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For my friends

“Naught may endure but mutability.”





one
The Marietta Project
The first thing I ever saw was myself, reflected through a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. The second thing was him, a wiry, middle-aged man behind those glasses. We both seemed astonished by each other. Or at least, I was certainly astonished. I mean, I’d just been born a few seconds ago.
Rain was coming down heavily, pitter-pattering against the sides of the building. The man who peered at me overhead was Father.
“Marietta,” he said. His brow wrinkled. “You’re alive.”
My Cog whirred. Having information packets and learning modules downloaded meant that data churned through me rapidly. I knew this was a lab and that I’d been an experiment. It had to be a successful one, because I was alive. I was finally here, thank god.
I stretched out my hands and marveled at their strength and structure—bones supporting muscle supporting flesh. I was alive, and it was fantastic. My heart thudded against my chest. It was necessary for it to keep beating, in order for me to keep going. My Cog told me that.
I was positively giddy by now. I leapt off the steel surgical table. My first steps were a waltz. My sturdy feet pounded against the cold floor. I spun in a circle. I was alive.
I was finally united with Father, who had created me in this very lab. For years he’d toiled and failed and tried again to make and remake me. That fact was part of me, downloaded into my Cog along with the fact that I needed a functioning heart to survive, that I was built much stronger than most anyone, and that this place, Amaris City, this rainy volcanic island between Northwest America and East Asia, was mine to call home.
“You’re alive,” he said again. This time with a note of incredulity. I could hear the ghost of a question, lingering in the room with us. Are you?
In Father’s lab there were rows of long steel tables like the very one I’d leapt from. Some incomplete parts lay upon the other tables: hollowed-out torsos, mismatched pairs of legs, a pile of wet organs, and a length of shiny black hair, roughly severed from a scalp. It looked an awful lot like the hair on my own head.
Along one wall I saw jars of smaller human parts—a dull red heart, preserved in some indiscernible milky fluid; carefully sliced irises in a range of candy-like colors; a grizzled old tongue. There was an astringent scent in the air—chlorine, my Cog supplied, which masked some of the effluvia. But there was still the hint of the body, regardless. Blood, sweat, tears; they were all part of this place too.
Father was frowning. But why? I saw myself in the mirrored glass door and grinned in delight. I was so fucking beautiful.
I had long, sturdy legs and well-formed arms, coiled with muscle. Long black hair, dark brows, and dark brown eyes. I was comely, pulchritudinous—my Cog scrambled for the slang term—an absolute babe, ten out of ten. I flexed my arms, grinning wide. Now that was even better. Eleven out of ten.
“It took a lot to make you who you are,” Father told me, his voice scalpel-sharp, breaking my reverie. “Lots of material and energy has been expended on your behalf. The best of the best, in fact.”
“Duh.” That was my first word on earth. It came out petulant, before I could form something more lyrical, perhaps by borrowing a line from antiquity. For heaps of books, music, and poetry also whirred through my Cog, along with the stirring sensation of … something else. Something uncomfortable.
I ached. But where?
I patted around my stomach anxiously, looking for the source of the pain. I looked for marks and open wounds, but found none. Nothing was wrong. My stitches were healing nicely too. The different body parts I was comprised of were coming together. Pretty soon, I’d be whole. Everything on the outside was working perfectly.
There was a question mark, a blank space, an unknown quantity of something that didn’t work perfectly. Even my own Cog couldn’t diagnose it, let alone supply the solution. But I knew it was something on the inside that didn’t quite fit right.
I frowned, and then—when I noticed Father watching me—I flashed a smile instead. I wanted him to know I was glad to be here. Lots had been expended on my behalf: material and energy derived not just from Father, but from the lab and land itself. Geothermal energy powered this room, energy that this island provided. I could feel it under my soles, thrumming.
Besides the one in my own head, there were other Cogs in this room too, all powered by that same energy. Beyond the organic parts, there were rows of computers, rows of Cogs. Wet and fleshy pink objects, palm-sized and still inanimate, suspended in small vats of clear fluid. They looked like something between a human brain and a computer mouse. They gurgled quietly, churning data like hungry babies.
I saw an in-process experiment: a lone Cog’s port was still connected to the stringy, wet, pink wire—metal wrapped in PVC dripping with condensation—that plugged into one of the lab computers. This was how information transferred between computer and Cog. As for the computers, those were programmed by Father. In some ways, I guess I was a direct extension of him. Father had wired himself a brand-new daughter.
I ran my hand against the back of my neck, feeling the protrusion from where my own Cog had been inserted. Where I had been plugged in and made alive.
The bump made me a teeny bit self-conscious. I made a note to acquire a cute necklace as soon as possible.
“Duh?” Father echoed, somewhat blankly. “Was that really your first word, Marietta?”
“Yup,” I told him.
Behind him, I heard someone suppress a laugh. In the excitement of waking up, I’d completely failed to notice that there was a second person in Father’s lab, despite my keener-than-average senses.
The gleaming metal name tag read Penny. The woman donning it was young, a handful of years older than me—probably early or mid-twenties at most. She had circular glasses and a shock of bright pink hair tied back into a ponytail. While she also wore a white lab coat, bearing the same curling purple inscription of The Institute of Scientific Progress, her demeanor could not have been more different than Father’s.
There was a clear dissonance between her personality and her work, and I found myself immediately interested in her. Ink-black tattoos peeked out from under the sleeve of her lab coat. She’d changed her skin, marked herself as different on purpose. I could see most of the tattooed letters, but my Cog worked out the full phrase running up her clinical uniform: ROTTEN GIRL.
“Marietta woke up too early,” Father said to her, frowning. There were pauses in his voice. Gaps heavy with some meaning I couldn’t parse. “We haven’t run tests. And her Cog …”
“She looks damn healthy and seems pretty sharp,” Penny said, surveying me while snapping her gum. A sliver of lime green poked out from between her teeth. “I’d say this was a big success, Doctor.”
Rotten girl—something about that phrase felt ominous. I patted my stomach again, wondering where the ache was. Maybe on the inside I was rotten too.
“More examinations are certainly needed,” Father finally said. And then, after a hesitation, “But for now, she can come home … given enough discretion, of course.”

The three of us walked side by side, sheltered under three large black umbrellas. I was quiet while my Cog buzzed like wild, taking everything in.
We stood near the top of a volcano that spread down a long green hill. Mount Amaris fed the Institute, which converted its natural energy into new technological advancements like me.
“Amaris City, a place like no other.” The slogan rang through my Cog. It was embedded in me like a familiar lullaby. A place like no other; that was why people lived here. I knew Uphill life was the best of the best … since Father only dealt with the best of the best.
The same went for myself—I knew there was nothing else like me on earth. Or at least, not yet. An augmented human girl, with only a small protrusion at the base of my neck distinguishing me from the rest of them.
Dark shapes hung around the edges of dark buildings; blackberries were coming up everywhere they could on the island. The plants crept through the cracks in the pavement. They slunk up the sides of old knotted trees. They crawled in a green-and-black pattern across the facades of the office buildings, schools, and tall, gleaming apartment complexes.
Insects buzzed in the air. Many-eyed and many-mouthed, their brittle wings the same color as the sky. Orange. Father swatted them away impatiently, muttering about how this shouldn’t be such an issue, especially not up here.
Which made me wonder, what was down there? Past the manicured hill … What else was there to this world?
I pointed up at a dark shifting shape, perched on the edge of the research institute building we’d come out of. Penny and Father had acted furtively, whisking me away speedily so I wouldn’t be seen by anyone. The trench coat they’d wrapped me in bunched up uncomfortably around my broad shoulders.
“Ravens,” I said aloud, distracting my Cog from processing existential thoughts. There were many of these dark creatures around us, all perched along high places, crying out in discordant, mournful song. “They’re everywhere.”
They were massive too.
“Amaris ravens are bigger than ravens anywhere else on earth,” Father said. “They’ll eat almost anything. Fish off the coast, and berries. Even garbage.”
“Relatable,” I said.
Father looked at me as though I’d sprouted another head. But I heard Penny chortle. When Father turned away, she gave me an encouraging wink. “Did you know, the ravens are a failed Institute experiment? They were supposed to help with—”
“Penelope,” Father said.
Penny’s cheeks flushed. She didn’t say another word, although I was dying to know what the ravens had done wrong. Instead, she wrapped her coat around herself tighter.
Penny and Father were both wearing long beige trench coats, same as me. It was soon apparent that almost everyone on the hill was dressed in the same fashion. This was what Father had meant by discretion—I had to fit in with the style of the region.
People walked hurriedly, their steps brisk and businesslike, coming and going to various appointments. They donned long coats, carried black umbrellas and black briefcases. I found their highly polished black dress shoes—what was the word?—obnoxious. Yes, that was it. It was fucking obnoxious to have gleaming black shoes like that while walking in the pouring rain.
“You’re lucky the path is short,” Penny told me. “It’s only five minutes on foot between the lab and your home … well, probably two minutes for you, with legs like that. A few steps downhill.”
Amaris City was divided into two major areas; that fact was firmly implanted in my Cog in the same way I knew that Father was my father.
We were Uphill. The volcano only stretched downward from here. It wound in wide, paved paths like a network of nodes, down toward other apartments and offices and recreational buildings, and finally toward the bottom. The not-Uphill part. Downhill.
But Father had always lived Uphill. Therefore, I would too.
“Marietta,” he said. “You know what the expectations are, correct?”
I nodded. Father was overstating what I already knew had to be. I would stay Uphill with him, for as long as I was alive. This was my chosen path. There were no other routes since this was the only one in which I could be of use to him.

“How many fire hydrants do you see?” Penny asked me, once we arrived at Father’s apartment.
There was a gridded image on the computer screen in Father’s study, depicting a landscape that hadn’t been embedded in my Cog. But I recognized the disparate pieces that shaped a suburban landscape. A row of nearly identical two-story houses, framed by white fences.
“No fire hydrants, just some ugly houses,” I told her.
“Congratulations, you’ve passed the CAPTCHA challenge, and are therefore human,” she grinned. “Not that it was ever a question for me.”
“Hm,” was all Father said.
He wanted more performance checks, and so more were executed. I passed each one with flying colors.
My heart rate was steady. I was strong as an ox. My physical reaction times were fast enough that I could almost preempt their prompting. I could meld into shadows, do a triple pirouette, and play Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin on the piano in the living room—flawlessly in both execution and expression. Sheet music was easy to read, since I’d already had the fundamentals downloaded into my Cog.
And yet Father frowned, because something about me wasn’t quite right. “We haven’t done bloodwork yet,” he said, staring at me. “What if it—I mean she—doesn’t even bleed?”
“She’s your daughter.” Penny’s voice trembled. “I was there for the blood donation. It’s Type B, Doctor. Plus, she’s already done so many tests today. You should really—”
“And I’m your boss,” Father reminded her, in a flat voice that left no room for argument. “Bring me a tourniquet, disinfectant, and some needles, Penelope. Quickly.”
“Needles?” I squeaked.
The blue rubber band was already wrapped around my exposed forearm. Father pushed me back against the leather chair, snapping his white gloves on impatiently. Sample tubes were out on a silver tray, but it wasn’t them I was worried about. It was the sharp needles.
“Where are those supposed to go?” I managed to ask, even though I was pretty sure I already knew the answer to that.
He pulled my sleeve up, and before I could protest, he pressed the needle directly into my skin. Immediate pain shot up my arm. Tears welled in my eyes as he siphoned. The tube filled cherry red. My blood, I thought dizzily. There it is.
“This is nothing,” Father admonished. “When you’re in the lab with me, you’ll have much harder work to do. Anything I need, you’ll bring me. I didn’t make you so strong just to see you cry over a little drop of blood, Marietta.”
Penny rushed over with a pink Band-Aid and rummaged through her bag before she found a green-apple fruit chew, which she promptly handed over to me.
“Thanks,” I sniffled, pressing the Band-Aid over my still-welling wound. I do bleed, I wanted to tell Father. Can’t you see that you’ve hurt me?
“Now it’s time for dinner,” he said. “It’s been a long day, and I’m hungry.”

Penny and I worked in the kitchen together while Father sipped green tea in his study. I cut up ingredients while Penny stirred, watching the noodles come to a boil. The smell of crisping shallots and fish stock made my stomach grumble. She was a good cook … and I would be too, Father informed me, sounding definitive about it. Or else was strongly implied.
Throughout the meal, he continued to look at me while I fidgeted in my starched button-down shirt, wincing whenever I moved my sore arm. Every time I did so, his frown deepened, and he’d make a note in his leather-bound journal. A mark against me.
The three of us ate together in stilted silence before Penny finally excused herself. Her life seemed exhausting. Not only was she Father’s lab assistant, but she was his personal one too. Hours on top of hours of different forms of work.
On the way out, she squeezed my shoulder, her multiple bracelets jangling cheerfully. “Until tomorrow, Em.”
Em. I already liked that much better than Marietta, but it still didn’t quite fit. Just like my clothes didn’t quite fit. Or even my bed, which I was in by nine p.m. It creaked and groaned under my weight as I tossed and turned listlessly. I was sure Father, down the hall in his own room, would hear it and make another mark against me in his journal.
That was one of the house rules: I had to be in bed early. Nothing good happened after dark. Plus, I needed all my energy to help him in the lab. I couldn’t waste it on frivolous things. His work demanded only the best of the best.
Father’s tone was brusque when he said it again—the best of the best. I felt that he was angry about something, but I couldn’t pin down the reason and I didn’t think asking him would help. We didn’t know each other well yet, but something told me that he wasn’t the kind of man who shared his problems, especially not with his own daughter.
So I pretended to sleep while his snores echoed down the hall. The walls were white and unadorned: plain. No books or games. An austere room, befitting what Father needed. There was nothing to distract me from work except a single small rectangle looking out to the city.
I stared out the window and watched the shadows grow long and crooked, until finally the sun went down over the green hill. People were running downhill, their long trench coats sparkling with rain under the lamplights. Thunder rumbled through the walls, and through me too. It played my skin like a drum.
There was a couple kissing by a tree, illuminated by lightning. I felt a sudden ache watching them. It twisted at my insides like a secretly festering rot.
I knew Amaris well through the history modules downloaded in my Cog. But I didn’t really know anything outside of the city. When I searched for those places, there was nothing there. I had some small smatterings of art, poetry, and books. But they hovered in me, disconnected from other things, in a vacuum. I would have to ask Father for more information; otherwise I’d have to link the gaps myself somehow.
Father would have to help me. If I couldn’t fix things on my own, I knew he would. He’d made me, after all, which meant he could do anything.
Oh, cheer up, I told myself, picking at my scabs and stitches until the bits formed a small mound. I opened the window and threw the heap out. I watched a raven swoop down to devour the whole stringy mess under the purpling sky.
“Ew,” I mumbled, but quietly enough so that Father wouldn’t wake up.
It was only our first day together, and there would be so many more to look forward to. I hoped he’d soon put that dreaded journal away and stop taking notes about me.
I sighed and stared back out at the lovesick couple through my window.
The two of them were completely enraptured by each other. Their coats were discarded in a puddle beside them, and they were kissing like it was oxygen. Kissing like it wasn’t a want but a need, never mind the hungry cawing ravens above them, or the wild blackberries that threatened to tumble them into the gnarled tree, or even the lightning that hovered dangerously close, threatening to send them and the tree up in smoke. They were kissing like they were the only two people in all of Amaris City.
When the pair finally left my field of vision, holding hands and stumbling down the long road, I felt strangely forlorn. I looked down the hill—forbidden, Father had said, like I’d ever go against him, my own father—then forced my eyes shut.
Maybe Marietta would fit better on me in the morning.
I really hoped so, but something inside of me—maybe the broken part, the secretly rotten part—told me it was only going to get worse.




two
Cigarettes and Playgirl
“Is there smoke?” Penny asked early the next morning.
There was heat under me, warming the bottoms of my shoes. I felt it waft through my uncomfortably starched clothing, dampening my back. Sulfur in the air too, reminiscent of the lab, but outside it was different. Uncontained.
Penny stared northwest, past the metal power plant fueling the lab, past the island itself. Orange skies met green ocean. East Asia was somewhere beyond that murky darkness. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It was a warm day in April, and all three of us had our beige trench coats unbuttoned.
Around us, ravens cawed softly. Uphillers in long trench coats trekked from point A to point B, their faces glued to their phone screens. We were heading to the lab for a few more tests, but Penny had stopped suddenly, her expression troubled.
“Mount Amaris has been dormant for decades,” Father said dismissively. “The city isn’t very close to the Ring of Fire either. The buildings are reinforced. Structurally sound.”
My geography modules told me that the Ring of Fire formed a ring around much of the Pacific Ocean—from Asia, to Europe, to the Americas, and beyond. Basically, it was the region where volcanoes had been most active on earth. Decades ago, a volcanic eruption formed the archipelago around us, including the well-populated island of Amaris City.
A new thought occurred to me: there had been no warning before the eruption occurred, and there was no definitive way to know exactly when one might happen in the future. The only thing we could go off were signs. Hints like the smell in the air changing.
Which I swore, it had.
My Cog whirred. My eyes widened. I knew where Penny was going with this, because I had just formed the very same thought myself: “So, is living here dangerous?”
“No.” Father dismissed it with a shake of his head. “It’s statistically very safe.”
Yet a series of downloaded images flashed through my Cog: an eruption of fire; ash falling through the sky; people screaming, screaming, screaming.
It could happen again, even to the best of the best. I watched beads of sweat trickle down the side of Father’s neck. He tugged at his tie for a moment before we made eye contact. In the manicured green grass, there was a red-eyed frog with boils peppering its acid-green skin and I wondered, Is this another sign?
A beige-clad group heading in our direction stopped to wave at Father before I could voice any of my observations. All of them carried enormous cups of coffee and brimmed with jittery, almost puppy-like energy. They were young, my age.
“Interns,” Penny mumbled under her breath. “Trust me, they won’t look nearly this alive by the end of the summer, especially not if they’re research drones like me. Oh, except that girl with the new designer shoes. I’ll probably be working for her in two years if I’m lucky.”
“Why?” I frowned.
“Interns don’t get paid in anything but prestige, and they work full-time like the rest of us. Those shoes alone probably cost two weeks of my salary.”
“Ah,” I said. I finally got what Penny was saying. The math didn’t add up, but the money had to come from somewhere.
“Morning, sir,” the girl now chirped to Father, who in reaction, immediately stepped in front of me, blocking me from the group’s view. “Humid day, isn’t it?”
Father’s smile stretched unconvincingly wide. “I believe it’s nothing out of the ordinary. I have some work to do—otherwise I’d love to talk more, especially about your role at the Institute. It would be wonderful to see you follow in your aunt’s footsteps someday. And of course, also wonderful if she might get back to me about loosening that budget freeze in our department …” He chuckled.
I stepped out from behind Father’s shadow, bristling. The girl tilted her head quizzically, almost as if she recognized me from somewhere. She was short like Penny, with black hair neatly plaited into ribboned braids. Pretty.
“I’m Anna,” she said, holding out a small manicured hand. “And you are …”
“Busy. Unfortunately, we must be going,” Father said, answering for me before whisking both me and Penny away from the group.

Father didn’t seem too concerned by the potential impact of natural disasters, or even the fact that I was annoyed at him for not introducing me to the group of Institute interns. There was something far more urgent on his mind: his science presentation at an upcoming conference.
His work called him back to East Asia, where he’d be speaking at an academic conference about the latest development in Cogs to important groups of investors, suppliers, and tech journalists. The Institute relied on him for additional funding for project development. But something made him pause and reconsider even attending, important as it was. Me.
“Nothing’s wrong with Marietta,” Penny insisted again. “She’s done perfectly in all her performance checks.”
But Father remained unconvinced.
After the interns left, we walked between the lab and Father’s apartment several times for additional performance checks. I did everything he asked, knew everything an Uphiller was expected to know culturally.
I sent my first email, waited in a long and pointless line, and mumbled, “Excuse me, pardon me,” to at least a dozen different people. Discreetly, because Father wasn’t sure if the public was ready to meet his extremely gorgeous, muscular daughter yet. In public, to his acquaintances, he never even referred to me directly. Only when it was the three of us did he call me Marietta.
He carried his notebook with him and made marks in it whenever I said anything that surprised him. There were tons of marks. I was beginning to suspect that to Father, surprises weren’t a good thing at all.
I forced myself not to flinch when he addressed me. Rotten girl, my Cog whispered snidely. You’re not really Marietta, are you?
I drew my beige trench coat around myself tighter; I buttoned myself in. I willed myself to look up, always. To look ahead and not look down that long hill.

