless ocean sky, with scientists and crewmen laboring in the background.

The last clip had come on May seventeenth. In it, Anne had looked … harried, unsettled, like she no longer knew quite what to make of things. Tory had watched the short video so many times she could recite it from memory. That didn’t stop her from sitting down on the porch—so empty now, without Anne beside her—and pressing “play” again.

Anne’s face flickered into life on the screen, hair tousled by the wind, eyes haunted. “Tory,” she said, voice tight. “Okay, I … I’m scared. I don’t know what it is I saw, and I don’t know how it’s possible, but it’s real, Tory, it’s really real. It’s really out there. You’ll understand when you see the footage. Maybe you can … maybe you can be the one who figures it out. I love you. I love Mom and Dad. I … I hope I’ll be home soon.” She put her hand over her eyes. She had always done that, ever since she was a little girl, when she didn’t want anyone to see her crying.

“Turn off the camera, Kevin,” she said, and Tory whispered the words along with her. “I’m done.”

The video ended.

Six weeks had passed since that video’s arrival. There hadn’t been another.

Tory had tried to find out what had happened—what could have upset her sister so much, what could have made her stop sending her videos—but she’d gotten nowhere. Contacting Imagine led to a maze of phone trees and receptionists who became less helpful the moment she told them why she was calling. Every day, she sent another wave of e-mails, looking for information. Every day, she got nothing back.

She was starting to think nothing was all she was ever going to get again.

She was sitting on the porch six weeks and three days later, about to press “play” one more time, when the sound of footsteps caught her attention. She turned. Her mother was in the doorway, white faced and shaking, tears streaking her cheeks.

Tory felt the world turn to ashes around her, like the smoke staining the sky had finally won dominion over all. She staggered to her feet, unable to bear the thought of sitting when she heard the words her mother didn’t yet have the breath to say. Her laptop crashed to the steps, unheeded, unimportant. Nothing was important anymore.

Katherine Stewart put her arms around her surviving daughter and held fast, like she was an anchor, like she could somehow, through her sheer unwillingness to let go, keep this child from the sea.







Footage recovered from the Atargatis mission, aired for the board of the Imagine Network, July 1, 2015

The camera swings as the cameraman runs. The deck of the Atargatis lurches in the frame, slick with a grayish mucosal substance. Splashes of shockingly red blood mark the slime. There has been no time for it to dry. There has been no time for anything. The cameraman is out of breath. He stumbles, dropping to one knee. As he does, the camera tilts downward. For a few brief seconds, we are treated to a glimpse of the creature climbing, hand over hand, up the side of the Atargatis:

The face is more simian than human, with a flat “nose” defined by two long slits for nostrils, and a surprisingly sensual mouth brimming with needled teeth. It is a horror of the deep, gray skinned and feminine in the broadest sense of the term, an impression lent by the delicate structure of its bones and the tilt of its wide, liquid eyes. When it blinks, a nictitating membrane precedes the eyelid. It has “hair” of a sort—a writhing mass of glittering, filament-thin strands that cast their bioluminescent light on the hull.

It has no legs. Its lower body is the muscular curl of an eel’s tail, tapering to tattered looking but highly functional fins. This is a creature constructed along brutally efficient lines, designed to survive, whatever the cost. Nature abhors a form that cannot be repeated. Perhaps that’s why the creature has hands, thumbs moving in opposable counterpoint to its three long, slim fingers. The webbing extends to the second knuckle; the fingers extend past that, with four joints in place of the human two. They must be incredibly flexible, those fingers, no matter how fragile they seem.

The creature hisses, showing bloody teeth. Then, in a perfectly human, perfectly chilling voice, it says, “Come on, Kevin, don’t you have the shot yet?” It is the voice of Anne Stewart, Imagine Entertainment news personality. Anne herself is nowhere to be seen. But there is so much blood…

The cameraman staggers to his feet and runs. His camera captures everything in fragmentary pieces as he flees, taking snapshots of an apocalypse. There is a man who has been unzipped from crotch to throat, organs falling onto the deck in a heap; three of the creatures are clustered around the resulting mess, their faces buried in the offal, eating. There is a woman whose arms have been ripped from her shoulders, whose eyes stare into nothingness, glazed over and cold; two more of the creatures are dragging her toward the rail. The cameraman runs. There is a splash behind him. The creatures have returned to the sea with their prey.

Some of the faces of the dead are familiar: employees of Imagine, camera operators, makeup technicians, all sent out to sea with the Atargatis in order to record a documentary on the reality of mermaids. They weren’t supposed to find anything. Mermaids aren’t real. Other faces are new to the silent executives who watch the film play back, their mouths set into thin lines and their eyes betraying nothing of their feelings on the matter. A dark-haired woman beats a mermaid with an oar. A man runs for the rail, only to be attacked by three of the creatures, which move surprisingly swiftly out of the water, propelled by their powerful tails.

Around the boat, the sea is getting lighter, like the sun is rising from below. The camera continues to roll. The cameraman continues to run.

A thin-fingered hand slaps across the lens, and the video stops. The screaming takes longer to end, but in time, it does.

Everything ends.







Western Pacific Ocean, east of the Mariana Islands: September 3, 2018

The yacht drifted on the endless blue, flags fluttering from its mast and engine purring like a kitten, the man at the helm making small adjustments to their position as he worked to keep them exactly where they were. On any other vessel, he would have been considered the captain. On any other vessel, he wouldn’t have been subject to the whims of a reality television personality and his bevy of hand-selected bikini models, all of whom had been chosen more for their appearance than for their ability to handle being on a yacht in the middle of nowhere. They weren’t just miles from shore; they were days from shore, so far out that if something went wrong, no one would be in a position to rescue them.