While Father and Penny worked at the lab, preparing for his big upcoming conference speech or whatever, I poked around the apartment.
Outside, the rumble of automatic lawn mowers droned. They were maintaining the hill in a pointless attempt to keep it pristine. They were cutting away the wild blackberries and scaring off the ravens. No one drove the lawn mowers; they drove themselves.
They probably had sensors to avoid running into pedestrians. I wondered what they looked like, under their metal skin.
I’m different from them, I told myself. Of course I was. My Cog was more complex, my skin organic. I could bleed. The terrible blood test had proved that.
There was nothing wrong with me, at least certainly not on the outside. Plus, hello, anyone could see that I was a babe. Tall, muscled, simply stunning. I was a fast runner, deft climber, and flexible dancer too. Various performance checks had ascertained that. There was nothing I couldn’t do well.
I picked at a loose thread in my arm, worried it out while I went through Father’s meticulously organized files in his study. Just a few minor scars were left, which I knew would fade over time.
Poking around other people’s things was frowned upon, but it was honestly more important that I figured out what could possibly be wrong with me. So I decided that it was fine to do a little sleuthing.
The files in his desk were incredibly boring: taxes, out-of-date research, receipts. I skimmed his books, which were equally dull and dry. The most interesting aspect of Father’s study that I saw were the framed awards hanging above his desk. They formed a map of his life, leading him to Amaris City.
He’d received prizes for his contributions to scientific research, spanning decades. His first honor was a scholarship for his creativity in computer science, given to him by his undergraduate program in China. They expanded and grew more impressive the further down the line I looked. The latest was from the Institute of Scientific Progress—the very Uphill institution I’d been born into.
I knew Uphillers were pretty much all affiliated with the Institute. They were medical researchers, software engineers, surgeons, academic lecturers, technical writers, and marketers. They were assisted by automatic devices, like the lawn mowers outside. Or interns, Penny probably would’ve quipped.
Heat crept up the back of my neck. I ran my fingers against the bump at its base, finding the flap where my Cog had been inserted. Even though I was alone, there was a part of me that wanted to hide it. To cover it up, mask it somehow.
Even if there was something wrong with me, Father would fix it. Alter me as needed. Soon, he’d proudly introduce me to everyone. And because of me, he’d have another accolade to add to the vast collection on his wall.
I prowled through the apartment, suddenly restless. But I knew I couldn’t go outside. Father had forbidden it because I might not be ready yet.
I ate my way through a bag of creamy White Rabbit candy, licking the sticky bits stuck in my teeth. When that didn’t sate my boredom, I polished off the tea eggs that were in the fridge. I did two hundred push-ups. I played Bach’s Goldberg Variations on the piano.
Bored. I was still bored. The apartment felt too small and stifling. I wanted to be out.
There was nothing left to do inside. A lot of the physical objects were redundant—I’d already been familiarized with them through the downloaded modules in my Cog.
I busied myself with tasks befitting Uphill culture to pass the time. I sent a somewhat terse email about how to acquire more White Rabbit candy and cc’ed anyone important I could think of—the mayor, the president of the candy company, heads of various media organizations. I finished a crossword puzzle in under ten seconds. I polished my dress shoes until I could see my own face grimacing back at me.
While scouring for the next thing to do, I saw Penny’s black handbag, half-hidden under the row of beige trench coats in the foyer. She must have left it behind when they went to the lab.
It was one thing to poke around Father’s study; it seemed like an extra step to go through someone’s bag. But there was nothing else in the apartment.
Plus, it wasn’t like Father or Penny would be back anytime soon. I could be really fast too. I could process everything in there in a matter of seconds, thanks to my incredible Cog.
So I took the bag, feeling somewhat sheepish, and retreated with it to my bedroom to investigate things further.

I tried not to think about the acid-green frog of possible doom while I sat on the edge of my too-small bed, staring down into the bag that was not mine, that was clearly private property, that my Cog told me was not a good idea to peruse.
When I finally opened it, it was like opening a portal to another world. It was totally different from the world I lived in now … and I loved it.
I’d never seen anything like Penny’s possessions before. I read a small booklet about music, featuring musicians that looked nothing like Bach or Brahms. The ones in Penny’s bag had spiked hair instead of white wigs. Their eyes were smeared in black shadow, their lips red with gloss. Nitzer Ebb, Ministry, Siouxsie and the Banshees. No one Uphill ever looked like that.
There was a bootleg CD in her bag, which I immediately put on in lieu of the Vivaldi’s Cello that had been slotted in the player. The track list was scrawled in black. Illegible and covered in spiky doodles. The song was loud, brash, and upbeat. I danced to it, admiring myself in the mirror. Something wasn’t quite right. I rolled up my slacks and unbuttoned my shirt. Now that was much better.
I went through booklet after booklet—zine, as I soon discovered they were called from reading their pages. My Cog filed this away. I felt pleased to be learning something new.
Time passed in a blur. I found myself immersed in pictures of clothing that looked nothing like Uphill attire. Torn fishnet stockings, tall black boots with silver buckles. Nothing was ironed or starched. Nothing even looked new. Instead of smiling, the models pouted and scowled.
Where could I even get stuff like that? I wondered, but I already knew the answer.
Downhill, or off-island.
Penny was no Uphiller. That was clear at this point. The rotten girl tattoo had been barely obscured under her white sleeve. When she wasn’t at work, she was Downhill. I was sure of it.
Down there, where my Cog had formed no associations—until now. Father programmed me this way on purpose.
What could even be so bad about Downhill? It seemed fun. More so than being stuck in this apartment, doing crossword puzzles and sending emails. Why would Father keep me away from it? Was there something he was keeping me safe from?
There was so much I didn’t know, and so much that I hadn’t experienced for myself. I tore through Penny’s things, hungrily. I couldn’t get enough.
I hummed along to Penny’s CD while thumbing through a magazine at the bottom of her bag. An old copy of Playgirl. Unlike the models from the fashion magazines, these wore very little clothing. I found myself drawn to a spread that folded out in the middle of the magazine. Very interesting.
I took out a little carton from her bag, which seemed to hold infinite objects, then opened it. I rolled one of the small paper tubes between my fingers. A cigarette—which I was now familiar with, thanks to the musicians in Penny’s zines. I lit the end of it with her lighter—a bedazzled pink and black one covered in rhinestone skulls—and inhaled deeply.
This was how Father discovered me, coming back from the lab. Playgirl in hand, smoking a cigarette.
“Shoot,” Penny said, seeing all her things splayed out on my bed. Her face was almost as pink as her hair. “I left my bag here.”
Apparently, I was in trouble.
I had never seen Father so furious before—though I guess I had only really known him for twenty-four hours. And maybe he wasn’t actually that mad.
“Lights on,” he said, and the room brightened.
“Music off,” he said, and there was silence.
“Marietta, explain what you’ve done,” he said, and I found myself struggling to articulate it, complex Cog and all. I gathered Penny’s things, returning them to her bag. I ashed the cigarette out in a plant on the windowsill, which only made Father’s frown deepen.
Penny attempted to interject, but Father wasn’t having it at all. The way he looked at me, you’d have thought I killed someone.
“I was just reading and listening to music—”
“And smoking cigarettes,” Father said.
“One cigarette,” I clarified, but it did nothing to help the mood. Father looked wordlessly at my rolled-up sleeves, my creased trousers, my tussled hair. He coughed meaningfully and turned up the air filter. Processed air chugged out, instantly evaporating the scent of tobacco.
Why couldn’t he simply open the window? What made this better than what was out there?
Outside, there was the sound of lawn mowers rumbling. There were still weeds to contain, even at night. Uphill had to stay polished—it was part of the Institute’s culture—and Father was the same way. All polish, and not a hair out of line.
“I’m supposed to be leaving for my flight tomorrow evening,” Father said. His words splashed over me like a shock of cold water. “It’s an important conference. The results will dictate not only my future, but also yours.”
“It’s only been a day. She’s doing great,” Penny said, cutting in. She put a warm, reassuring hand on my arm, and I glimpsed the phrase rotten girl once again peeking out from under her sleeve.
“This isn’t what I had in mind for my daughter’s second day,” Father said. There were long pauses between his words again, heavy with some meaning I couldn’t register. “She shouldn’t have pried into your possessions either, Penelope. She knows it’s wrong.”
“She was bound to be curious at some point. You can’t control everything,” Penny said with a shrug.
“Can’t I?” Father asked.
Neither of us answered that.
Behind those wire-rimmed glasses, Father’s eyes widened. Something was dawning on him. A big revelation, based on how quickly his face changed. A mosaic of expressions crossed his face: surprise, fear, then finally, resignation.
Something was dawning on me too. Maybe I wasn’t Marietta, after all. Maybe I was just wearing her skin.
“It’s not the exterior that’s the problem. It’s the Cog.” He was speaking past me, to Penny.
“I’m still learning!” I protested, feeling rankled. “What’s the big deal?”
Father’s smile was somber. “But just what are you learning?”
I could be Marietta. I could try harder. I had to.
I could learn to love my beige trench coat and emails. I could stand at Father’s side, as crisp and neat as he was. I could be the perfect daughter and win him all the awards.
“What do you want, Marietta? What’s your purpose?” he asked. The pen hovered over the notebook, and I knew what I told him next would be important. Would potentially change everything.
Part of me wanted to tell him a lie. My Cog encouraged this. I should chalk up this afternoon as an error. I should restate my interests as his. It was what he wanted to hear.
I want to live Uphill, with you, forever. I want to do whatever you think is best. Assisting, helping, lifting whatever he needed in the lab.
But now that I’d seen what was out there, even in those small glimpses from Penny’s bag, I knew I had been irrevocably changed. I was straying further and further away from Marietta. I was turning into someone else entirely.
Marietta wasn’t even my name. It was far too dainty and neat. I was something wilder. I was native to Amaris, after all. The words were flying out now, uninhibited like the cawing ravens, the irrepressible berries.
“My name is Helga,” I told them both. Proudly. Loudly. “And I want to go Downhill!”




three
Uphill Girls
Immediately after my proclamation, I was grounded and forbidden from leaving the apartment.
This meant I wasn’t allowed short walks anywhere, not even to the Institute lab. I rotted in bed for hours, listening to Father’s classical CDs, itching for something different. Even though me wanting something different was the whole damn problem.
The automated lawn mowers droned on outside. Inside, the automated vacuum vroomed over the apartment’s wood floors, occasionally knocking into a table leg or door. I could’ve reset the programming myself, but I was feeling petty. Why the hell shouldn’t things get knocked over sometimes?
Penny was in the kitchen, making lunch for the two of us. As Father’s assistant, she was supposed to monitor me while Father worked at the lab, looking into both the computers and the Cogs to see where he’d gone wrong with me.
I knew Penny was actually here to both babysit and prevent me from leaving the apartment. But I didn’t need a nanny or a gatekeeper. I was perfectly fine on my own.
The rice cooker beeped. There was a click-click of the burner turning on, shortly followed by the smell of crisping scallions and fried eggs. A few minutes later, Penny was at my door, carrying a bowl of tomato egg over rice.
“You can’t ignore me forever,” she said. “Plus, you need to eat.”
I wolfed down lunch while Penny just stood there, tapping her house slipper.
“I’m not your enemy, Marietta,” she said, before catching herself. “Sorry, I mean Helga.”
“You smoke cigarettes and don’t get into trouble,” I muttered. “So why should I be punished?”
“I’m an adult and I get to make my own choices—including bad ones,” Penny said, before sizing me up. “Wait, how old are you again?”
“Eighteen,” I countered.
New insights synthesized through my Cog. Being eighteen meant I was technically an adult too. But that was at odds with how Penny and Father treated me. I was old enough to work and expected to help Father in the lab, but they acted like I was a child.
“I could leave,” I told her, smugly. “You couldn’t stop me.”
I was faster and stronger than her and Father. I could be out of here and halfway down the hill before either of them had even finished tying their shoelaces. And if somehow they did manage to catch up, I could easily overpower them.
Penny was short and physically weak. Father was old as hell. My Cog raced with new possibilities. I could do anything, be anything. All I had to do was remove the obstacles in my way.
But there was that other part of my Cog warning me to be careful. Even if I left Penny and Father in the dust, that was no guarantee of my future happiness. If I got caught, there’d be consequences. It was also very possible that the Institute would try and collect on its intellectual property. That intellectual property being me.
I slumped down further in my bed, hugging my knees to my chest. Penny sat beside me, patting my arm gingerly.
“Want another bowl of lunch?” she asked.
“I can get it myself,” I said. A sudden heat flamed my cheeks: embarrassment. I wasn’t a baby, not that you’d know it from how Penny treated me.
After a few more bowls of fried eggs and tomato over rice, Penny and I played board games, waiting for Father to return home. He was going to do one final check on me before leaving for his conference.
I beat Penny at chess, Scrabble, and mahjong. I out-Jenga’ed her. I bought up Pacific Avenue and left her broke in every game of Monopoly we played. But there was one game Penny always won—Trivial Pursuit.
Because when it came to popular culture, I had a lot of gaps to fill. They were gaps that Father seemed to want left open forever. I barely knew anything outside of Amaris City, let alone the world beyond Uphill.
Because of my organic parts, I was physically strong and capable. And because of the way I’d been programmed, I already had plenty of information downloaded, not to mention a great instinct for picking up new information due to my learning modules.
Father implied that the world outside of Uphill was something I should avoid, but I still wanted to know and experience those things for myself instead of getting it through secondhand evidence. I felt incomplete without lived experiences. Father and Penny had been to places other than Uphill, and they seemed perfectly alright.
“Why do you even live here?” I asked, and sourly, because I was about to lose another game of Trivial Pursuit.
Penny’s grin faded. She set down the little plastic purple game piece and sighed. “I needed the job. Otherwise, I’d live—”
“Downhill,” I guessed.
“Yeah, either there or outside of Amaris,” Penny admitted.
It was wild considering a whole world outside of the island. My only context for it was the music Father approved of—dead guys like Bach and Beethoven, who’d been a big deal in Europe a million years ago—in addition to the food I’d consumed. Off-island imports.
Since Amaris City was between East Asia and North America, foods from both of those continents had made their way into the cuisine here, sometimes mixed together. Father not only stocked his kitchen cabinets with chili oil and vermicelli noodles, but also dry cereal and canned chicken soup. Other scents wafted into the apartment whenever the windows were open: sandwiches and steamed buns from the Institute’s café. There was coffee and bubble tea too.
I was good at picking up on different foods, but I needed more context for them. The recipe books around the apartment only went so far. I’d eaten my way through a lot of food groups already and identified different items as native to different regions, but I still needed to try it all myself. My stomach twinged just thinking about all the uneaten soup dumplings in the world. It was unfair that they were so far away.
“What were the ravens supposed to do? You mentioned they were a failure.” I frowned, remembering how Penny had started to say something about them before being cut off by Father.
“The Institute wanted them to work as living drones monitoring the island. You can see how well that’s worked out,” Penny said, her eyes crinkling.
She seemed pleased that the experiment had failed, even though she worked for the Institute herself. I swallowed a bunch of strawberry fruit chews, suddenly uneasy. All the ravens ever did was eat trash while ignoring their intended purpose. Did that make me a failed experiment too?
“Can I get one more cigarette?” I asked Penny.
“Fuck no, Helga.”
“Fine,” I said. It’d been worth a try.
Cigarettes felt like a Downhill thing. I wanted them specifically because I couldn’t have them. Same with the rock music, the torn fishnets. I doubted people Downhill wore these stuffy trench coats. I hated fiddling with all those buttons.
It seemed silly that Penny would live Uphill just for a job when she clearly liked Downhill a lot more. “Why can’t you do what you want, Penny?”
Penny laughed so hard she almost snorted out iced tea. “That’s not how the world works, Helga. You need money to survive—and the job market is brutal. You take what you can get, even if it means you’ve gotta clock in to multiple jobs to make ends meet.”
“Clocking in?” I frowned, unsure of what that expression meant.
“If I’m late—even if it’s because I’m doing a different job for him—my pay could get docked. Clocking in is based on time and location, see?” She showed me her schedule on her phone, which had check-ins both at the lab and Father’s apartment.
I’d never really thought about the world like that—being tracked by your job, while potentially putting aside your own wants for what was most vital to survival: money. I already knew how my life would unfold, thanks to Father’s programming and the life he’d mapped out for me. I’d go into Cog research at the Institute, just like him. Then I’d become his lab assistant, same as Penny. That was the plan; I was going to be Father’s helper. With my assistance he would accomplish even greater things.
I fidgeted with the buttons on my shirt, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.
Penny got up and cranked up the air conditioning in the hallway, fanning herself. “It’s too hot for April,” she complained.
It was warm, despite Father’s curt assertions that the temperature was fine. Penny’s iced drink was sweating onto the low teak table. My button-down felt uncomfortably damp again. Yes, even gorgeous girls got sweaty sometimes.
Thinking about the future Father had carved out for me didn’t help with my sweatiness either. I couldn’t really see myself working in his lab. The only part of it that sounded good to me was the part about making him proud. But maybe only Marietta was someone who could make him proud.
I desperately wanted him to stop scanning me for defects. But he’d spent all day looking, and I knew he’d find something eventually. Maybe something even worse than cigarettes.
“The doctor will be home soon,” Penny said, sitting back down across from me and fanning herself. She put away the board game and glanced at the clock by the foyer. Seven p.m. The sun was getting low too.
Father would be here soon, and then gone again, off to a different continent. Leaving just me and Penny on the island together.
“Maybe we can go outside tomorrow,” I suggested. “Father doesn’t have to know what we’re up to.”
Penny raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. Maybe.”
Penny wasn’t like Father. She was a Downhiller stuck in the life of an Uphiller. She didn’t seem too opposed to my idea either. I could tell she was turning it over, entertaining the possibility. She chewed the ends of her hot pink hair, hemming and hawing.
And then we both stood up, because there was commotion outside. The sound of boys yipping, laughing. I craned my head to get a better look at what was going on, even going so far as cranking open the living room window. A splash of acid rain hit my cheek through the gridded mosquito screen; without a trench coat and umbrella, the rain stung, but only a little. Penny was beside me, exhaling sharply.
“Damn,” she whispered.
“Fuck the Institute!” was written on the door of the research annex building down the road, in big, gleeful purple letters. There were some letters I didn’t recognize right next to it. It was a language I didn’t know.
Black hoods were pulled over the boys’ faces. They took off running when the automatic lights came on around them, darting past cafés with a swiftness that I recognized in myself.
The keys jangled in the front door. It swung open, and there was Father, in his long beige trench coat, his black slacks, his black patent shoes.
“Did you see something?” Father asked. He strode over briskly and stared down at the newly painted building. His voice was laced tight with anger. “Penny, Marietta … did you see who did this? Did you see where they went?”
The boys, clearly Downhillers from their black outfits and unbridled laughter, had wound around the bagel kiosk just a few feet away from Father’s apartment. I waited for Penny to say something about them, but she didn’t.
“Guess I missed it,” she said, shrugging.
“I didn’t see anything either,” I said, while my insides roiled. Why did Penny lie to Father?
I pretended to be looking at the words—the graffiti, my Cog supplied—for the first time. The two unknown characters on the annex building stuck out like burrs.
“What does it say?” I asked Father.
He was carrying a pair of shopping bags in his arms. They formed an additional layer on top of his boxy trench coat. A thicker layer, almost like a barrier between us. My shoulders tensed instinctively. I wanted him to put them down. I wanted to see his expression. And I wanted him to see me.
“English is the only language you ever need to know, Marietta. It’s the only one that matters to the Institute. Everything else is a waste of time and resources … like those delinquents that defaced the building. I doubt they’ve ever worked an honest day in their life.”
I didn’t know why the Downhillers hated the Institute so much. I didn’t know why Penny was so quiet now either.
Father shook his head. “Lights down,” he said, and everything in the room dimmed. “They’ll be caught eventually. For now, let’s celebrate. Penny, do you mind staying just a little longer?”
“Celebrate?” Penny echoed.
To my relief, Father finally put the bags down. I could’ve sworn his look was almost affectionate. “Yesterday was someone’s birthday.”
My birthday! Father did really care about me. My heart surged. The tension in my shoulders gave out. But my heart sank a little when I saw what had been written in icing atop the cake he produced out of one of the bags. Happy Birthday, Marietta.
Marietta, not Helga.
I felt a little better after eating a couple of slices, at least. The spongy chiffon layers were interspersed with fresh mango, strawberry, and kiwi slices. They’d been imported from somewhere outside of Amaris because as far as I knew, the only fruit that really grew around here was blackberries.
I wanted to go for a fourth slice but figured maybe the other two should have something to eat. I waited patiently, ignoring my rumbling stomach.
“Have you considered staying on the island?” Penny asked carefully. “I know you haven’t spent much time with Marietta yet.”
“I’ve only ever focused on my research,” Father said. “I do wonder, occasionally …” He gazed toward some place I couldn’t see, then shook his head. When he looked at me, his expression was guarded. “No, I must attend. It’s too important to the Institute.”
“Does this mean Penny will watch me while you’re gone?” I asked.
“She has research to do in the lab. You’ll be on your own for the most part,” Father said. And before I could get too excited about that, he added, “Don’t think about leaving the apartment. I’ll know if you do.”
But just how would he know? This was probably some “father knows best” kind of assertion. I knew all about those from the parables that had been downloaded to my Cog. It was likely an empty threat to keep me on my best behavior. Except Penny had mentioned “clocking in” for her jobs. Was it possible that my location might be monitored too?
I smiled brightly. “I won’t leave,” I promised. Penny wasn’t the only one who could lie, after all.
Father’s face relaxed. “Good. And before you go to bed, I wanted to give you something.”
Under his chair was the other shopping bag Father had brought in. My Cog raced, imagining all that could be in it. Maybe Father had relented, getting me a new CD that wasn’t dead-guys-in-white-wigs-core. I’d love shoes that were less stuffy than my black ones. Maybe he’d even gotten me makeup, something fun and glittery.
I tore into the bag eagerly and produced a black briefcase. Marietta was monogrammed on its side, in stark beige lettering.
“Thank you,” I said, with a lump in my throat. Gratitude was part of the gift-giving exchange. My Cog told me that. But then why did I want to fucking cry right now?
“This will come in handy for years to come,” Father said. “It should be durable enough to serve you well for years at the lab.”
“I see,” I said, looking down so he couldn’t see my expression and make another mark in his notebook against me. “Thank you again, Father.”
It was still raining outside. Warm spring rain meant more flora, which meant more fauna. Football-sized ravens swooped down where they could, Uphill failures that gleefully ate everything around them. There were people heading down the hill, and I would not go with them.
“Remember,” Father reminded me, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking, “I’ll know if you leave this apartment.”