That was what Daniel Butcher had been aiming for. The married star of three reality cooking shows just wanted to “escape” and “unwind,” far from the prying eyes of the paparazzi and their long-range telephoto lenses. He had the resources to take his entourage to the ends of the earth, and enough of a passion for fresh-caught seafood that this was his idea of paradise. He had the waves. He had the sun. He had a wide array of beautiful women happy to tell him how smart and handsome and witty he was, without his even needing to prompt them.

“Dinner’s at sunset, ladies,” Daniel called, checking the lines hanging off the side. This far from the commercial fishing lanes, they should be drifting in fertile waters. He’d even gone to the trouble of buying data on the known dead zones manifesting in the west Pacific, just to be sure he wasn’t being steered away from where the fish were. Wouldn’t that be a kick in the teeth? Pay tens of thousands of dollars to rent a top-of-the-line yacht, stock it, crew it, sail it away from civilization for three days straight, and wind up someplace where nothing was biting. But no. They’d eat well tonight.

(The actual gutting and cleaning of the fish would be left to his sous-chefs, two of whom had been brought on this voyage for just that reason. Daniel Butcher believed in roughing it, but he was still a star, and stars didn’t get fish guts on their hands unless there was a camera rolling to capture the rugged masculinity of the moment.)

The bikini models giggled and preened, their oiled skins shining in the tropical sun. This was the life. This was the way things were meant to be: just him, and the sea, and people who actually appreciated his brilliance.

He didn’t notice that they stopped preening as soon as he walked past them, or that some of them directed looks of frank disgust at his retreating back. He stopped to check one of the lines. A pretty black-haired girl in a green bikini withdrew a camera the size of a flash drive from under the skimpy fabric covering one breast and snapped a quick series of pictures, making sure her shots included as many of the other women as possible.

The redhead next to her gave her a quizzical look before asking, voice low, “Wife?”

The black-haired girl’s fingers tightened on her camera. “Yes.”

“Network,” said the redhead. “I set my cameras when we came aboard.”

“Nice,” said the first girl. She tucked the camera back into her bikini before offering her hand. “Elena.”

“Suzanne.”

“We looking at cancellation, or…?”

“Not yet.” Suzanne turned a predatory eye on Daniel, who had stopped again, this time to flirt with two actual bikini models. “The network’s concerned about reports of debauchery. They wanted someone to come on this trip and see how accurate they were. They hired me.”

“How did they know Daniel would pick you?”

“How did his wife know Daniel would pick you?”

“You saw the man behind the wheel when we boarded?” Elena nodded toward the cabin. Sunlight glinted off the windows, making it impossible to see inside. “He’s my brother. Technically I’m along because I wanted the ride, not because Daniel wanted access to my sea chest.”

“Clever,” said Suzanne approvingly. “We’re not going to make problems for each other, are we?”

“Why should we?” Elena’s smile was quick and predatory, a shark cutting through calm waters. “We’re both getting paid. Your pictures don’t change mine. And the man’s an ass. Let’s take him down from every angle at once.”

Suzanne laughed. So did Elena. They were still laughing when there was a commotion from the side of the boat, a splash and a scream and the sound of bodies rushing toward the rail. Their heads snapped around, Elena half-rising from her deck chair before she realized what had happened.

Daniel was gone.

“Oh my God,” she said, in a tone of fascinated horror. “The narcissistic bastard knocked himself overboard.”

“Come on.” Suzanne grabbed her hand, dragging her toward the chaos. “I want pictures of this, and all my cameras are on the boat.”

There was no sign of Daniel when the pair reached the side. The sea was calm, giving no indication that it had just swallowed a man. Bikini models leaned over the rail, shouting and cursing, eyes scanning the horizon. Elena felt her stomach sink. She’d grown up in the Mariana Islands, been born and raised on Guam, and she’d heard stories about this stretch of ocean.

How could I have been fool enough to take this job? she thought, turning to the cabin. Only fools sail where so many have been lost. She waved her arms frantically, hoping he would see her even though she couldn’t see him. They needed to turn around. They needed to get out of here.

Elena didn’t consider herself a superstitious person, but she would have had to be living under a rock not to have heard people whispering about what happened around the Mariana Trench when the sun was bright and the waters were still, when the fish had moved on and the things in the deeps grew hungry. There had been that mess a few years back, with a research vessel and the television network that showed all the Star Trek reruns. How she’d laughed at the thought of their being foolish enough to sail there, in the open waters where the bad things were.

She wasn’t laughing now.

She wasn’t laughing when the screams started behind her, high and shrill and terrified, or when she felt the touch of a hand—oddly long and spindly, covered in a cool, clammy film, like aloe gel was smeared across the skin—on the back of her ankle. Elena stopped waving her arms. She closed her eyes. If she couldn’t see it, it wouldn’t be real. That was the way the world worked, wasn’t it?

Her scream, when it came, was short and sharp and quickly ended. The boat began to move, her brother finally throwing it into gear, but it was too little, too late; his own scream soon joined the fading chorus.

The yacht rented by Daniel Butcher for his private entertainment was found three days later, drifting some eight hundred miles from its chartered destination. No survivors were ever found.

Neither were the bodies.
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