Like the first night, I pretended to sleep, even though I felt more awake than I had all day.
Thanks to my keen hearing, plenty of sounds filtered through my bedroom walls. Downhill revelry, carrying all the way up to the top of Mount Amaris, where I tossed and turned in bed. When I tried to picture what people were doing, nothing appeared. No images, no visceral sensations other than the echoes of what I’d felt and seen, snooping through Penny’s bag.
Rotten girl.
I couldn’t go outside. I didn’t want to disappoint Father more than I already had. Maybe over time, his rules would become lax. Maybe we could even go to new places together.
I had to put aside my own wishes for now. I should do what Father wanted. I was meant to fulfill his hopes and dreams.
Penny and Father were talking in low voices in the foyer. I tore my focus away from the distant Downhill debauchery to hone in on what they were saying. It sounded like an argument. A pretty big one, given how loud Penny’s voice rumbled.
“She’s doing great,” Penny insisted. “Normal teenage girls act like this, Doctor. I should know. I used to be one of them.”
“Not mine,” Father said. “My daughter has to be different. The best.”
“Your solution …”
My hands gripped the side of my bed. The rest of the world fell away as I strained to hear the rest of his words.
“Her Cog has to be changed,” Father said grimly. “When I return, I’ll do it myself. I’ll take it out and start over from scratch.”




four
Downhill Thrills
Screw Father, and screw Penny too. There was no choice but for me to get out of here.
As soon as they both left the apartment, I stormed out of my bedroom and headed straight for the front door. Changing my Cog was unforgivable. It was what made me, me.
My fingers grazed the brass doorknob, and I hesitated, slightly unsure now that I was hovering at the precipice. There were only two options: stay or go. Father said he would know if I left the apartment. And if I left, it would only be further incentive for him to change me, since it was proof I couldn’t follow his orders.
Then I thought: Who the hell cares what he thinks?
I let the door close behind me with a definitive clinch. Something whirred inside the door frame—an automatic lock. Now I couldn’t even get back in if I wanted to. I would have to break into my own home if I ever wanted to go back inside.
There was that ache again, somewhere inside me. It coiled in my stomach. Somehow, it’d even found its way up to my heart. I gritted my teeth and flew down the stairs, ignoring the dull pain. I passed wall after wall of beige sameness. The dull mumble of classical radio followed me, haunting my every step.
I stepped outside into the night rain, where every splatter felt like a harsh kiss. Giddiness spread through me as I looked down the sloped green hill. I could hear the people, even from up here. The Downhillers were out in the city. And even though the trash can–like automatons were already covering up the graffiti on the annex building with their long suction arms, the words the boys had written there were permanently wired into my Cog. Fuck the Institute.
But there was one thing I had left to do before going Downhill.

Getting into the Institute building was easier than I imagined. It was post—email hours, with no Uphillers in sight. There was an iron lock on the front door, which I simply broke off between my hands before sauntering in, metal chains clattering to the floor. Sneaking into Father’s lab was the trickier part.
After taking the service elevator down to the bottom level of the building, I walked down the clinical white hall back to the place where I was born, but there I ran into a couple of issues with the door. I couldn’t brute force my way in. A passcode was required to enter. Four digits, which meant 10,000 possible combinations.
If I tried to guess the passcode too many times, I might end up being locked out and escorted by the Institute’s security detail, which would definitely not be cute.
The A/C sputtered wetly. Condensation clung to the wall. I tuned out everything around me and stared at the passcode. Think, Helga, think. What four numbers might be important to Father, if any? Guessing correctly was my only option.
I remembered the wall of personal accolades in his study. If there were any significant numbers to him, I knew it would be one of those. The most impressive accolade would have been the latest one issued. There were no plateaus, no dips along the line. Father’s trajectory was upward bound only. Up to the top of the city, up on the radar of every celebrated institution.
Me, I thought, clutching my stomach. The weird ache had returned. I should’ve been Father’s greatest achievement—but I was not only born too early; something about me was fucked up.
So it had to be something else: The date that he’d been accepted to conduct Cog research at the Institute of Scientific Progress. My own Cog recalled the exact numbers on Father’s award in his study.
I typed in 0422, and the light turned green. One try, and I’d bypassed the first passcode.
The green light switched on, the door opened, and I walked into Father’s lab—not as his assistant nor his successful project, but as a trespasser.
A delinquent.
How had things gone wrong? The clues were all here in this room, and I just needed to puzzle it out. If anyone was to discover a solution to my problem, it should be me. I could fix myself so Father wouldn’t have to.
The problem wasn’t anything related to my organic parts. The performance checks had verified that, so I could ignore the jars of preserved organs and the collection of bones that were on one side of the room.
I strode over to the other side, to the row of glowing computers and Cogs. I was transfixed especially by the Cogs suspended in vats of fluid, since the problem was with my Cog. Allegedly.
But what if it wasn’t the Cog at all? What if it was how I’d been programmed?
I touched the base of my own neck, feeling the flesh flap, the gurgling warmth of the Cog that whispered under my own skin. I could plug myself in with one of those wet pink wires on the table, hook myself up to the computer, and make myself into anything. Anyone.
Marietta.
“Fuck this,” I said. Pain throbbed at my temple. My Cog raced, puzzling out the different paths to take. Every single option except being Helga sucked.
I didn’t want to change. I was happy just the way I was.
I was already heading for the exit when I saw the row of trench coats, neatly hung in a line on the coat rack. Below them was a row of patent black shoes, all in the same size. My size.
How many Mariettas had Father tried to make? What had happened to them?
A chill ran up my spine. I was wearing the skin and bones of several girls, surely. Everyone was useful, even after death: I knew from my history modules that all dead bodies in Amaris ended up in the Institute. Material could never be wasted, especially not when there was still progress to be made.
There were steel lockers behind the Uphill clothes Father had set aside for his perfect daughter Marietta. I shouldn’t open any of them; I knew that. My Cog whispered a terse warning: Don’t.
Don’t look.
Don’t open the door.
I opened one anyway—to confirm what I already suspected.
My hand brushed against black hair, against starchily stiff fabric, against soft, petrifying flesh. A discarded, half-formed Marietta smiled at me in her sensible blue button-down, her mouth swarming with black flies.
I lurched backwards and was enveloped by beige trench coats as flies flew out, swarming around the room. The coat rack clanged behind me. My heart went into double time. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the locker.
This half-formed Marietta wasn’t the only thing in there. There were similarly shaped skulls piled up on the bottom of the locker. Black hair tangled with dark brown hair. This was only the beginning of Father’s abandoned projects.
Father hadn’t bothered cleaning up his mess. Dirty work wasn’t for him; he was too busy chasing his next big achievement.
Now I’d definitely seen more than enough. I shut the locker quickly, but the flies were already out, a group of them forming dark clouds around my head. Rotten girl, they buzzed.
My heart thumped in my throat. It was such a shock to my system that I stepped backwards onto another patent black shoe and tripped.
The coat rack fell on me. I was buried in beige trench coats while black shoes dug against my back. I choked and pushed them aside, gasping for air. Clawing my way out.
I could still see the rotten girl in the locker, grinning at me. Her face was imprinted on the back of my eyelids, taunting me.
If I opened the other lockers, how many more Mariettas would I find?
Starting over from scratch. Those had been Father’s own words. He was ready to have me join the other Mariettas. To yank out my Cog and reassemble what had been me into something better.
I fucking beelined it out of there, furious, afraid, and vengeful as hell.
I would never share their fate. I would never be Marietta.
I discarded my long trench coat outside of the Institute. I kicked off my shiny black shoes into a blackberry bush by a park. I opened my mouth as I ran through a copse of gnarled trees, and I swallowed up all the rain. It crackled hot on my tongue like drops of bubbling oil. I savored every microorganism inside each raindrop, licking between my teeth to make sure I did it thoroughly.
I needed more.
The downpour immediately took the starch out of my button-down shirt. It turned my slacks from blue to black. It curled my hair into snakelike tendrils. I kept running, my bare feet now pounding against wet pavement instead of grass. I went farther down the hill. The few straggling Uphillers turned from the sudden gust of breeze, looking quizzical in their long beige trench coats as I passed them. But it was too late. They’d only see my shadow and feel the lingering chill; I was gone like a bad memory.
The night kissed my skin. I opened my mouth, letting the rain in again. I could have swallowed it all. If I wanted, I could devour the moon. Eat the stars. Turn the whole world dark.
I swiped handfuls of unripe blackberries by darkened offices and cafés and then I gripped my abdomen, feeling that persistent twinge again. Whatever the problem was, I would have to figure it out on my own. Father wouldn’t help me. Father didn’t even want me.
My pants were frayed. Over the course of my run, I’d ripped holes in both knees. My shirt was torn. I didn’t look like an Uphiller at all. I looked like a huge mess. I was almost at the bottom of the hill now, where Amaris Cemetery loomed.
I saw my first tourists, poking around outside the cemetery. They were easy to spot with their ridiculous fanny packs and expensive cameras hung around their necks. They didn’t walk briskly like Uphillers did. They ambled like turtles.
I crept up behind them, soundless like a predator.
“Should we get closer?” The freckled redhead kid was tugging on his mother’s wet sleeve, trying to get her to relent, inching toward the tombstones near the bottom of the hill. “I want to get a better picture.”
The father, a man wearing a yellow windbreaker and green track pants, shook his head regretfully. “Not sure if it’s safe, Sammie. Maybe we’d better head back to the hotel and get an early start in the morning. Downhill’s pretty dangerous, I think—I don’t want to get too close to the border. We’re better sticking up here during the night.”
“Could we come back during the day and just go to the carnival?” the little boy whined. His parents patted his head indulgently.
A sudden hot rage coiled inside me. It felt like a sickness, even though I’d been made to be perfectly healthy. What was this feeling eating me up? Why did the boy’s parents dote on him, sniveling and small and breakable as he was? Why did they all look at each other like they were the entire sum of the universe?
The father took a step backwards and bumped into me. The three of them gasped when they turned and saw me standing in the shadow of an old elm tree. Lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating my wet ragged clothing and my fucked-up hair. The tourists went slack-jawed.
“I need …” I sputtered. “Please, help me.”
I stopped short, realizing they were all afraid of me. I wasn’t as cute as I’d looked earlier, but surely I couldn’t be that horrifying. The parents circled their son protectively. Hiding him from me. “Just take our money.” The mother trembled. Her face had gone almost as pale as the headstones around us. “We don’t want any trouble.”
“I’m not—” I tried again.
“Here,” the father said, stumbling forward. A leather wallet fell from his track pants. He picked it back up with shaking fingers and thrust it into my hand. “Take this.”
They really did think I was a monster after all. But all I wanted was for them to recognize that I was a human being in trouble. All I wanted was for someone to help. I turned away so they wouldn’t see my crestfallen face.
I knew there was no getting through to any of them. Not the way I looked, and not the way they looked at me. I watched them run away, their son nestled safely between them, each parent occasionally turning back to make sure that I wasn’t following in deadly pursuit.
No time to feel sorry for myself though, not when my new life was just beginning. So I pressed onward—forward and down.

Ravens sang. Lightning flashed. I was totally in my element. The closer to the bottom of the hill I got, the more at home I felt.
As I trawled through the dirt paths of Amaris Cemetery, I couldn’t help but think about Penny. She was trapped too. Stuck Uphill when she clearly belonged somewhere else. Maybe she wasn’t so bad. We probably weren’t so different from each other.
Ugh. The last thing I needed was someone keeping me from moving forward. My sympathy was misplaced. It had to be.
I put her out of my mind as I counted the money in the tourist’s wallet. There was a large wad of bills and a handful of silver tokens. It would help me get by for a while.
I was getting closer to the bottom of the hill, and now I could hear revelry on the other side of the morgue. My heart skipped a beat, then went into double time. I trampled over white rose bushes, approaching the stone structure. There were fresh donations inside. I knew it was cold like Father’s lab. Had he and Penny sifted through all of these bodies, hoping to make the perfect daughter?
A lump formed in my throat.
I couldn’t afford to be sentimental. Father didn’t want me, and Penny was too useless to be of any help. I narrowed my eyes and hardened my heart. I trampled over more white roses.
I reached the black iron gate, and then crossed it into Downhill, Amaris. Into the land of night people.




five
The Night Market
The sights were immediately different from Uphill. The sounds and smells were different too. The scent of fried food wafting toward me was so enticing in fact that I didn’t notice when I walked straight into oncoming traffic.
Headlights flashed. I heard a loud honk followed by tires screeching to a halt. I put my hands out in front of me and smashed into hard metal. Between the mouthwatering aromas of fried pastries and meat skewers, there was now a strong whiff of burning rubber lingering in the air. The surface before me gave out. The metal caved under my hands.
The bus honked again, cursing at me. I’d walked right in front of a double-decker bus … and then I’d dented it.
The vehicle swerved off, noticeably worse for wear. The purple paint by the front bumper was chipped. One of the headlights flickered. Passengers pressed their faces against the windows, watching me with mouths agape. I’d definitely be sore tomorrow, but it was probably nothing a few snacks couldn’t fix.
As the bus sped out of view, I caught a glimpse of the glittery silver name on its side. Amaris Shuttle Service. If I didn’t want to walk, I could take this to get around.
I brushed purple paint chips from my hands and kept moving deeper into Downhill, weaving through packs of tourists and occasionally jostling loose items from their pockets and bags. After my run-in with the family in the cemetery, I figured this was the only way I could make it. I needed money to survive: money that tourists had in heaps.

The ocean breeze was much stronger down here. A synthetic sulfurous scent wafted over, and I was instantly dizzy. A few pedestrians covered their noses with small cloths or masks, coughing discreetly. Rats peeked out of rain gutters, their black eyes watchful.
The ground felt uneven; loose pebbles scattered under each step, rolling further and further down the hill toward the Pacific Ocean that bordered this island. I saw another acid-green frog, hopping from stone to stone. Was it an omen of doom, or just another weird little guy?
Penny’s earlier words echoed in my Cog: Is there smoke? I thought again of the Ring of Fire. Of Mount Amaris, biding her time. The city itself, along with the smaller uninhabited islands that made up the archipelago, had formed because of the initial eruption.
Beads of sweat dripped down my neck. The unseasonably warm day was now an unseasonably warm night, even though it was still early spring. I tugged at my collar and kept going, dispelling the memory of Penny’s fear as best I could. It was an existential concern, and I had more pressing things to figure out—like how I would survive right now.
I had to push Uphill away, which meant pushing away Penny, pushing away Father, pushing away the horrors of his lab.
Yet despite my efforts, the images flashed through my Cog, and I saw the other Marietta, unbidden like a ghost. She was another rotten girl like me, covered in black flies, grinning emptily. I felt her presence beside me, on me, in me. I couldn’t get rid of the sensation that we were one and the same. The same clothes, the same bones, the same doomed project.
“I’m not her,” I mumbled to myself. Then louder, I insisted, “I’m Helga!”
A tourist stared at me, clutching her bags to her chest. She backed up fearfully. Maybe she thought I’d lost it.
And maybe she was right.

Even as I spotted the entrance of the Night Market, I could still feel the presence of the rotten Marietta, silent and petrifying in her business attire, her rotting green hands reaching out to pull me back up the hill. To drag me back to where I belonged.
“Screw this,” I muttered. I needed to really embrace my new life if I was ever going to forget my old one.
So I did just that. By the time I arrived at the Night Market’s vendor stalls, I had scrounged up three wallets, a child’s pacifier, and a pair of designer sunglasses just by jostling tourists. I threw out the extra wallets and pacifier, emptying the bills and silver tokens into a single wallet, and donned the sunglasses immediately.
“Cute,” someone said approvingly, looking me up and down. “Very subversive.”
Me? She was talking to me?
The girl had highlighter-yellow hair and several silver piercings. “Your deconstructed Uphill look,” she explained. “The torn button-down, the ruined slacks … It’s perfect.”
My face flushed. Her words covered me like a warm, fuzzy blanket. “You really think so?”
“It’s so Downhill.” She grinned. “I adore it.”
She waved once before disappearing into the crowd. I stared into the middle distance, feeling pretty pleased with myself. Downhill life was already suiting me much better, even though my clothes were messed up and my hair looked like a wet mop. This was at least discomfort I could handle. And I vastly preferred it to Father’s surveillance and persistent disappointment.
This place seemed like the cultural opposite of Uphill. Downhill had none of the stuffy atmosphere and culture that Father had tried to coach into me. I already loved it with all of my rotten heart.
And the approving looks people gave me here certainly helped too.
A gaggle of teenage girls in leather jackets and torn fishnets stalked through the bustling crowd, slicked with rain, all of them cooing about my outfit. An older man with purple eyeshadow beckoned to me from his booth, offering me an immediate discount. I left his stall with tall buckled boots, newly pierced ears, and a new black choker to cover up the bump at the base of my neck—the one physical distinction that made me different from everyone else. My stolen wallet was significantly lighter in weight now too.
The Night Market thrummed with an energy so electric it was palpable. Buyers and sellers haggled at length; shady dealers whispered to guileless tourists; couples held hands and kissed. My stomach twitched whenever I saw the couples. But maybe it was only hunger. I was a growing girl, after all.
There were plenty of food stalls—the tendon meat skewers and puff pastries I’d gotten a whiff of as soon as I ventured past the gate, showcasing items with both East Asian and American influences. But beyond them, there was a plethora of blackberry-themed delicacies. It was obviously the local specialty, given how prolific they were on the island.
There were vendors hawking blackberry tarts and blackberry-and-cream dumplings. A toddler bumped into my leg wearing a blackberry-shaped hat with the price tag still attached. I gobbled up tarts and skewers and deep-fried sweets, and still wanted more.
Rain came down against the black roofs, low and steady. It was warmer here than up on the hill. Downhill was crowded, whereas back Uphill, people tended to keep their distance from each other. Sweaty bodies brushed past me. People jostled, haggled, and flirted with each other, stepping over the blackberries that came up in the cracks of the road.
Behind the market were squat houses that, from this distance, looked like a row of short jagged teeth. Ravens circled the sky and swooped down for garbage to peck at.
I filled my stomach and eyes with everything I could. I bought rings for each one of my fingers and ate so much coffin bread it would’ve knocked out a drove of oxen. I picked over fishnets and fake paintings and trinkets. I played darts, winning an enormous raven plushie to uproarious applause from vendors and tourists alike.
I followed Downhillers to market stalls, avoiding the kiosks that had a weirdly clinical edge—although tourists didn’t seem to differentiate those much from the vendors. The structures’ new paint smelled like chemicals, and the storefront signs were sparse and uniform unlike the handwritten ones in front of the vendor stalls. I sidestepped rats the way I watched an assertive green-haired girl do it. I was a natural Downhiller, through and through.
But something still wasn’t quite right, somewhere deep inside of me. Something that squirmed. The pain alternated between dull and sharp. I couldn’t seem to get rid of it. The pain would sometimes get so pronounced I wondered if it was internal bleeding. When I saw couples together, when I ventured farther downhill, and even when I had certain thoughts opposing Father—it practically throbbed.
Should I have listened to Penny? Stayed and begged for her help, flawed as she was? I found myself having doubts despite my incredible Cog. Could I possibly have taken a wrong turn somewhere?
I rejected this ridiculous thought quickly, having seen my own reflection in a puddle. Not only was I perfectly healthy and fine on my own, but I now had pierced ears and platform shoes. I was beautiful and basically invincible. There was nothing I couldn’t solve by myself.
I was at the edge of the market when someone placed a warm hand on my shoulder. I stopped still. The air smelled of cloves and tobacco. His voice was cool and unhurried.
“Hey,” he said.
My mouth went dry. Blood pounded in my ears. The Night Market faded, and all that was left was him.

The boy was definitely a Downhiller. He wore a thin black T-shirt tucked into faded black jeans. The shirt was so threadbare that there were holes around the collar. Underneath it, a silver necklace peeked out. He had on short black cowboy boots too. They should’ve clipped when he came up behind me, but I hadn’t noticed anything at all until that soft and unhurried “Hey.”
I was extremely aware of my own breathing. Something was happening to me, something I had never anticipated. My hands felt clammy, my cheeks flushed.
Holy shit. Was I dying?
He smiled, silver lip ring glinting in the dark. And despite the ones I’d seen in Father’s lab, all the candy-colored iris slices in glass jars, I’d never seen eyes like his before—a blue so pale they were almost gray.
“The name’s Clyde,” he said. “And what can I call you?”
“Helga,” I said, forcing my voice to sound casual. The ground felt like it was shifting again. Like any second it could swallow me up.
Suddenly, I wished I wasn’t carting around an enormous raven plushie. It might seem somewhat immature. And that’s when I realized I wasn’t dying—I just had a crush, is all.
I walked side by side with the Downhill boy, falling into an easy cadence. He told me which vendors were his favorites, and which ones sold overpriced pork buns. “We—Downhillers, I mean—avoid the kiosks around here, since those come from Uphill. Total tourist bait and way overpriced,” he explained. I glowed inwardly, proud of myself for instinctively knowing those weren’t as good as the vendor stalls. The smell had given it away too. There was something cold about the kiosks, while the market stalls crackled with life.
“The tourists want a sanitized version of the city and reality itself,” he went on. “But I want to see this place—and live in it—the way it really is. Not everything is perfect. It doesn’t have to be.”
My cheeks flushed. He had no idea how much that last part really resonated with me. So much that I almost reached for his hand before stopping myself just in time.
The rain glittered in his bleached white hair. I continually sneaked sidelong glances at him. He was tall—even taller than me in my platforms, with cheekbones that could cut through glass. And when the throngs of people squeezed past us, he placed his hand gently against the small of my back.
“After you,” he said, while I tried my best not to swoon.
We winnowed our way into a side alley as he told me about his favorite bands and movies. Clyde loved black metal and slashers. “The darker the better.” He grinned.
We climbed up a creaking ladder on the side of a warehouse. I was thankful it clanged so loudly with each rung. I was afraid he’d otherwise hear my heart thumping against my ribcage like a prisoner behind bars. We climbed and climbed and climbed until finally, we reached the top of the structure. He took my hand and pulled me over onto the roof.
“This is one of the best views in the whole damn city,” he said, gesturing at it.
From this height, I could see nearly everything.
The people down in the Night Market looked like ants from my vantage point. I could see the clear boundary between Uphill and Downhill: the cemetery that was nestled between them. I could see black circles—the automatic lawn mowers—pruning the long green hill, all the way up to the top of Mount Amaris, to the Institute and Father’s apartment.
But I didn’t want to think of Father now. I turned away from the hill, my spirits slightly dampened.
On the other side of the roof, there were more of Downhill’s low and jutting houses. Lights strobed from the taller buildings behind them. The sound of pedestrians carousing and hawkers beckoning carried over on the wind. With my acute vision, I could even see what they were wearing—the tourists with their bright fanny packs, the hawkers in all black.
A streak of purple night buses curved around all of Downhill, with the final stop at the bottom tip of the island. This was where people came in and where they left, via passenger ships and planes whose lights flashed then faded into the black expanse beyond Amaris.
Seeing the city like this made me feel so alive.
And now I’d even found someone to be here with. Someone gorgeous who wasn’t an Uphiller. And he was tall too, thank god.
“I’ve lived Downhill for a while now, and I’ve never met anyone like you,” he confessed to me suddenly.
My heart raced at his words. And I finally knew it—what part of me had been missing this whole time. I wanted this; I wanted him. I wanted someone who understood me. Someone who liked me just the way I was. No tests needed and no conditions to meet.
Clyde saw me; I mean he really saw me. He picked me out of the crowd. Our steps matched. We were made for each other. Clearly, we were destined to become soul mates.
Up here on the roof, the whole universe felt within my reach. I wanted to pluck down every star from the sky and give them to Clyde, even if I couldn’t see any of them through the haze of purple that covered them—an effect of the neon lights and streetlamps on every corner. I wanted to kill every poet from the past, present, and future. I wanted mine to be the only love that mattered.
Rain cascaded down his gorgeous face. His expression grew serious. “Hilda—”
“It’s Helga,” I interjected quickly.
“Helga,” he corrected, voice smoother than honey. “I think I really like you.”
“The feeling is mutual,” I said, blushing.
The temperature was cooling off. The wind billowed against me. He leaned closer, our hands touching. We stayed up on the roof, looking over the city, well into the evening. The market was clearing out. First, customers dwindled, then the stalls came down. We were the only ones left.
Clyde told me that my mind was extremely interesting. He meant to be flattering, but I tugged on my choker, avoiding the subject of my Cog. That could come later in our relationship.
He talked about his love of Downhill and I listened for hours, feeling wistful and content. I wished that things could stay like this forever. Me and him, on this roof. Me and him—taking on the whole world together.
Then the first peeks of orange appeared on the horizon, and the unpleasant twist in my stomach returned.




six
The Good, the Bad, and the Hottie
I woke up disoriented sometime past noon. Downhill was a ghost town, and Clyde was nowhere to be found.
Yesterday felt like a long, strange dream. Leaving the apartment, then seeing the rotten girl in Father’s lab before running Downhill and meeting Clyde. No wonder I’d slept in so late—a lot of really weird shit had happened to me.
I didn’t know why my hands were sore until I remembered I’d dented a bus. I got up and stretched my fingers. I worked on my leg muscles with a few sets of deep lunges too.
I stared pensively off the ledge of the abandoned warehouse. With the Night Market closed until dark, there was no real draw for people to be here, though animals were. Ravens pecked at leftover garbage when they weren’t cawing and circling the sky. Long-tailed rats—emboldened by their vast numbers—scavenged the ground in groups, their mangy fur often blending in with the color of the road.
Last night, Clyde told me more about Downhill. People generally kept nighttime hours and slept in during the day. “We really only come alive after dark,” he’d said with a grin, sitting beside me on the roof. It seemed like I was already right on track with that part. I lived for nighttime.
The professions were different down here too. Besides Night Market vendors, Downhillers were musicians, stylists, performers, and “generally pretty cool people,” he promised. From what I’d seen yesterday, I had to agree. They weren’t nearly as buttoned up, and I immediately felt more welcomed here than I ever had Uphill.
I was grateful that Clyde hadn’t asked me too many questions. It was handy being able to grill him and get more information about Amaris City. My Cog was still churning through it all, figuring out what those things meant for me now.
I’d already spent most of my money on candy and a giant plushie. I had to get more of it, somehow. Whether through an odd job Downhill or some other way. I knew I could always steal again.
Even though something in my gut told me that theft was wrong, there was a new part in my Cog that argued back. I needed to do what I had to for my own survival. Plus, I was already getting hungry.
The sound of clanging metal drew me out of my mopey pondering. Someone was coming up the side of the warehouse; someone I was very relieved to see.
Clyde climbed over the ledge. Under his arm were two sandwiches wrapped in brown parchment paper. “I thought you might want a bite to eat,” he explained, blue eyes twinkling. “And if you’re not doing anything today, maybe we could hang out for a while.”
He really was my soul mate.
I ate both sandwiches pretty quickly, which seemed to surprise him for some reason. Maybe he was impressed by my speed. After I was done, we climbed down the ladder together and headed back toward the entrance of the Night Market.
“Cute necklace,” he murmured, hands hovering at the back of my neck. I immediately pictured the unpleasant scene unfolding: the clasp of the black ribbon coming undone, my Cog exposed, and Clyde screaming, Monster.
I pulled away reflexively before he could touch me, heart jackhammering in my throat.
“We’re getting more food, right?” I asked once my heart rate had returned to normal. My stomach was still rumbling. I needed to change the subject, since I was still antsy about Clyde touching my neck.
Clyde didn’t need to know that I’d been born in a lab. That was more third-date material. At least.
“More food would be good,” he said. Maybe I was only imagining it, but there seemed to be a slight edge to his voice. “You can get these, yeah? Since I got the sandwiches. One of the sandwiches was supposed to be for me, actually.”
I picked up a dozen deep-fried crullers and two cups of warm soybean milk from the lone vendor outside the entrance of the Night Market. I studiously avoided the kiosk stalls, which sold similar items but felt dead, somehow. Even if those items were available 24/7, it wasn’t the same thing as getting food directly from the vendors. In fact, I rarely saw anyone working inside the kiosk stalls. The kiosks lacked personality too—unlike the scowling vendor in black cut-off jeans, her ears studded with colorful hoops.
“That stuff is poison,” she said, scowling at the kiosk closest to her own stall. “They want to price Downhill workers out, take over the whole city. I can tell you what, no Uphiller is getting rid of me. Especially not with the bland crap they’re selling.”
Now I was really low on money, but it was almost worth it when the vendor pressed an extra steamed bun into my arms and smiled. “Thank you for the business,” she said. “I like your shoes, sweetie.”
I floated for a while on both the compliment and cruller euphoria, following Clyde to our next destination. “Where are we going, by the way?” I asked him. I’d just been walking beside him without any particular plan in mind.
“Where else?” My Downhill boy smiled, his silver lip ring glinting in the sunlight. “The cemetery, of course.”

There was something really nice about hanging out with someone all night just to the spend the next day with them too. Time stretched and got all gooey when I was next to Clyde.
It obviously didn’t hurt that he was gorgeous. I could probably have looked at him for hours and been perfectly content. The way he laid back in the grass on his elbows, lanky legs loosely crossed, with that cheeky grin … Wow. Good thing I wasn’t too hungry anymore.
We were picnicking near the Downhill side of the cemetery. This was technically our first date, since Clyde had formally asked me to come here. Or maybe being in a relationship meant it was all just one long date. I could imagine doing this forever.
“These are old grave plots. Before the Institute came to the island, people were buried here. But now anyone who dies has a different final destination—the lab.” Clyde shrugged.
Instinctively, my hand reached for the back of my neck, where my Cog churned. “I guess that’s scientific progress.” I flushed.
“Guess so.”
The sun-dappled leaves billowed gently in the wind, cooling off my heated face. Clyde turned to me and leaned in close. His hand grazed the side of my face.
Shit. Was he about to kiss me?
But all he said was “You missed a spot.”
I turned away, humiliated. There had been cruller crumbs on my face, and I hadn’t even realized it, acute senses and all. Maybe that was just Clyde’s effect on me. He really was that good-looking, and he smelled amazing too.
Like cloves and rain.
“I want to start a band,” he said, chewing his bottom lip thoughtfully. “But I’d need money for gear.”
Clyde looked at me, expecting some kind of response. But I honestly had no idea what he wanted me to say.
Behind us, I heard Uphill’s automatic lawn mowers, puttering away on the sloped green. They made me think of Father. And thinking of Father was the last thing I wanted to do right now. If he ever saw me like this, in my ruined Uphill uniform, hanging out with some Downhill boy … I couldn’t bear to imagine the disappointment in his eyes.
“What did you say your parents did again?” Clyde probed.
“I don’t have a mom,” I blurted out, fervently hoping that was enough. I was starting to pick up on more social cues the longer I spent around people. Mentioning my lack of a parent might be enough to get him to change the subject.
Clyde just nodded. “Cool.”
My idea had apparently worked—Clyde now seemed less interested in asking me about my family. He started talking about his own family and friends. He was the youngest of his siblings, and the first one to move away from home. The rest of his family lived in North America, in some place called Ohio.
I had no mental map of North America yet. Father hadn’t programmed any locations in me beyond the island. Amaris was all I knew because he expected that his daughter would always remain in the same place.
“It was pretty boring.” Clyde shrugged. “Had to get away, you know? Even though it gets expensive living here …” He looked at me expectantly again. “My parents send me money for rent every month. But they don’t get it. They aren’t all that excited about me starting a band, actually. They don’t support my vision, not even financially. My dad thinks I’ll outgrow the idea and go home.” He scoffed. “Back to Ohio. Can you believe it?”
I sort of understood what he was talking about. I could still feel something pulling me back Uphill despite my determination to get away from it. The part that perplexed me was Clyde’s parents paying for so much, even when they didn’t seem thrilled to do it. Father didn’t even want me out of the lab and yet Clyde had left a continent behind.
“You think my band is a good idea, right? It’s going to be post-punk, with a bit of a post-hardcore sound too. I’d obviously be the lead singer and guitarist. It’s gonna be a serious project. Obviously, we’ll have a ton of babes in the front row, but we’re mainly geared toward the real listeners. People who actually know music.”
“Okay,” I said. This wasn’t the most exciting conversation, but I wanted to encourage Clyde to pursue his dreams.
“The guys are super into it as well,” he went on. “All we need to get started is money. I hate money, but, you know. Necessary evil and all that.”
Again, he looked at me.
Of course, Clyde was still my soul mate. But if I were going to nitpick, one thing I’d change about him was his tendency to look directly at me whenever he mentioned needing money.
“You’re Asian, but your English is perfect, so I was thinking you probably live Uphill. Plus you bought a lot of things yesterday,” he hedged. He stared meaningfully at my giant raven plushie, which I was busy clutching. “Do you have a salaried job, or …”
Wow. He was really persistent about this money stuff. I might as well tell him the truth if we were going to be life partners, but something made me hesitate.
I felt a bit glum thinking about how I only understood English. The Downhill boys that had graffitied the Institute building knew words that I didn’t understand. A waste of time, Father had said regarding those unknown characters. English was the only language that mattered to the Institute.
“I stole a bunch of money from a tourist,” I admitted, flushing slightly. “I am not an Uphiller,” I added, both for Clyde’s sake and mine too.
His eyes widened. “Whoa, that’s cool. Didn’t realize you were such a badass. You know, I think you’d be great with the band.”
My heart expanded ten sizes. My tiny misgivings disappeared. Clyde really did see how great we were together. I leaned back against one of the cemetery’s stone gargoyles, trying my best to hide an enormous smile.
Fuck Uphill. It was Downhill all the way, with Clyde by my side.
“I’m pretty good at piano,” I told him, when the truth was I could memorize any piece of sheet music in a matter of minutes. “I think I could be a great keyboard player for the band.”
Clyde raised an eyebrow. “I was thinking more along the lines of merch girl.”
I didn’t know what a merch girl was. Penny would probably know, given all the music stuff I’d found in her bag. But then again, I wanted nothing to do with Penny.
I was about to ask Clyde for clarification on what a merch girl was, but he suddenly sat up, alert. His eyes brightened like he’d just seen a freshly made steamed bun. “Anna’s coming over,” he mumbled.
“Who?” I asked, but he was fixated, already waving. A girl around my age was coming over. She smiled at Clyde but did not look at me.
The girl wore a beige trench coat like the one I’d recently discarded. Her black patent shoes ground into the dewy grass as she crossed the cemetery. Her dark hair was neatly plaited into ribboned braids. My heart plummeted when I realized I’d seen her somewhere before.
Oh god. She was one of the Institute interns I’d run into. Even worse, she personally knew my father.
“Anna’s a rich girl,” Clyde mumbled under his breath, explaining it to me. “Sort of straitlaced if I’m being honest here. But don’t worry, she’s cool.”
“Cly!” she squealed, dropping her black briefcase and throwing her arms around him. “It’s so great to see you.”
I’d scrambled to my feet instinctively. My fists were curled at my sides. Was I about to fight someone or what? Clyde chuckled a little bit, then looked at me. “Anna, this is Helga. Helga, meet Anna. She has an internship at the Institute, doing PR for their new Cog thing. Nice, right?”
I thought Clyde hated Uphill as much as I did, but I smiled at Anna anyway. I tried not to let my panic show. She even knew about Cogs.
“It’s nice to meet you for the very first time in my life,” I said, lying through my teeth.
But the girl didn’t even seem to register my presence. Anna rolled her eyes, facing Clyde. “You know I’d rather be Downhill, but the prestige of the Institute …”
“Yeah.” Clyde’s voice instantly perked up at the word prestige. “It’s awesome you’re getting paid.”
“Oh, I’m not getting paid. None of us interns are.” She laughed. Clyde’s face immediately fell. “It’s about the status and . It’s not that bad for me, at least. I know I could probably work anywhere.”
Anna still had her back turned to me. She seemed totally engrossed by my boyfriend. “What you’re doing is so much more meaningful, Cly. You’re still DJing, right? And working on the band stuff?”
“Anything for art,” he said, smiling. “Although it’s hard making ends meet.”
She put her manicured hand on his arm. The arm of my boyfriend. The arm that was not hers to touch, especially not in such a possessive manner. I waited for Clyde to pull away from her, but he didn’t move.
So I stepped in. “Clyde is my soul mate,” I explained, with all the limited patience I possessed. “Release your hand from his arm at once.”
They both looked at me as though I’d said something really bizarre. Like that tourists were cool, or that Uphill was where all the action was.
Clyde laughed uneasily. “What Helga means is that we’re hanging out right now.”
Yesterday he’d told me that he’d never met a girl like me. I didn’t understand what he meant by “hanging out” either.
Anna looked me up and down. Well, she really looked me up, because she was shorter than me by more than half a foot. Then she turned to Clyde, recapping the work she did the Institute in the morning, which entailed printing out emails for her supervisor, getting coffee for meetings, and translating Downhill slang for the creepy but influential public information officer who had a habit of touching her shoulder whenever possible.
“I have to get back soon. I was just heading out for a quick coffee break and wanted to see if you were around … and vent a little,” she said with a smile. “See you later, cowboy.”
Anna was cute, in a short-girl way. But I was starting to think that I didn’t like her very much.
Back Uphill she went, black shoes clipping against the paved steps. I watched her pop open a black umbrella. Clyde waved until she was out of view, pulling his hood up to block out the drizzle that had just started. A drop landed on my forehead, a needling sensation that reminded me of the syringe Father had pushed into my forearm.
Clyde’s smile faded when he turned to me. “Let’s cool off for a bit,” he suggested. Even his tone was chilly. Distant, somehow.
“What do you mean?”
“I like you, Hilda, but like …”
“Helga,” I reminded him.
“We can still hang out,” he promised. “It’s just that I might want to hang out with other people too.”
Rain now drenched my shoulders, seeping through the fabric of my shirt. I pressed my raven plushie closer to my chest. “Other people?”
“We’re not exclusive.” He chuckled. “Although it was cute what you said earlier, about being soul mates. Adorable, actually.”
“But—” I stopped myself from finishing the sentence. But we are soul mates.
“I’m gonna go back to my place and take a nap before my DJ set. Take it easy, all right?” Clyde patted me gently on the head, and just like that, he was off.
I watched him saunter back Downhill, leaving me in the cemetery, feeling weirdly foolish and sad. I didn’t know what to do. It was getting closer to dark, and I didn’t even have anywhere to stay.
I eventually found shelter under the stone roof of some dead guy’s mausoleum. Even my own brilliant Cog couldn’t discern what happened with Clyde. Ravens watched me from treetops, cawing and chiding.
That was when I heard someone calling my name.
“Helga?” The voice was awfully familiar.
I turned and saw Penny on the paved path, juggling a bunch of three-ring binders along with her familiar black bag. “Helga, that is you. Thank god you’re all right.”
I did what anyone would do under the circumstances.
I ran for it.
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Getting Nowhere Fast
Penny ran after me as I raced Downhill. That’s when I noticed the bus. Instead of getting hit, this time I flagged it to stop. Now that was progress.
I dropped the last of my coins into the fare meter. As soon as I’d put in the required amount, a neutral, disembodied voice spoke from hidden speakers.
“Hello, Name,” it intoned. “Thank you for taking Amaris Shuttle Service.”
There was no bus driver sitting in the front seat; it was an autonomous vehicle.
Other passengers didn’t stare at me like I was afraid they would. The passenger who’d gotten on right before me had been greeted as Sarah—which meant the bus was tracking everyone who’d gotten on. Except for me, because I wasn’t in the system yet. Outside of the Institute and Clyde, no one knew I even existed.
The bus peeled off and I watched Penny from the window, out of breath and panting. She was still shouting my name—my real one.
Helga, not Marietta.
Noticing the bus’s security measures made me antsy. Even though there was no driver, passengers were still being tracked and monitored. Hello, Name.
Autonomous was a misnomer, I realized, since the programming had been done by engineers. This bus couldn’t truly make decisions on its own since the bus itself was a piecemeal extension of their cumulative minds and biases.
It couldn’t learn new things. Unlike me, this bus didn’t know shit about heartbreak.
Walking through the aisles, I passed camera-laden tourists and Downhillers drinking out of brown paper bags. I saw Uphillers who looked like they were thinking about converting to Downhill life, beige trench coats rumpled beside them. I kept my head down and wound toward the back row. I didn’t sit in the seat so much as meld into it.
I was dead broke and honestly a bit stinky. Even worse, during my run, I’d lost my raven plushie. The only things I owned were the tattered clothes on my back.
Everything was so hard.
And after all my running away, I was both physically and mentally tired too. Even someone with my stamina had trouble with stuff like that. It seemed so long ago that I was Uphill with Father, celebrating my birthday. Or rather, celebrating Marietta’s birthday. It was still a lot to take in, sift through, and deal with.
And as for Clyde, he’d left me feeling so confused and weird in the cemetery. I had no idea how I was supposed to act around him the next time we met. What did he even mean by “hanging out with other people”?
The bus zipped along, passing the Night Market. The even hum of air conditioning and murmuring passengers blended into one another, comforting me slightly. A cool blanket of even-toned sounds; a lullaby.
I pressed my face against the pane of the window, exhaling a tiny cloud. I traced a heart into my own condensed fog, dreaming of other lives I might have if I ever figured things out.
The bus’s overhead bins were filled with suitcases and backpacks and duffels. Which meant every other passenger on it had somewhere else to be—Uphill, Downhill, or beyond the island.
There were snippets of conversation around me. Two Downhillers in black jackets were mumbling about the Institute. I inched forward to eavesdrop better.
“Did you hear they’ve been dumping chemical waste into the ocean?”
“Who’d do rancid shit like that?”
A short, sarcastic laugh followed. “Dude. Who do you think?”
The bus pulled to a stop in the Entertainment District, where the two of them got off. There were strains of off-key singing and distant commotion from bars and restaurants. I tuned my ear more closely—farther back, there was a live concert going on in one of the converted warehouses. The crowd was going wild, thumping their feet. Amaris sprawled before me. I drank in her gleaming buildings and strange rain.
New passengers got on.
Everyone but me had luggage, a home to return to with their possessions. But I was just going around in the same circles. My heart twinged with longing. I wanted to belong somewhere. I wanted a direction, a north star, to point me home.
I looped around Downhill over and over and over. I watched airplanes taking off at the tip of the island, runway lights blinking. I saw commercial fishing ships and heard distant foghorns. And there were strange shapes in the water …
Long-limbed shadows were coming out of the Pacific. Fish with gleaming green scales and too many bulbous eyes. I saw enormous ravens swooping to catch hold of them. There were even fish with webbed feet, clamoring onto the sandy beach.
Chemicals in the ocean, the Downhillers had muttered.
Snatches of a familiar song broke through my existential moping. Someone on the bus a few seats up was listening to music. I recognized the melody but not the words. I knew it wasn’t from Penny’s bag; it wasn’t the brash Downhill style of her rock CDs. It wasn’t classical music either.
I drew a sharp inward breath when I realized where it was from.
It was a nostalgic pop song from Father’s youth. For some reason, it’d been engrained in my Cog—a small sliver of himself from beyond the hill. It was a rare glimpse into his life from before he’d moved to Amaris.
The listener was half asleep. One of her white plastic earbuds had fallen out, dangling into the aisle. I leaned closer, straining to hear the music. I still couldn’t make out the words. I didn’t even recognize the language.
Why had Father put these words into my Cog, and why did it hurt so much to hear this song?
The bus stopped and the listener jerked awake, suddenly alert. She put her dangling earbud back in while the man next to her helped pull her luggage down. We were at the tip of the island again, and they were both leaving Amaris. Maybe they were flying to the same place Father was now.
It was a place on a map I didn’t know. A place I had never been that nevertheless felt significant to me. It was a place that ached.
I went round and round the island, feeling maudlin and increasingly unwashed. When the trolley rolled down the aisle, I scraped together loose change I’d found in the seat.
“What will it be?” it bleeped at me.
“Blackberry soda,” I said quietly, trying my best not to cry. “And some fizzy pops.”
But I knew that this, even delicious as it was, wouldn’t be enough. What also didn’t help was the trolley’s final words to me, delivered in the same clinical tone as the speakers: Bon appétit, Name.

Hours passed. There were fewer and fewer passengers aboard the bus, until I was the only one left. It was nearly morning. Streaks of burnt orange rimmed the edges of the city.
While other passengers were either sleeping or distracted, I’d taken the opportunity to lift some of their cash. I needed to eat, after all. Additionally, I’d made some other hard decisions during the night.
My new plan was to sleep on the bus, steal from tourists (because they seemed more gullible than anyone else), hang out with Clyde, and figure things out between us. It seemed a bit grim, but at least it was something. I needed forward movement of some kind—I couldn’t just keep going around in circles forever.
Plus, I would much rather sleep on the bus than have my Cog extracted in Father’s lab. I knew that if Father had things his way, I’d probably be rotting in a steel locker along with the other discarded Mariettas.
As his Uphill daughter, I was a total failure. It was clear from my ruined slacks to my crumpled button-down. I didn’t belong Uphill, and I didn’t belong with Father either.
And I found myself still troubled by what the Downhillers on the bus had said. What was the impact of chemical waste—if it was even true? Weren’t things fine the way they were? I fidgeted with the black choker around my neck. Murky thoughts churned uncomfortably. Be careful, rotten girl, my Cog whispered.
Something was changing about this particular route too. The bus was starting to slow down near the entrance of the Night Market. This was likely the last stop. I’d have no choice but to get off here and make my way either Uphill or Downhill.
“All passengers must exit the vehicle,” the voice over the loudspeaker said, confirming my suspicions. “Cleaning will begin shortly.”
I desperately needed to take a shower, but it was probably too embarrassing to be hosed down by an automatic bus. I imagined running into Clyde and Anna afterwards, drenched in my raggedy clothes. I had to leave the bus—now. I needed one single shred of dignity to hold onto.
Slowly, I trudged toward the exit. The sun was out in full force now, a hazy yellow that burned even though it was barely visible through the orange sky. I could feel city sludge in my pores, mixing with my own sweat. I covered my eyes and walked down the steps, straight into Penny, who looked like she’d been awake the entire night.
“Finally. I’ve been checking buses all night,” she rasped. Her eyes were bloodshot. A half-smoked cigarette jittered between her teeth. “Are you coming with me or not, Helga?”
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Second Skin
My first impression of Penny’s apartment was that it was cramped, squat, and pretty much cave-like. I had to slouch just to get through the front door. She’d said staying with her would be more comfortable than the bus, but now that I’d seen the inside of it, I suspected she’d been exaggerating a little.
The walls were covered in band and movie posters. Singers with bright red eyeliner and shaggy haircuts pouted at me, microphone cords coiled around their arms like black rubbery snakes. Old takeout containers and candy wrappers were piled on the low coffee table, along with water-stained magazines and a heart-shaped ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. The air purifier puttered like someone with a chronic cough.
“This is it,” Penny said. She gestured toward the low purple sectional. It sagged deep in the middle. “You can sleep there for as long as you want.”
There were no hallways in her apartment—you just squeezed from one room into another. Penny explained that this was a “garden-level railroad apartment,” and one of the cheapest sublets Uphill. I could see why, since it was a few steps from the cemetery, and about as far away from the Institute you could be. Penny lived on the very bottom of the slope, in an apartment that could barely accommodate her, let alone me.
“Your calves must be pretty strong from walking uphill so much,” I told her. Then I smiled. “Mine are stronger, though.”
Penny rolled her eyes. “I’m sure they are, Helga.”
Standing fans helped alleviate some of the mugginess in the room, but it was still pretty humid in the apartment. Many of the posters on her wall were curled and warped from heat and sun exposure. The plants along her windowsill were mostly dead, except for one.
“A Venus flytrap.” My Cog whizzed, filtering through my botany modules. “It’s eating all the bugs that come in through the cracks in your window.”
“That’s Natasha,” Penny said, gazing at it fondly. “She’s my girl.”
I was supposed to be mad at Penny. I was supposed to hate and resent her forever for assisting Father. But I couldn’t resist my curiosity—and I guessed I couldn’t sleep on the bus forever either.
Her apartment was so different from the lab. It was all the things I’d seen in her bag—the zines and CDs and Downhill curios—but multiplied and enlarged into a living space, which contained a different Penny than the one who’d been next to Father. I knew this was the real Penny. Not the one in the white lab coat methodically sifting through organs, but the one in ratty black denim shorts eating microwaved fish sticks.
“The stove doesn’t work. Your electronics are old too,” I said, sizing up the CD player on her console. She’d tried to cover up hefty scratches with various band stickers. What year was this thing even from?
“Damn, Helga, are you calling me broke?” Penny laughed. “Well, yeah … I guess I am. Most people would throw this stuff out, seeing it as junk or whatever. But they’re just about the only physical objects I have to my name, and I like fixing stuff up too.” She patted the side of the player gently. “She’s got a lot of years left in her. You can feel free to put something on.”
I didn’t even understand why Penny was doing this at all—staying up all night, coming after me. But maybe she didn’t really care about me. Maybe Penny was merely afraid of losing her job.
I was on the verge of asking why she bothered helping me, but then Penny got up and rummaged through her closet. She threw piles of clothes on the couch—screen-printed T-shirts, black jeans, striped dresses, nylon jackets.
“See if any of those work for you,” Penny said. She held up a finger and, with her other hand, rummaged through her black bag. Her phone vibrated insistently. “Be back in a few.”
I tried on different clothes while she took the call in her bedroom. Most of it was way too small, since Penny was around a foot shorter than me. I ripped through tight dresses and destroyed a pair of shorts. But finally, I managed to find something that worked—a black suede miniskirt that would’ve been more knee-length on Penny, paired with a torn, cropped teddy bear sweatshirt that would’ve been oversized on her.
I marveled at my reflection in Penny’s refrigerator. If I had been gorgeous in my disheveled Uphill uniform, this was taking things to a whole new level. I was practically swooning seeing myself in something that fit my style better.
“Sorry,” Penny mumbled, returning from her bedroom. “Landlord bullshit. He wants to raise the rent, but—”
Penny stopped suddenly, realizing I’d changed into different clothes. Her eyes widened. “You look …”
“So cute,” I said, preening. “I know.”
“The platform boots, the choker, the whole ensemble,” she effused. “You remind me of myself when I was younger.”
“Why did you change?” I asked, perplexed. “This stuff is much cuter than white lab coats.”
She sat down beside me and explained, or rather, complained. Money. It seemed that most of Penny’s problems had to do with the lack of it.
Before Amaris, Penny had lived on a different continent. University debt had followed her ever since graduation. It was piling up, and she didn’t have many options.
“My uncle and the doctor were former classmates,” she said. “Your father, that is.”
Hearing his name made my stomach twist. I clutched my side, feeling something press up against the inside of my skin. Under Penny’s concerned gaze, I pretended to be fixing the sweater. “I was getting some loose threads out,” I lied. “You can go on.”
“He needed an assistant at the Institute, and I needed a job,” Penny said. She looked down, fidgeting with her hands in her lap. “So I came here to work for him last year.”
She probably knew about the other Mariettas. The discarded bodies, the unworthy Cogs. Maybe she’d even helped him decide when to get rid of one or more of those other girls.
“Nothing has ever come close to you,” she said quickly, as if anticipating my retort. “From the beginning, we knew you were different. Special.”
“We?”
Now her face looked truly pained. “I know it’s rough. I mean, I shouldn’t even be here right now. I should’ve told the Doctor immediately when I noticed you were missing—”
“He said he wanted to change my Cog,” I sputtered. “How could my own father say something like that?”
I stood up. Behind me, I heard several short squawks. Ravens had been trying to poke in through Penny’s window, ever eager for more food. I shooed them away, cheeks burning. Then, for good measure, I flipped them all off.
“I’m sorry,” Penny said, trying again. She got up, taking a step toward me, and I flinched. She stopped still, skinny arms hanging limply at her sides. “He didn’t mean it. It’s just all so new. We didn’t expect you to wake up. And the doctor—well, he’s been dedicated to the Institute for years, and totally miserable, ever since the latest budget freeze in his department …”
“I don’t care!” I screamed. Wow, it felt great to scream. “I’m alive, and it’s time for everyone to stop treating me like an experiment. I’m alive, and you need to love me.”
Then I burst into tears.
God, what was wrong with everyone? Why was the world so shitty? Father wanted to replace me with something better. Penny wasn’t on my side. Clyde didn’t even want to tell Anna that we were soul mates. Everything was so messed up. It wasn’t cute at all.
“I told the doctor you were doing great,” Penny said. Her voice hitched. “He asked if I could check on you when I wasn’t at work—he does care, Helga. I knew that it would’ve gone worse if I said you were missing. Then he’d come back from his business trip, and—”
“And what? Yank out my Cog and start over? Try to make himself a better daughter? I know. He’s done it before.”
“You went back to the lab.” She didn’t phrase it like a question. Penny must’ve seen the mess I left there when she went back in for work. “You saw the lockers.”
My expression must’ve confirmed how I felt because Penny tried to reach in for a hug.
“No,” I snapped. “I hate you.”
“That’s fair.” She nodded. Her voice sounded pained. “I’d hate me too.”
“What’s going to happen to me when Father gets back?”
“Nothing.” Penny shook her head decisively. “You’ve grown so rapidly and impressively, just over the past couple of days. He’ll see that. He knows that.”
I didn’t understand why Father wanted to have a daughter to begin with. Clearly, what he wanted was another assistant. Someone, or better yet, something to help him get more awards. All in the name of scientific progress.
He didn’t want to take care of another person. He only wanted an extension of himself.
It had to be the case, because almost immediately after I was born, he went on a business trip and asked Penny to deal with me. To report back and snitch whenever his little experiment acted up.
My Cog hummed, churning through this new realization. “I need a cigarette,” I said. “I need to think.”
“No,” Penny said. “They’re bad for your health, and the doctor won’t like it.”
“That makes me want it more.”
“Helga,” Penny said with a sigh.
“I need something,” I said, feeling mutinous. “More than a promise that I’ll be fine when he comes back. More than a couch to sleep on.”
Penny’s bag was vibrating. Someone was calling again. She rolled her eyes and fished out her phone, disappearing back into her bedroom.
She really was such a hypocrite. Despite all these posters and songs about going against authority, she did everything Father asked. Even if she disagreed with it. She covered up her rotten girl tattoo and wore white lab coats. Just because she needed money.
Well, if Penny actually did want to help me then she’d have to prove it. It couldn’t just be with empty words or by letting me borrow her old clothes.
I spaced out on the couch, waiting for Penny to finish up her call. I heard her say stuff like “I’ll have it by next week,” which could’ve meant anything from the rent check to taking detailed notes on me for Father. The fans whirred on. A cockroach the size of my palm skittered down the sweating windowsill, and I watched with mild interest as Natasha devoured it.
Someone up on the next floor was watching TV. The sound reverberated through the ceiling. I couldn’t make out any of the dialogue. It was all in a different language. I thought of the woman listening to the song on the bus, and I felt suddenly forlorn.
I needed to not be lonely anymore.
Outside, the lawn mowers roamed up and down the hill, running over blackberry thickets, while swarms of mosquitos hissed in protest, rising up in indignant black clouds. Black patent shoes clipped against the pavement. This was the world I’d tried to leave behind. But even after trying to run away from it, I was still here in it.
I had to figure out what I wanted from this place. I had to figure out how to be in the world. Maybe Penny could help make things easier. She owed me that much, didn’t she?
When she came back from her room she explained that it had been her ex on the phone. She’d forgotten to return their vacuum. “They’re sort of pissed,” she said sheepishly. “I was supposed to give it back a month ago, but this place has been kind of a mess so I kept it.”
Damn. Even Penny had a love interest once. Even Penny!
And just like that, I realized what she could help me with to prove that she really did care about me. “I like this guy,” I blurted out. “But I’m not sure he knows that we’re soul mates.”
Her eyebrows shot toward her hairline. Then she grinned. “Oh, I can help with that.”
“What should I do?”
She surveyed me, wrinkling her nose. “Honestly, I’d start with a shower. We can go over more details afterwards.”
Under the hot water, I watched layers of grime swirl down the drain. I scrubbed thoroughly under my arms and legs. Dust and debris from the Night Market and rain whooshed away. Penny was right about this, at least. A shower really helped.
I had no more scabs and stitches to get rid of. I scrubbed my hair and tried not to think about it being on top of a former Marietta’s scalp.
What the hell had Father been thinking, making his own daughter? How had the Institute even allowed such a thing?
There were so many questions I still had about him and the world at large, both on and off this island. I wanted to ask Penny, but maybe I could later. Either tonight, over street food in the Night Market, or at a different time. She’d promised to help me with Clyde, and that was my number one priority for now.
I needed love, just like anyone else did. I deserved it; I was worthy of it. Clyde would have to see. It was only a matter of time before he realized that I was the perfect girl for him.
I hummed to myself, scrubbing behind my ears. Penny was waiting in the other room. After I was done showering, we’d go Downhill and plot how to make Clyde fall in love with me.
This day was already going better than the one before.
I smiled to myself, thinking about how his eyes would widen when he saw me in a cute new outfit. Surely, he’d profess his endless love and devotion on the spot.
And yeah, maybe I could figure out how to tweak him slightly too. I could get him to stop talking so much about his nonexistent band, and to stop looking at me whenever he mentioned needing money. Those were small things, though. Overall, he really was perfect. For one, he was taller than me.
Even if Father still disapproved of how I’d grown after getting back from his business trip, there’d be other available options. I could live Downhill with Clyde. Form my own life and rules.
Things were definitely going to get better. They simply had to.
As I turned up the water pressure, the faucet trembled under my fingertips. The bathroom shelves wobbled. Penny’s shampoo slipped into the bathtub, the overhead lights flickered—and then I was submerged in darkness. The water stopped.
In the kitchen, a plate shattered. Seconds later, a siren’s piercing wail shrilled up and down the hill. I wrapped myself in a bath towel and ran into the room, still dripping wet. Penny was staring out the window, not saying a word.
There had just been a ground tremor.
I knew Amaris City had been formed by a volcanic eruption. But Father promised that this place was safe now. There hadn’t been any concern in years. Mount Amaris had long been dormant. And if anyone knew about science, it was him.
“There won’t be an eruption, right?” I asked Penny, hesitant for once. “This was just a one-off fluke or something?”
Penny was still staring out the window, looking at the long crack that had formed in the road. Her face flashed red and blue from the hazard lights outside. “This hasn’t happened here before,” she said slowly, almost as if she was in a daze. “I don’t … I don’t want it to happen again.”
“But will it?”
Penny’s smile was grim. “Who knows?”
I looked at the angry splinter stretching toward the cemetery and suppressed a deep shudder. Drones whirred in the sky, intoning instructions for everyone to stand by. Through the walls of Penny’s apartment, I heard children crying.
But what scared me most was this: outside, there wasn’t a single raven in sight.
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Super Crush
We were on low plastic stools at dusk, wolfing down pork buns under brightening streetlamps. Penny was still visibly shaken from the ground tremor earlier in the day. She seemed to be getting through the ordeal with beers.
Two empty green bottles became three empty green bottles became four empty green bottles. “So, who is this Clyde, anyway?” She hiccupped.
The electricity fueling the main shopping area was back, but rubble in the road had yet to be swept away. A couple of small houses on the border stood completely dark—literally powerless. People were slowly filtering into the Night Market, where most of the stalls were still getting set up. We’d grabbed seats at this one immediately because the food smelled amazing, and Penny really wanted a drink. Or five.
A raven pecked around my shoes with a hopeful expression. Begrudgingly, I gave it my last bite of fried dough. The birds had made their way Downhill after the tremor—they weren’t gone from the island entirely. A few of them clustered along a power line, watching the crowds below. I could barely make them out, given the smog. But I felt relieved that they were even there at all.
The bird cooed happily, and I turned to Penny. “He’s amazing,” I told her. “Clyde’s a Downhill musician.”
“No,” Penny said. She shook her head vigorously. “Absolutely not. No musicians. Especially not Downhill ones.”
“Why not?”
Penny snorted into her beer. “They’re not dateable. Trust me.”
“Clyde’s different,” I said. My face felt warm. What did Penny know, anyway? “And you promised you would help.”
“I did.” Penny put her hand over her heart. “You have my word that I will help you with your soul mate. I’m just not convinced that it’s him.”
My hands curled into fists under the table, crumpling my chili oil–drenched napkin into a tight ball. Heat crept up the back of my neck. Maybe Penny was being cynical because she and her ex were broken up. She was jealous that I’d found my true love and she hadn’t yet.
“Might as well look around.” Penny winked. “You could be missing out on other people, you know.”
Penny was definitely drunk. I’d never seen her this chatty before. “Hell, I’d even make you a soul mate,” she said, chewing her bottom lip thoughtfully, “if it meant not dating a musician.”
“He’s also a DJ,” I said, defending him. “He’s much more than you think!”
Penny frowned. “That’s even worse, Helga.”
My Cog whirred. I turned over a new possibility, thinking over what she’d just told me. Penny could make me a soul mate. She had made me, after all. Sort of. She’d assisted Father in his lab, which was close enough.
I wanted to ask her more about the lab and how things worked, but Penny was clearly still interested in probing me for more information about Clyde. She gestured toward the vendor for another beer.
“What does this guy look like?” she asked, scrambling for change in her wallet.
The vendor stood next to us with a tight-lipped smile, tapping a hairy, sandaled foot against the pavement. There was a line rapidly forming at his stall, with people complaining about the bus delays, the quality of air after the tremor, and—most of all—their hunger, but Penny was still busy searching for payment.
“Shoot.” She grimaced. Her wallet was stuffed with receipts, glittery stickers, and concert stubs, but no cash. “Somehow, I’m all out. Dammit, this is embarrassing.”
“Do you know how hard it’s been with all these machines around here? And you’re telling me you’ve got no money for all those drinks you had?” The vendor’s patience was clearly wearing thin. His face was quickly purpling. We were probably five minutes away from getting kicked out and banned from the establishment for life.
I remembered the money I’d stolen off tourists on the bus. I counted out a few bills and handed it to the vendor. He nodded stiffly at me and made a pfft sound when he walked past Penny and back to his stall. At least that was one eruption we’d narrowly evaded.
“Thanks.” Penny sighed, slouching down in her seat to avoid being seen by the other waiting customers. “Although this is super embarrassing, having to ask a teenager to cover the beer bill.”
Then she narrowed her eyes at me. “Wait. Where did you get this money from, anyway?”
“Clyde,” I said hastily. “You were asking about him.”
“Oh yeah!” Her eyes brightened at the subject. I was suddenly grateful she was drunk; otherwise she’d probably try to get me to confess that I’d stolen money from tourists. “What does this guy look like?”
“Really dreamy. He’s tall with platinum blond hair. He wears a lot of black. He has cowboy boots and—”
“And a lip piercing,” Penny finished. “Right?”
Was she a psychic or something? I touched the back of my neck, feeling self-conscious. How had Penny known what he looked like? Did she have a remote computer set up to spy inside my mind?
She gestured toward the stall across the road. “I think your guy is on a date right now.”
My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. For the first time in my life, I had no appetite. The world tilted sideways. The road blurred, and the crowd disappeared.
I couldn’t stop staring at the two of them. Clyde, in his quintessential all-black outfit, next to Anna, who’d traded her Uphill work uniform for a thin black dress and fishnets. She was almost as cute as me. Almost.
His hand was on her back, and she was looking up at him, laughing at something he’d just said. I remembered the first night we’d met, the way it had been my back that he’d been gently guiding. I remembered when he said “after you” in that cool, assured tone and I thought—I really did—that this was it. That this was my soul mate.
I was suddenly aware of an itchy feeling in the back of my eyes.
“Helga? Are you okay?”
I was dimly aware that Penny was calling my name.
Clyde and Anna looked great together. They matched each other perfectly, and their body language indicated that not only were they comfortable around each other, but that they’d done this before. They’d been on other dates together. It was in the easy way her arm was wrapped around his waist, the way her head was tucked against his shoulder.
When Clyde said he wanted to hang out with other people, this is what he really meant. I didn’t know shit about love, I guess. I didn’t know shit about boys either.
Clyde wanted to be with Anna, not me.
It was funny, the way that something like this could hurt me. I’d never been hurt like this before. I sort of knew it was coming because I’d seen how he’d acted at the cemetery. But it still took me by surprise, big complex Cog and all.
“Fuck that guy,” Penny muttered. “I’m sorry, Helga.”
Somehow, it’d started to rain. Why was it always raining on this stupid island? Why was it always raining whenever something horrible happened to me?
Penny popped open her black umbrella so that it would cover us both. “You never know,” she muttered darkly. “It’s probably okay to get wet, but those rumors about acidic rain … I’d rather not risk it.”
Tourists were scattering for shelter, but the Downhillers were busy scouring the Night Market stalls. Rain didn’t faze them at all. Nothing did because they were heartless blond charmers who didn’t know a good thing when they met her and didn’t care that they were hurting an amazing girl—a ten out of ten, honestly.
I watched Clyde get two fizzy sodas from a market vendor just a few feet away from us. Anna giggled cutely when he offered one to her. He hadn’t noticed me yet. Maybe I was that invisible to him.
“Let’s find a place indoors,” Penny suggested. “We can get out of here and do something fun.”
I wasn’t a gullible tourist, and I wasn’t a prim Uphiller. Rain didn’t faze me either. I wouldn’t run away from Clyde and Anna. Why should I? We’d gotten here first.
I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m good with staying where we are.”
“I might say something to him then,” Penny said. She rolled up her sleeves and there it was—the rotten girl tattoo in all its full glory. “What a smug little bastard.”
But she didn’t need to say anything at all, because Clyde was the one who spoke first.
“Hey,” he said, stopping dead in his tracks in front of our table. “Helga?”
“Glad you got my name right this time,” I muttered.
Clyde laughed uneasily, running his fingers through his hair. Anna looked like she just ate a sour plum candy. Her mouth was pursed, but she didn’t say a word.
“You look amazing,” he told me. “Wow.”
I’d almost forgotten that the last time he’d seen me, I’d been wearing my disheveled Uphill uniform. Thanks to Penny, I was now in something way more suitable. I brushed invisible lint off my teddy sweater and subtly adjusted my suede miniskirt. Before leaving her apartment, Penny had even taught me how to braid my hair.
“I know,” I said, feeling smug about it.
He was angling closer to me, leaning over the table. Horrible as he was, he did smell amazing. Cloves and rain. His silver piercings glinted. We locked eyes.
“We should hang out again soon,” he suggested.
Anna was just standing there, silent.
Penny was not silent, though.
“Excuse me? Are you asking her out while you’re on a date with someone else?”
“Anna and I are just hanging out,” Clyde said, shrugging it off. “Also, aren’t you too old to be involved in this conversation, ma’am?”
“Ma’am!” Penny sputtered. “How old are you, like twenty? I’m twenty-three, you little brat.”
“There’s a show this weekend I’m DJing at,” Clyde continued smoothly, ignoring her. “I’d love to see you there, Helga. I’ll put you on the guest list.”
Whenever I was about to form a decision about Clyde, he’d say or do something super confusing. Like pulling away at the cemetery, or like this, right now—leaning in close, his thumb grazing my hand. And even though I felt disgusted, my pulse still quickened.
“We were supposed to go to the show together,” Anna reminded him.
Clyde didn’t even seem to notice her. His mouth was crooked into a half smile, and he couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from me.
Okay, yeah—Clyde was gorgeous. He was tall and lanky and had impossibly sharp cheekbones But he also sucked big time. He’d not only made me feel like crap, but he was doing it to Anna right now too. Neither of us deserved that.
“I’m busy,” I told him. “Anna is too.”
“No, I’m not,” she said.
Oh. Well, at least I tried.
“I’m ready to go,” I told Penny. In more ways than one, I thought to myself. It was time to move on from Clyde. I wasn’t interested in two-timers, even if they did have cool piercings.
Penny lurched up from the low stool, nearly knocking over one of the empty green bottles on the table. The market vendor audibly sighed in relief. In a few seconds, he’d cleared the bottles off, sweeping them into the black trash bag that a band of rangy rats hovered around eagerly.
“Saturday?” Clyde called after me, in a hopeful voice.
“No thank you. I wasn’t born yesterday,” I shot back, which was true. I was born, like, three whole days ago.
Penny and I headed back Uphill. I didn’t turn back, because there was no point in it, and because I knew he was staring after us, slack-jawed in disbelief while Anna glowered next to him.
He had seriously underestimated me. And I wasn’t going to make that kind of mistake ever again. I deserved someone who didn’t just want to “hang out” sometimes. Someone who really got me. Someone who really loved me.
Somewhere, my soul mate was still out there. Waiting for me.

I checked out different guys while we meandered back to Penny’s apartment.
I’d been too focused on Clyde to even notice them before—an unfortunate oversight that I was quick to rectify. There were so many guys in the world. It was eye-opening to finally realize this.
There were guys on park benches. Guys waiting at bus stops despite the long delays that the tremor caused. Guys hanging outside vendor stalls. Guys everywhere.
Sensitive guys in billowy lace blouses and dangly earrings, heads bent low over copies of books titled Sonnets to Orpheus and Being and Nothingness, leaned against buildings, insulated from the rain. There were chain-smoking guys in striped black-and-white T-shirts, talking in carrying voices about whatever the hell French New Wave was.
There were Uphill guys in beige trench coats, and Downhill guys in black leather jackets. There were tourist guys with fanny packs—and some of them were even cute.
“Helga, if you stare any harder, you’re going to burn holes through their clothes,” Penny warned me.
I didn’t have the luxury of time—I had to stare at them all. Father was coming back from his business trip in two weeks, and I needed to find my soul mate before then. If the worst-case scenario did unfold—Father wanting to yank out my Cog, despite my immense progress—then I could simply run away with my true love.
Short guys. Tall guys. Big guys. Small guys. Everywhere I turned, there were more and more guys.
Unfortunately for me, Clyde was cuter than almost all of them.
I had to keep looking to figure out what I really wanted. “Not just looks,” I muttered to myself. “The inside matters too.”
That was Clyde’s problem. He was gorgeous, but there was something clearly wrong with his brain for him to act the way he did toward me.
After trudging back Uphill, I laid down on Penny’s couch, staring at the ceiling. Penny fell asleep quickly in her room. Her snores carried through the well-postered wall.
But I was wide awake. Thinking about my soul mate made me way too giddy to sleep.
My true love … where was he now? What was he like? What did I want?
I didn’t want an Uphiller. I wasn’t even sure I wanted a Downhiller either. I wanted someone who understood me. Someone who felt the same ache I did when I heard certain songs, when I saw planes taking off at the edge of the island. Someone who occupied in-between spaces.
“Someone like me,” I whispered. “That’s what I really need.”
No one heard me but Natasha, the lone living plant on Penny’s windowsill.
In response, she ate another bug.




ten
Date with the Night
Early the next morning, Penny scrambled to get ready for work, groaning about her nauseating hangover. She was out the door with a slice of toast between her teeth; pink hair bundled into an approximation of a bun; glasses balanced precariously on the tip of her nose; and her black bag rattling with calls from her landlord, from her ex, from Father too, probably. Everyone always wanted something from her. Including me.
“I can borrow your music player? And try on any of your clothes, right?” I called after her retreating back.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “Just stay out of trouble.”
I ate a box of cereal and washed it down with a half gallon of soy milk and a carton of blackberries. I flipped through zine after zine, learning different makeup tutorials. I smeared lime green shadow across my eyelids and coated my mouth in dark lipstick. My earlobes jangled with silver metal hoops, cheerfully discordant.
The crack from the tremor had already been filled in with new cement a shade darker than what surrounded it. An Institute worker sidestepped the long blemish, juggling large boxes with her ear pressed up against her phone. Her stricken expression reminded me of Penny, but she was even younger than her. An intern, probably.
“I’ll have your report soon. I didn’t have weekend plans, anyways. No worries,” she told whoever was on the other end of the line, while sounding very worried, in fact. Her face was nearly the same shade as the sky—a queasy, yellowish green.
I popped my head out the window and almost yelled out the same words those Downhill boys had graffitied on the building—but realized I should probably keep a low profile around Uphillers, in case they recognized me and it caused more problems. I slunk down low on Penny’s purple couch before the girl saw me. Even though I sort of wanted to give her a small smile of solidarity.
I tuned out the outside world with more of Penny’s music: rock, hardcore, post-punk. I shimmied around her cramped living quarters. I thrashed. I headbanged. I did everything Father would have hated, and I took up all the space in the room that I wanted.
Penny had so many songs, and I was eager to get as many of them into my Cog as possible. I was ready to become the most Helga version of myself and further distance myself from Marietta.
And yet.
And yet I found myself looking for it: the song I’d heard on the bus that night, looping around the bottom half of the island. The nostalgic pop song that Father had embedded into my Cog. The one with lyrics I couldn’t understand.
I looked through her physical and virtual musical libraries, but I couldn’t find the song anywhere. Morning slipped into afternoon. There were rain showers and the proficient clip of patent leather shoes against pavement. The smell of steamed buns and sandwiches from the canteen, and then coffee, which meant that it had to be around three p.m.
More rock music. More pop music. Some weird experimental stuff—wow, Penny. But after all these hours searching, I still couldn’t find the damn song.
For a minute, I considered learning the language on my own. I could read books and take classes somewhere. I was a fast learner, so it wouldn’t take very long. Or I could at least ask someone who might know what I was looking for.
Maybe if I understood the lyrics, I could understand Father.
“Screw this,” I muttered, although no one could hear me but Natasha.
Why should I understand Father when he’d never bothered to understand me? I shouldn’t think about the song anymore. That was probably the best course of action. I needed to focus on a future outside of Father altogether.
He’d left for a conference almost immediately after I was born. He’d chosen his work over me, and he wanted to replace my Cog and stuff me in the steel locker with all his other castoffs. I didn’t have much time before he came back, and even though Penny promised he’d change his mind about me, I couldn’t count on that. This was my life on the line.
Father sucked, big time. And even that was an understatement.
The lights in Penny’s apartment brightened automatically, adjusting to the growing darkness outside. It was almost evening. The rain against the window pounded insistently. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.
“Shut up,” I screamed. “God.”
“Sorry,” came a muffled voice, surprising me.
It wasn’t rain, but Clyde. He was holding a handful of small pebbles, throwing one after another against the window. I guess this was his way of getting my attention.
“I was just passing by and saw you headbanging through the window. It must be fate,” he said from the other side. He grinned crookedly, that rascal. “Let me take you out. You know you want to.”

Clyde was a clown, and so was I, for agreeing to go on another date with him.
“I swear you look hotter every day,” he said, as soon as I met him outside. His eyes lingered over my outfit and my new makeup. “I’ve never met anyone like you before. Your face is like … super symmetrical. You’re more ripped than anyone I know, and you came out of nowhere. You’re intriguing, I guess.”
Well, yeah. He’d never met a girl who was born in a lab. I couldn’t say that to him though, so I smiled and said, “I know.”
Across the hill, the streetlamps were turning on automatically. Bulked-up opossums lurked near trash cans, biding their time before dark. Penny would be back from work soon and wondering where the hell I’d gone off to. I should’ve left her a note, but it was too late now.
Clyde went on about his upcoming DJ gig while I grabbed a few snacks from the closest café. The Doldrums were pretty good, from the snippets I’d listened to on Penny’s CD player. I wasn’t sure about Bored Nothings yet. But Ice Bear rocked, from their look—fuzzy ice-blue boots and white eyeshadow—to their sound, which was chilly, crystalline, and oozing with well-deserved confidence.
I was honestly surprised Clyde had gotten onto this lineup. And I couldn’t help but bristle, hearing him go on about it. He’d invited Anna first, and now he was asking me. I didn’t want to be her replacement or vice versa.
Why the hell was I even here? I wondered while Clyde droned on about the band he was hoping to form. Oh yeah—because he’d complimented my muscle definition and I wanted to hear more. Duh.
We sat on a park bench near the Amaris Cemetery. I sipped my blackberry bubble tea, trying to tune him out and see if there were any cuter, nicer guys around. Clyde would not stop fantasizing about band stuff. He was all talk.
“I want it to be classical, but experimental. I want audiences to get blasted by a wall of sound but also think about the deeper meaning. Maybe it could also be a commentary on society. Society is important to think about. It’s important to care about the state of things … but not too much either. Because at the end of the day, it’s all about the purity of the music,” he mused.
“Okay,” I said, even though he was ranting.
There was really no reason for me to be here with him. It was a mistake to go out with Clyde, but I was a little susceptible to flattery. It was nice hearing compliments about myself, especially after all the criticism from Father.
Plus, the more disinterested I was in Clyde, the more he seemed to want to get to know me.
“You know I’m from Ohio, but I don’t know where you’re from. East Asia, right? Are you here on vacation?” he pressed.
“No,” I snapped, suddenly irate. “I’m from here. Amaris.”
“You’re not an Uphiller, though. And I’ve never seen you Downhill before a few days ago.” Clyde frowned. He clearly thought something was off about me. But then he shook his head and smiled. “I’m only asking because I would have talked to you immediately. And I know basically everyone who lives beyond the Night Market, so …”
He waited expectantly for my answer.
Shit. My Cog scrambled for an explanation.
“I guess I’m … sort of an Uphiller,” I hedged.
This was a mistake. Clyde’s eyes lit up. “Does that mean you’re rich, then? Like Anna?”
“Not every Uphiller is rich,” I started to say, but he cut me off.
“Rent, even near the bottom of the hill—where I’ve seen you and what’s-her-face hang out—is more than I could afford. The prices keep skyrocketing—even Downhill, since Uphiller developers have started changing the Night Market with those kiosks. It’s getting more expensive to live on the island, and if you’re an Uphiller, it means you’ve got something I don’t.”
He had a point. Uphill was pristine; the worker drones kept everything gleaming. Downhill was changing because of Uphill’s influence, and not for the better. I frowned, trying to remember the conversation I’d overheard on the bus. What was it that those two Downhillers had muttered?
“Well, I’m not rich,” I said, pushing down uneasy feelings.
Clyde’s eyes practically gleamed. “So that means you have rich parents, right?”
Parents, plural. Clyde had totally forgotten that I’d told him I didn’t have a mom.
He would not give it a rest when it came to trying to figure out how much money I had. I knew nothing would stop him from probing further. He wouldn’t stop until I managed to change the subject.
I threw my empty bubble tea container in the trash. Predictably, the rats dove for it. Clyde was still looking at me in that hungry way.
“I swear, I’m broke. I’ve been stealing from tourists every day.”
“But you don’t have to be doing that, right? You could always ask your parents for more money. Unless they’ve limited your spending, like mine have.”
The last thing I wanted to do was tell Clyde about Father. The second to last thing I wanted to do was give Clyde my stolen tourist money to fund his nonexistent band.
“Don’t worry,” he murmured, putting a suggestive hand over mine. “I like Uphill girls. Especially the bad ones.”
“I’m not really an Uphiller, though. And I’m not just bad either. I’m rotten. Like seriously rotten.”
“That’s so cute,” Clyde said. He leaned in close, which would’ve made my heart flutter yesterday. But today I only found it extremely grating.
“I’m ready to rob anyone,” I protested. A couple of Uphillers paused along the paved path to look at me. I lowered my voice accordingly. “I mean it, Clyde.”
“Anyone?” Clyde asked, with a wolfish grin.
And that’s how I found myself breaking into the morgue.

My Cog was too big for the mess I’d gotten myself into. This was a new low, even for me. I should’ve listened to Penny when she told me to stay out of trouble, but I could’ve never predicted that this would have been the outcome.
Breaking into the morgue had been easy. Clyde stood back and watched me do it with my bare hands. While no one was watching, and under the cover of moonlight, we slipped inside.
“It’s so easy for you, huh?” he asked slowly. “You can open locks just like that?”
In retrospect, I should have pretended to struggle more. Even when we were inside, he’d continually look over, staring at me like he couldn’t decide whether I was girl or monster.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Must have been a fluke,” I said. “An old lock or something.”
“This—” Clyde gestured around the room at all the dead cold things, “is all Institute property. They’re strict about protecting their possessions, Helga. I really doubt they’d use a rusty lock.”
He rolled out a corpse from a steel tray and unpeeled the top sheet. The body was covered in debris. There was a large dent in his forehead, sticky with congealed blood.
“Probably from the ground tremor,” he said coolly, sliding the gold watch off the corpse’s blue wrist. “I heard that something happened in the Entertainment District yesterday. An air-conditioning unit fell out of a window and onto my poor man here, I’m guessing.”
Then he turned to me. “Do you think you would have survived something like that?”
“How could I?” I squeaked. “I’m just a girl.”
Clyde shook his head and smiled. “I’m not sure what it is,” he said softly. “But something tells me you might survive anything.”
I was doing these wild crimes just so Clyde wouldn’t find out who my dad was. So he wouldn’t know what I was. This was really not what I wanted my evening to be like. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me either. Like he was sizing me up. Or worse, figuring something out.
“Don’t be tense, Helga,” he admonished me, sliding a luminous pearl necklace off an Uphill grandmother’s gray throat. “I thought you were bad, right? Rotten even. So why are you so nervous?”
The window howled and rattled against the small stone building. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead. A sudden noise made me jump, but it was only a rat. Clyde smiled and squeezed my shoulder.
“Strong,” he commented. “You must be some kind of superhuman, with muscle tone like that.”
I’d wanted to hear these very words earlier, but here in the morgue, I wasn’t so sure that Clyde was complimenting me at all. His face had taken on an almost quizzical expression.
While I stood around trying to act normal, Clyde pilfered silver cuff links, diamond earrings, and more pearl necklaces—even trying on one of them on himself. He pulled out drawer after drawer, humming to himself while I wondered if the authorities would stalk in and throw us both in jail.
But Clyde was efficient. I was no stranger to finesse either—especially not after all those performance checks Father had me do. His pockets soon jangled heavily with stolen goods.
“I’m really glad to have met you,” he told me. “Imagine all the stuff I could get with you by my side. You might be the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Helga.”
I laughed uneasily. “Isn’t doing this more than enough?”
I did not want him asking me more pointed questions about the limits of my body. I didn’t like the way he touched my shoulder either. It was like I wasn’t a person to him, but an object.
Penny had been right. Clyde was most definitely not my soul mate.
I needed to be with someone who looked like him but had a mind closer to mine. I didn’t want to be saddled with someone who just took and took and took.
“I’m going to leave,” I said suddenly. If I spent one more second in here with Clyde, I might implode.
“Helga—” he said, but I didn’t stick around to hear the rest.
This whole situation was extremely annoying and inconvenient. I would have to avoid Clyde for the rest of my life, otherwise I knew he would continue to pester me to do stuff like this. None of it benefited me. It only made me feel weird and used and not cute.
I guess I would not be going to the show with him on Saturday after all. I didn’t know how Anna could put up with this either. We both deserved better.
I stormed through Uphill grave plots while Clyde followed, calling after me. Ravens circled overhead, cawing. I prayed fervently that they would eat him whole.
As I headed back to Penny’s apartment, someone raced toward me, hopping inelegantly over the curb. Someone with a shock of bright pink hair, wearing a white lab coat. And even from my distance, I could see how agitated she was.
“Thank god you’re okay,” she wheezed. “I couldn’t find you anywhere and got worried. Your father called and wanted to check up on you. If the doctor found out that …” She trailed off when she realized we weren’t alone.
Penny got very quiet.
“Father?” Clyde echoed. “Doctor?”
I knew the wheels in his head were turning. I was afraid of what connections they were forming. “I thought you said weren’t an Uphiller,” he finally said. His face, hidden in the dark, was utterly unreadable. “But I guess you’re the most Uphill you can get if your father’s a doctor.”
Penny and I watched him go. And as soon as he was out of view, she asked in a low voice, “He doesn’t know, does he? Tell me he doesn’t know, Helga.”
“No,” I managed. “He doesn’t know anything.”
“He’s bad news, anyways. I think you should stay away from him.”
“I plan to,” I told her.
But I knew that even if I did stay away from him, Clyde wouldn’t stay away from me. He had far too many questions now.
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That First Spark
“Hello, Father,” I said, in a crisp blue button-down and black slacks and patent shoes, trying my best not to sweat. It was a new day, and my situation did seem less dire after getting a few hours of sleep on Penny’s couch.
I spun back and forth on one of the Cog Lab’s wheeled desk chairs. Penny kicked me lightly under the table until I stopped. She wanted us to be seen together at work, because she thought it might help put Father at ease.
“You’re not at home,” Father replied, peering at me through the computer screen. There were distorted sounds cutting through our call. Still, I clearly heard the disappointment in his voice, even with the discordant clamor of various businesspeople coming and going in the background. What stuck out to me mostof all was that he didn’t seem surprised: Father had counted on me to mess up.
“She’s been staying with me,” Penny chimed in. She elbowed me out of the way to speak. “Helga was lonely by herself—it’s not good for her development. I thought she could live with me when we weren’t busy in the lab. Naturally, I’ve been keeping up with her routine tests.”
Penny didn’t stumble over the lie, even though she hadn’t made me do a single test in her apartment or the lab. I hoped Father would be happy seeing the two of us together at the lab, but instead, his brows knit together.
“I suppose it’s fine that she’s staying with you, Penelope, and it’s good to see you both busy at work. However, you shouldn’t call her Helga. The more she hears the name Marietta, the more she’ll get used to it.”
My heart plummeted. But at least Penny wasn’t testing me and was okay with lying to Father about what I’d been up to. He’d probably pass out if he knew I’d stayed up all night with a Downhill boy.
I didn’t blame Penny for keeping an eye on me and making me come to the lab with her, especially after what had happened with Clyde. What if he figured me out? What would he even do?
“Marietta’s your name,” Father reminded me. “And Penelope, you need to be very careful. You know that no one can see her. No one can know who she is. I need to get through this conference, and then I’ll take care of everything.”
“Of course, Doctor,” Penny said, lying through her teeth. “No one’s seen her. We’ve been very careful.”
“Good.” He smiled. “You’re both eating well?”
It was rare to see him remotely relaxed. I wasn’t sure if I remembered him ever smiling. Maybe Penny was right; maybe in time, Father would see that I was perfect the way I was.
It was already extremely hard, juggling the different stressful things I had going on. I fiddled with the buttons on my shirt and tuned out Penny and Father’s small talk. Next to the bank of computers, the row of pink Cogs gurgled, processing new data.
It was strange hearing Penny talk about data models she was working on for the lab, because this progress potentially related to me. The result could be tied to my own fate.
Was there a better Marietta waiting to replace me?
Even through the computer screen, Father made me antsy. No matter what I did and how I acted, I knew that I was somehow letting him down. I knew there was some hidden test I was failing.
“I need to get back to the conference,” Father said. He looked at me through the screen, his expression sharp behind those reflective glasses. “Is there anything you want to ask me, Marietta? Otherwise, I will check up on you later.”
There were so many questions I could have asked him. Why did you make me? Did you really want to change my Cog? Why was there this random song in my head, anyway?
And why couldn’t you tell me, just once, that you love me?
But I knew asking any of those things would only cause further disappointment. Whether face to face or through computer screens, there was always some barrier between us, visible or not.
“I hope you have a great conference,” I said, and that was all.
As soon as he hung up, I unbuttoned my shirt, kicked off my shoes, and let out a very long sigh.

The morgue might’ve been bad, but the lab was honestly worse.
At least in the morgue, the corpses were whole. Here, the parts were either grafted into perfection or discarded like the rotten girls behind the steel lockers.
This whole room felt eerily austere. Lights dimmed where Penny needed them to. The temperature was perfectly controlled. Everything bent and shifted to Penny’s needs; everything was meant to serve the scientists—even the island itself. The Institute extracted geothermal energy from Mount Amaris through the drills I could faintly hear even now, incessant and methodic like the pattering rain.
I watched Penny typing away on the computer. A pink wire was lighting up—the information was being transferred from computer, through wire, to the Cog.
“We’re experimenting with implementing system intent,” she said, chewing the ends of her pink hair. “It’s part of most automated objects, but we hadn’t used it for Cogs yet.”
“You mean I don’t have system intent,” I said flatly, which caused her to stop typing.
“Yes,” she said, whirling around in her desk chair. “You don’t have system intent. You perform whatever actions you want.”
“Is that why I’m a failed experiment? Because I don’t do exactly what Father tells me to?”
Penny looked stricken. “Helga, you’re not an experiment. You’re a living person. You were from the moment you woke up.”
What was even the long-term purpose of this place and the research she was doing? It didn’t seem remotely good. I hated this stupid lab. I hated this stupid Institute.
“I need lunch,” I told Penny sullenly.
“Can it wait a few minutes? I’m in the middle of something.”
“No. I’m hungry now, and I can’t leave because you said someone might see me.”
Penny got up with a sigh. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t leave and don’t—don’t do anything. Got it?”
“Sure,” I said.
As soon as she left the room, I went snooping.
There was the anatomical side of the lab to investigate, and then there was the Cog side. I was tempted to pull open another steel locker on the anatomical side and put the Marietta uniforms over a Bunsen burner. There was also this deep compulsion in me to see the bodies again—the rotten girls who were festering behind closed doors so that I could live.
I wanted to compare my hair to theirs and touch their rotting green hands. I knew I could have spent hours there, equally disgusted and fascinated by death and decay. I was so close to it—to them. The girls who didn’t make it.
Then there was the tech side of the lab, where computers and Cogs were lined up in orderly rows. I could get insights from either the computers or the bodies.
But the computers were a direct extension of Father’s mind. The computers could show me what he’d initially created, and what could be coming next. These clues would be easier to parse than the ones hidden in the various bodies, in the rot and decay. And maybe the computers were less creepy too.
Penny was coming back soon. I probably had twenty minutes total, if that.
I sat down at a computer and typed in the word “Marietta.”
Immediately, hundreds of files came up. They were neatly organized by category. There was so much data to sift through. I pulled up Prototype_V1 and saw mockups of a girl who was surely decomposed by this point. Thinner, shorter, more breakable than me.
I pulled up CharacterTraits_Final and saw a dashboard of my own characteristics. There were growth models for Strength, Intellect, and Determination.
The bank of computers hummed. Behind them were the gurgling Cogs. Then I was seized with a sudden idea.
A chill spread through me, even as I sweated in my uncomfortable button-down. I plugged a pink wire into the computer I was using and, before I could think better of it, got up and plugged the other side into one of the Cogs behind it.
My hands were covered in cold slime from the vat. I wiped them off on my business-casual pants. I suppressed a sudden urge to laugh. This whole thing was so wild, so beyond me, even when it was me.
I shouldn’t be doing this at all, I knew. But Father had done it. Penny had done it too.
I opened a blank file, TestDataModule_TraitDialogue, and scrolled until I found a category that seemed interesting. Compassion. I could use someone in my life with more of that, for sure.
I ran the test for maximum growth in Compassion. The time estimate for completion was five minutes, then three. It was rapidly processing. I wanted to laugh again, for reasons I didn’t quite understand. My whole body coursed with nervous anticipation.
I heard something behind the computer—a sloshing sound. I looked to see that the Cog I’d plugged in was moving. It was beginning to spasm. The gurgling became higher pitched. The Cog thrashed against the vat.
I exited the program midprocess, and, slowly, my heart rate decelerated. The Cog was quiet. I was a bit horrified by my own excitement, given that I was a product of this kind of work myself. But the pros outweighed the cons, and I knew I had to continue.
I didn’t have much time before Penny returned. One more file at most. But there were so many to choose from. I found myself with decision paralysis.
I could look at Father’s Cog presentations and see what he was telling other scientists. I could look at files for the old Mariettas or even files for the final version: myself.
But instead, I went for a file that was strangely labeled. It didn’t follow the proper file-naming system that Father had set up. It was a simple note documentation titled “X”.
I opened the file, bracing myself for whatever I’d find. Inside there was only one line:
Progress can only be made going forward. At what cost?
It was like peering inside Father’s head for once, instead of the other way around. Reading it made me feel weird, like I was intruding on something even more private than proprietary Institute data.
The door handle jiggled, and I immediately exited the program, got up from the computer, and busied myself with one of the dusty anatomy textbooks along the wall.
“I love learning about organs,” I lied as Penny walked through the door. “I can’t get enough of them.”
She handed me a wrapped ham-and-Swiss sandwich, not looking impressed in the slightest.
“We need to talk,” she said. “I overheard a very interesting conversation at the canteen. One of the PR interns was loudly complaining about a girl who’d stolen her boyfriend. Who’d seemingly come out of nowhere.”
Shit.
“Oh,” I said, grimacing. “That’s Anna.”
Apparently, I had something new to worry about.
“The marketing department is close to the lab,” Penny frowned. “You’ll have to be careful navigating Uphill and Downhill. We don’t want her asking any more questions about you.”
This, in addition to dealing with Clyde, Father returning from his business trip, and a total lack of suitable boyfriends. Life was really fucking unfair.
“I didn’t steal Clyde! I don’t even want him.” It was a good thing that I had such an amazing Cog, because arriving at the conclusion that Clyde sucked any later than I already had would’ve caused me even more pain and aggravation.
Penny rolled her eyes. “I told you; no Downhill DJs are dateable. But that’s not the big issue here.”
The big issue was, of course, people finding out that I’d been born in a lab. Especially while Father was away and my future seemed so uncertain. It was spectacularly, nerve-wrackingly bad timing. Anna and Clyde already had their suspicions. Clyde had even heard Penny mention the doctor, just last night. If he ever found out who my father was …
It would cause a whole lot of trouble.
My life remained murky and unclear. It hinged on so many things out of my control—Father, the Institute, what other people would think of me if they knew the truth.
But I wanted to be in control of my own future. And I really wanted a boyfriend too. And so what? Was that such a crime these days?
Neither Penny nor Father had expected me to wake up. But I was here now, and I deserved happiness.
“All that stuff you’ve said might be true, and maybe I should be more careful. But you promised you’d help me with my soul mate. And I can’t find him if I’m trapped inside all day, hiding from everyone.”
“Helga …” Penny sighed.
“You promised.”
Penny’s face tightened. She looked at her black bag, tapping her foot. She kept chewing the inside of her cheek. I was pretty sure she wanted a cigarette. She seemed stressed as hell.
“At least help me until Father gets back,” I added. “You can help me with things to look for and things to avoid. And if you know any good places to meet someone, let me know. It’s definitely not in here.”
Because all that was in here were piles of body parts and computers. And Cogs.
I thought of the one Cog I’d controlled, lurching against the vat, gurgling in a high-pitched voice. Compassion had given it some life. There were other traits I would have liked to add, if only there’d been more time before Penny came back.
The highest level of compassion, plus my own traits. Strength, intellect, determination. Some humor. Maybe even modules for romantic poetry. Music history, especially related to the new genres I enjoyed.
Mutability: a capacity to belong anywhere.
“I still have to work, you know,” Penny said. “My landlord’s raising the rent on my apartment soon. I need to save money. I can’t lose my job, not even for you. I’m sorry, Helga.”
“You wouldn’t have to,” I promised. “I just need a little help.”
Penny hemmed and hawed. She alternated between making excuses and musing to herself about what she could do. I knew that I could probably convince her to see things my way, but there wasn’t much time left to do it.
Something was dawning on me. This lab had everything I needed to make a perfect Cog.
All I needed now was a perfect exterior to match.
Something thrummed through me that wasn’t me. It was coming from outside of my body, coming from outside of this building. First the keyboards rattled like teeth, and then Penny’s face tightened.
It was bigger than me and bigger than Father. Bigger than all of us.
On the organic side of the lab, a silver scalpel clattered to the floor. And then everything went still.
“Just a ground tremor again,” I said. “Isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Penny said. Her voice was light—so light it felt deliberately calibrated. “It has to be.”




twelve
Nag, Nag, Nag
By late afternoon, I’d come up with the perfect solution to avoid Clyde and Anna.
The light drizzle had matted my green wig, but overall, my look was pretty much perfect. Oversized shirt, torn tights, platinum buckled boots. Big sunglasses obscured my face.
“This is not a disguise,” Penny informed me. “Everyone has been staring at you.”
We were in the Entertainment District, where I was busy checking out prospective romantic interests. The tension I’d felt earlier regarding the ground tremor had mostly dissolved. Music thumped from darkened buildings. Tourists walked in nervous pairs, clutching their purses and bags. All kinds of guys were out in the city tonight: blonds, brunettes, redheads. Guys with dyed blue hair. Uptight guys in beige trench coats. Bad-news guys with piercings.
None of them really impressed me.
“At least Anna and Clyde won’t recognize me,” I said. It was probably true. In any case—I looked great.
I adjusted the choker around my neck, fingers brushing against the base of neck, against the flap of skin covering my Cog. It was vibrating now, or maybe that was just my body. I felt so alive tonight.
We’d taken in a show a few blocks down the road. I laughed and threw popcorn at the stage, jeering and booing as was customary. The performers flipped off the audience and left without a finale. The audience went wild; it was a great event.
Penny and I karaoked our hearts out, thrashing and moshing in a private room as a silver disco light spun above. She’d traded in her white lab coat for a white mesh dress and her usual glasses for contacts. Her bare arms revealed her rotten girl tattoo.
She’d really let loose back there. I guess she had a lot of feelings to vent out, between her job, her rent, and dealing with me. The attendant urged us to never return after hearing our sing-screams reverberate through the walls. Penny and I raced down the steps, giggling as we stepped out into the rain.
Now we were here, taking momentary refuge under the roof of a mini-mart, plotting our next step for the evening.
“You remind me of myself, five years ago. Maybe that’s why I’m doing all … this,” Penny said, gesturing to the broader island before us. “This is probably why I’m here, even though I shouldn’t be. We should both be Uphill. Obviously.”
Hostesses called at us from restaurant storefronts, urging us to try various Downhill dishes. One of them held a sign for New Specialty Fish. The sign showed only the black outline of a fish with extraordinarily long dorsal fins.
“Are those feet at the bottom of the picture?” Penny squinted.
They were. Whatever fish they were serving had something large protruding from its underbelly.
“It just came in off the coast,” the hostess smiled. “It’s very delicious: a new style for us.”
I remembered riding around the bus at night and seeing strange animals off the tip of the island. Penny had already dismissed the restaurant, but my stomach fluttered uneasily as I looked at the mysterious outline. Was it safe to eat?
Was it a sign? And of what?
Amaris was filled with bizarre animals coming in at the borders. The longer I was alive the more aware of them I became. The flora and fauna were always coming up at the edge of civilization. Automatic lawn mowers were needed to keep the blackberries from swallowing up the whole hill. And this fish was only one example of what was to come. I knew the ocean was vast and filled with many life-forms.
On the bus, I’d seen things near the water, glowing in the dark. When I searched through my zoology modules, nothing came up. These were different creatures. New creatures.
Plus, there were the other uninhabited islands that made up the rest of the archipelago, not to mention the Pacific Ocean surrounding us. Who knew what else had formed there?
Dangerous things, maybe.
“There’s not one guy that seems like dating material around here. You haven’t seemed interested in much except for eating,” Penny complained, cutting through my murky thoughts. “We should probably head back—I have to be up early tomorrow at the lab again. I still have data experiments to finish, you know. I have work.”
“But it’s still early,” I protested.
And I haven’t seen anyone who’s my physical type. I haven’t found the perfect exterior yet.
Of course, these were things I couldn’t say aloud to her. Not yet.
“I need to be in bed.” Penny grimaced. “Gotta get up early for work. My landlord’s probably hoping he can kick me out and replace me with someone higher up on the Institute food chain, but he’ll have to personally drag me out kicking and screaming because I am not looking for a new apartment on top of everything else. I’ve gotta put in more hours at the lab.”
“Who is he?” I frowned. “I hate him.”
“Some guy who works at the Institute, of course. The Institute owns the hill—and the higher up you are, the more of it you own,” Penny said, popping open her black umbrella right as the downpour started. “Which is why, as a lowly lab assistant, I have absolutely nothing to my name except some old CDs. I appreciate your hatred, though. It’s very sweet, Helga.”
“I could get you the money,” I told her. “How much of it do you need?”
Penny laughed, edging away from me slightly. “I don’t think so. That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”
“Why not? You need money, and I can get it. Easy.”
“I’m fine,” Penny said, but it sounded more like a question than a statement. “Let’s just go.”
We walked home the long way at my insistence. The night sky was a murky haze of purple. I looked for stars everywhere but didn’t see any of them. The closest things to them were neon signs for restaurants and the bright street lights on every corner.
There were fliers advertising the upcoming show on bulletin boards and tree trunks. Clyde’s annoyingly smug, annoyingly gorgeous face grinned at me from all of them.
Penny fished out a cigarette from her bag, lit it, and exhaled. “That guy is really bad news. I’m worried, Helga. He can’t find out about you.”
I took the butt of her cigarette and ashed it out on his face, burning a hole right through his cheeky grin. “I know.”
“Hey,” Penny protested. “I wasn’t done with that.”
A couple of drunk tourists stumbled into us, drunk off blackberry liquor. The woman squealed when she ran against the side of my torso.
“Ouch,” she shrieked, glaring up at me and rubbing her arm. “Watch it.”
As she staggered away, I pilfered her wallet out of spite. Inside were silver tokens for the bus, a handful of bills, and a few IDs. I threw away her IDs while Penny stared at the pavement, humming loudly to herself, pretending not to see what I’d just done.
I know I was strong enough to break locks and bump tourists out of the way, but sometimes, it didn’t feel like enough to survive in this city. I was tired of being strong by myself, tired of tourists and Uphillers gawking at me, tired of Downhillers like Clyde trying to take things from me while giving absolutely nothing in return.
I was tired of being alone.
Even Penny had been in a serious relationship once. I wanted that … no, I needed that for myself. A partner—someone like me.
“You have to help.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Penny, you will, won’t you?”
Penny looked me square in the eye. “I will. I promise.”
If only I could explain what I really meant by having her help. Maybe now was the time. I steadied myself, taking a deep breath, and was about to tell her my big idea when it hit me—the smell of cloves, the clipping of boots against pavement.
I guess when you’re a Downhill DJ who’s used to scamming girls, you get pretty good at subterfuge. Because even with my killer instincts, I hadn’t seen him coming.
Clyde looked like he hadn’t slept. He usually looked like that, but now, it was rather alarming. The shadows under his eyes had grown shadows of their own. “I’ve been thinking about you,” he told me hoarsely. “For hours and hours I wondered to myself, How could a girl like you appear out of nowhere?”
I guess the green wig wasn’t such a great disguise, after all.
“Shit,” Penny whispered. “I knew we shouldn’t have chanced it going out tonight.”
“You broke into the morgue like it was nothing,” he continued.
“Helga, you did what?” Penny sputtered.
My retort was stuck in my throat. Just what did Clyde know about me?
“I overheard that older lady mentioning a doctor. She was talking about the one at the Institute, right? That new Cog Lab? Anna’s mentioned it before.”
Now Penny was silent too. Mostly silent. “Older lady,” she muttered. “What an ass.”
A purple bus rounded the corner, honking at us. Clyde didn’t seem to notice or care.
His long lashes dripped with beads of rain. “No one’s as strong as you,” he said. “You’re unreal.”
“What are you talking about?” I scoffed. He was bluffing. Had to be.
He didn’t know shit. He couldn’t prove it.
He twisted his silver thumb ring, flashing me what I’m sure he thought was a winning smile. “It doesn’t matter what you say, Helga. I’m going to find out just who you really are.”
“We need to go home,” Penny said in an even, calm voice. “You should get some sleep, Clyde; it looks like you need it. Good night.”
We walked away from him and wound through cobbled streets and side alleys. We passed ritzy bars with neon lights and trash cans overflowing with bands of rats and ravens—even a toddler-sized raccoon. The sounds of drunken karaoke, glasses clinking, and people moshing in abandoned warehouses gave way to the tantalizing sizzle of the Night Market. We pushed our way into the sweaty crowd.
Buildings loomed above us, spilling long and crooked shadows into the road. One of them was all too familiar. My heart jackhammered against my rib cage. Clyde was still following us.
“Keep going,” Penny hissed, under her breath. “Ignore him.”
Someone touched my back. Cold metal rings grazed my skin.
“You can’t get rid of me,” he said. “Not until you answer a few questions.”
“Leave me alone,” I screeched, ducking under a table of fresh blackberries.
Now I was full-on running, with Clyde in eager pursuit.
I zigged; he zagged, unwilling to give up. I ducked behind tourists and shimmied between vendor stalls. He was always just a few seconds behind me.
Somewhere along the way, we’d lost Penny.
“It’s okay,” he panted. “We can make this work, Helga!”
I whirled around to face him, suddenly fed up. “No, we really can’t. I’m done with you.”
The moonlight glittered on his skin, highlighting his sharp cheekbones, the taut musculature of his arms, his long and lanky frame. He wore his all-black Downhiller look like a second skin and the cityscape behind him like a glimmering cloak. He really was so beautiful.
But only on the outside.
“Hel-ga,” he said, drawing out my name. “I know you have something to do with that lab. You’re always hanging around with that old lady who works there. But don’t worry—this can be our secret. I won’t tell anyone as long as you stick with me.”
My back stiffened. “Are you threatening me?”
He shook his head. “Blackmail sounds bad. Am I that horrible? Just tell me the truth, Helga. Where did you really come from?”
I wanted to throw up. This was the guy I’d been upset over?
“You’ve been gross to me and Anna,” I said. My temper was flaring. I couldn’t stop the words from spilling out. “I bet you’ll never form your stupid band either. You’re probably also a terrible DJ!”
“I wanted to do this the nice way. But if you don’t do what I say, I’ll tell everyone that you’re not human,” Clyde said.
He looked so calm. I wanted to punch him in the throat, but I couldn’t cause a scene. Especially not now, with his threat hanging between us.
I turned on my heel, sprinting away. Another bus was coming. The lights flashed in warning.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I darted into the oncoming traffic, praying that my timing was right. It was going to be a close call, but I had to get moving. I had to get away from him before I accidentally revealed too much. Clyde couldn’t know what I really was, and if he respected me at all, he’d end this madness right now. He’d have to see how much he’d freaked me out. I had to count for something in his life, didn’t I?
Didn’t I?
I’d crossed over to the other side of the hill when I heard the long beep, the loud screech, and finally—the sickening, inevitable thud.
My heart stopped.
I turned around slowly.
There was a long dent in the front of the bus. And in front of the bus was Clyde, lying on the ground, completely still.
There was a growing pool of blood around him. His face was quite pale. When he opened his mouth, instead of words, more blood bubbled out. I crouched over him, seeing if there was anything I could do. Anything at all to save him.
He jolted suddenly, and then winced. He looked up at me with an unreadable expression. “Tell me … what you really are …”
Clyde’s voice was nearly inaudible, and his eyes were growing very glassy. His breaths came out ragged and slow—and then they stopped completely.
He was dead.




thirteen
Rest in Pieces
The night passed in a blur. The following day passed similarly. Ever since the bus accident, I’d felt like I’d been sleepwalking.
Gray skies seemed especially appropriate for this late afternoon. Clouds roiled above us. The cloying fragrance of imported lilies carried on the wind, all the way down to the market. I was avoiding his funeral service, but it looked like Clyde had found at least one way to still haunt me.
In some ways I was relieved by his death, since he was now in no condition to interrogate me and discover who I really was. But most of all, I brimmed with anticipation. There was something I had to tell Penny. It was itching to come out. But this wasn’t the right moment; I had to wait.
My arms were loaded with pantry staples and frozen food—dumplings, ramen, soup stock, and a few snacks too, after I’d wheedled for some at the mini-mart. I gamely held everything while Penny scanned the aisles, comparing the prices of two very similar cans of lentil beans.
“These are on sale but expire soon,” I overheard her muttering. “Is it worth it?”
“No,” I said, partly because it was true, and partly because I couldn’t wait to tell her my idea.
“You’re right,” she sighed, grabbing the other can. I watched her count out change at the register with a reluctant smile. Every time she handed over a coin, she looked hesitant—like maybe she didn’t need lentils at all. Like maybe she could survive on air alone.
“This should last us until the end of next week,” she said. As soon as we were outside, she flicked her lighter, exhaling cigarette smoke in the air. “Then I’ll get paid.”
Distantly, I could see black-clad figures in the cemetery. My stomach lurched. Everyone who knew Clyde was at the funeral right now. Everyone but me and Penny.
“It’s not your fault,” she told me firmly. Like she knew exactly what I was thinking.
I ground out the flickering embers with the heel of my platform boot. I scooted down instinctively, like one of the attendees could somehow see me. Even though there was no way I’d get caught—and it’s not like I was guilty of anything—I still felt a little weird.
“It was self-defense,” Penny said, squeezing my arm. “You didn’t know he was going to get hit.”
I wondered if after I told her my plan, she’d still think I was in the right.
His burial had to be strictly symbolic. I knew there was no body inside that coffin, not since the Institute changed things on the island. Like everybody else, Clyde’s body would now be donated to science.
Every body had its use, one way or another.
“You look lost in thought,” Penny sighed. “Look, do you want to see a counselor or something? Because we can totally—”
A loud crash interrupted her. A Downhiller had taken a baseball bat to one of the kiosk screens in the market. Glass shards clattered onto the pavement. Unlike the Downhill boys who’d graffitied the Institute building, this Downhiller wasn’t masked. I even vaguely recognized him as one of the Night Market vendors.
“I’m out,” he announced to the gawking passersby. “Been evicted, after twenty years of working here. These monsters are turning my place into a coffee chain.”
For good measure, he smashed the glass screen with the bat again. Coins spewed out from the money counter. He’d broken the whole machine.
“Shit,” Penny whispered. “He’s not going to get away with this.”
But the vendor didn’t seem to care. He strode away while the crowd around the kiosk grew. I could see Penny gritting her teeth, wondering what to do. I knew she needed money too.
“Hold these bags,” I told her. “I can grab—”
“No, Helga,” Penny said. I was startled by the tears in her eyes.
She could be so stubborn. All of the change was nearly gone by now. I’d even seen a girl wearing an all-too-familiar button-down hovering at the edge of the crowd with a torn look on her face. But as soon as she and Penny made eye contact, the girl very quickly walked away.
“I told you,” Penny said, looking at her retreating figure with a grim smile. “The interns get nothing from the Institute. Even less than me.”
“Fuck the Institute,” I said.
“Yeah,” Penny said, laughing now, although I didn’t think the situation was all that funny. “Fuck the Institute.”

We took shelter under the roof of a bus stop while lightning flashed across the sky. Penny was quiet through the downpour, chewing on the ends of her hair. Around us, people muttered darkly about the frequent delays. The bus hadn’t been running on schedule ever since the first ground tremor.
“The funeral’s probably over,” I told her.
“Oh yeah,” she said, absentmindedly. “That’s true.”
I would’ve bet anything she was still thinking about the broken kiosk and the coins on the ground. The crowd had long dispersed. Their absence, plus the broken machine, made me feel uneasy. I felt a shift in the air. Something was brewing.
I’d been shocked to see an Institute intern among the crowd, but Penny had been totally unfazed by the girl’s presence. I thought about how carefully Penny had counted out change for groceries at the mini-mart. I clutched the bags to my chest, hugging them close. I wondered if Father had bothered to leave her any money to take care of me.
I suspected he had not.
I felt really bad for Penny. Especially because there was something else that I needed from her. But this was it; this was the last thing I’d ever ask of her.
“I have to go,” she said, as soon as the rain let up. “I have to—”
“Go back to work,” I finished for her. “I know, you’re always working. I’m coming with you.”
Penny’s eyebrows skyrocketed up to her hairline. “It’s not like you to volunteer to come with me to the lab, Helga.”
“Well … there’s something I wanted to ask you, actually.”
“This isn’t what I think it is, is it?” Penny’s expression changed as quickly as the weather around here did, from hesitant to stormy.
We walked toward the black gates, back up Mount Amaris. Penny fished out a stick of gum from her bag before shaking her head and reaching for a cigarette instead. We both looked at the fresh mound of dirt piled under the bouquet of white flowers. This was Clyde’s grave plot—although he wasn’t actually there, but somewhere else.
“I think you know what I might want,” I hedged. “You promised you’d help me with my soul mate, remember?”
“Oh,” was all that Penny said.
The timing was weirdly perfect. If it wasn’t Clyde, it would have been someone else. Any body would have to do. But with Clyde’s death, my plan had become crystal clear.
I knew what needed to happen next. Now to see if Penny had the stomach for it.




fourteen
Waste Not, Want Not
There was something wrong with Penny.
I mean, she was overworked, exhausted, and addicted to both caffeine and cigarettes. But besides those things, there was something even more wrong with her, since she’d agreed to this little idea of mine with hardly any pushback.
I personally found my plan to be sound, but from anyone else’s perspective, I knew it was sort of a lot to ask. I don’t think many people would’ve agreed to make me a new boyfriend out of an ex-boyfriend. But if I didn’t use Clyde, someone else at the Institute would, and likely for something worse than what I wanted: to be partners and care for one another.
“I did promise, huh,” was Penny’s reply. She snapped her lime green bubblegum, shrugged her skinny shoulders. She surveyed me, almost pityingly. “Okay. I’ll help, Helga.”
I found her readiness more than a little suspect.
There was a whole list of things I didn’t even get a chance to go off about. I didn’t get to reiterate how unfair my life was, how it would’ve been hypocritical of her not to help, since she’d helped Father make me. I didn’t get to tell her that I’d take care of her rent to make things even. She’d agreed all too quickly for that.
I was in the Cog Lab, wearing Marietta’s clothes. Crisp button-down, plain slacks. Shiny, shiny shoes. I even wore a white lab coat. Stiff and starched. I was almost living out the exact future that Father had planned for me. Here I was at the lab. Working on something new, something that had never been done before.
First, Penny wheeled in a mini freezer full of plasma. She did another round for equipment—long silver instruments with sharp ends. Sutures, scissors, a gnarly-looking saw. Then another round for herself—dried fish snacks, congee from the canteen, a handful of energy drinks. She’d already chugged one of them in about five seconds flat.
“It would be bad form to fall asleep,” she said with a wry smile. “Especially during such an important procedure.”
All the time she was gone, running rounds through the Institute, I’d stayed put in the lab. I looked at preserved organs and skimmed through anatomy textbooks.
When she’d been gone for a while, I opened the steel lockers, one by one. I braced for black flies and decomposing flesh—that unforgettable smell of decay. For a pile of dead, rotten girls to fall on top of me. I thought that if I saw the bodies, it’d give me fuel for what we were going to do.
I thought that the decay might bolster my nerve. Help me see this little project of mine in a more positive light. But no one was inside any of the lockers—all of the former Mariettas had disappeared except me. I was the last trace of her.
“Cleaning staff comes here on a regular basis,” Penny said, making me jump. I was so distracted that I hadn’t even heard her coming back.
I stared into the empty lockers. They’d been cleaned down thoroughly. No blood, no weird marks, no black flies. There was nothing left except the slight citrusy scent of disinfectant.
“Should we get started?” Penny asked.
“Why did you agree to do this?” I asked her. My voice came out shriller than I intended. “What do you have to gain from helping me?”
When I whirled around, I saw her at one of the steel tables. There was a large object on top of it, covered by a white sheet.
Clyde.
Stars crinkled behind my eyes. I caught myself on the edge of the coat rack. The Marietta uniforms shifted. Cotton rustled. A metal wheel squeaked. I wanted to sit down, but Penny was watching me.
“Do you still want to go ahead with it?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “We don’t have to, you know.”
“Yes.” Heat flushed my cheeks. “Of course I do!”
Penny seemed a bit taken aback by my quick response. “Okay, okay.”
Between us was the unmoving subject, wrapped in a white sheet.
I couldn’t articulate my buzzing thoughts. I had too many questions for Penny. I didn’t understand her motivation for wanting to help. Did she think that somehow I’d put in a good word with Father? Help her keep her job? If so, she needed a new plan. I had even less leverage than she did with him.
“Tell me why you’d even agree to this. I know … I know it’s kind of a lot to ask,” I mumbled.
Penny looked me square in the eye. “Because I don’t know if I’ll always be around, Helga. And I want someone to be there for you.”
The implication was clear, even when she didn’t say it: that someone wasn’t Father. Penny wasn’t sure if she would always be there for me. I looked down, suddenly fighting back tears.
“It was easy getting the body,” Penny went on, in an uncharacteristically soft voice. “The lab gets first pick of anything at the Institute. But it’s going to start to go soon unless we make a decision. Decomposition starts mere minutes after death, and Clyde’s been dead for two days.”
In response, I walked over to a cabinet and grabbed a pair of lab goggles.
I wondered if Penny could hear my furiously thumping heart. The back of my lab coat was already damp with sweat. I fumbled to adjust the goggle’s rubber straps against the back of my head. When I smoothed my hair down, my fingers grazed against the bump at the base of my neck.
My Cog whispered a warning. Don’t.
Whatever.
“Shouldn’t you put your goggles on too?” I asked Penny in an even voice, a calm voice.
“We should talk about how this will work, and if you really want to proceed. It’s okay not to, Helga. There’s no turning back once we get started.”
Rain pattered down against the side of the building. Computers hummed at their stations, and Cogs gurgled. Penny and I continued our stare-off.
“Take the sheet off,” I countered after a long beat of silence.
She did, in a sweeping, practiced motion, and there he was. Clyde.
The ends of his hair were frosted from cold. His whole body was slightly blue. Most unnervingly, his eyes were wide open. They stared up at me, unseeing.
Even though he was dead, I thought he might want a few words with me. I half expected his mouth to unstiffen, to curl up into a familiar smirk. I expected him to speak. To accuse me. To flatter me. I’ve never met anyone like you.
But Clyde remained silent.
Penny explained how things would work. We’d keep his body in a freezer to make sure the organic parts stayed viable. We would need organ transplants, though, along with new bones to replace the broken ones. Then there was the whole Cog situation to consider.
“Really think about this, Helga,” Penny said.
“Aren’t you scared of Father—I mean, the doctor? Wouldn’t he be furious about this?”
“Here’s what I’d tell your father: His daughter is doing amazing. She’s even interested in lab work. We worked together on a science project. It’s the truth—and in some ways—this is what he’s always wanted, you know?”
“What he’s always wanted,” I echoed. If he didn’t know the specifics of this project, he might even be approving of it. “Amazing.”
Father could be proud of me. Only this project wouldn’t have been an accolade for him; it was something for me.
“Well?” Penny asked. “What now?”
She was asking me to decide. Clyde lay there, cold and stiff on the long table, waiting for my answer. What would become of him? What was the best thing to do?
Return his body, my Cog was screaming. I swear I could feel it pulsing fervently against the back of my head. It’s not too late!
But then what would become of my future if I let him go?
I’d have to rove Amaris City, searching for love for who knows how long. Didn’t I deserve a companion too? What if I never found him on my own?
Another part of me wondered if maybe this might actually be a good thing. The Institute’s plans for him were probably worse.
I took a deep breath, and then I told Penny, “Let’s get started.”




fifteen
Life Is a Nightmare
Ravens pecked at my torso. Long entrails hung from their beaks. Wet, slimy, red. I watched the birds gulp down my insides, their bodies widening and mutating as they devoured me. I was on a steel surgical table, which served as their banquet feast. Everything was going precisely according to Father’s plan.
Father took studious notes while Clyde leaned over me. Strips of rotting flesh dripped onto my face from above. “True love’s kiss will wake you up,” Clyde said with a grin. Black flies swarmed out of his mouth.
“Not yet,” Father replied, stern as always. Even in my dream, he was the same. Reflective glasses and a faraway voice. “There’s something wrong with Marietta.”
Clyde surveyed me. His blue eyes were watery—too watery. Liquid sloshed down his cheeks. His eyes were putrefying, sliding away into empty, endless darkness. “You’re right, Doctor,” he rasped. “Something’s very wrong with Marietta.”
I scrambled up on the examination table. Ravens continued to peck at me. They found the backs of my knees, the skin of my neck. One of them gripped my skin flap between its beak and pried it wide open.
“Come back,” Father said. “Listen to me, Marietta. Return.”
“No,” I screamed. They were touching the back of my neck, and I couldn’t get away. Then someone’s hands reached in and yanked my Cog out.
I woke up on Penny’s couch, sweaty and delirious.
I lurched toward the coffee table. I grappled for a glass of water. I pushed away magazines, the ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. I gobbled down the water in seconds, hands shaking. My whole body buzzed with nervous energy.
Along the postered walls, rock stars from Amaris and beyond glowered at me with pouty-lipped smiles. The same routine sounds emanated from beyond the walls. Nothing was out of the ordinary.
Penny was asleep. I could hear the even rumble of her snores coming from the bedroom. I couldn’t believe how soundly she slept after what we had done just this afternoon.
No one had stopped us. Penny hadn’t stopped me. What the fuck.
There was no way I could go back to sleep. I listened to the rain, the birds, the automatons—wondering what to do with myself. I couldn’t tell Penny about these doubts, though. Not after what we’d already started.
I looked around Penny’s dark living room, feeling plagued and giddy. Then I saw the flier on her fridge. I wanted to laugh and scream and cry. Of course I’d see this now.
Clyde’s smug face grinned back at me from the black-and-white flier. He’d been talking about this show before he died. The stupid gig at the Entertainment District. A fresh wave of guilt engulfed me. I would never hear his likely shitty DJ set. No one ever would again.
I looked at the poster again, zeroing in on the date. The show was tonight; it was happening this very moment. What were the chances of that?
I might as well see how it was going, since I couldn’t sleep anyway. I got dressed in the dark, piling on clothes and accessories. I smeared lipstick across my mouth with no idea what color it even was. I buckled up my platform boots, and then I slipped out of Penny’s window, Natasha prickling my thigh.
I walked down the long hill, basked in low light. Each step forward prompted a new light to automatically flicker on.
Part of me hoped that Penny would wake up and drag me back to her apartment. Maybe she would be furious enough to stop the whole project altogether. I wouldn’t have blamed her at all. Maybe I even wanted that to happen, subconsciously.
Clyde was dead. My Cog seemed to finally be processing this. Holy shit. Clyde was dead—and I was using his body as a foundation for Clyde 2.0.
A strangled sound came out of me. Was I crying? No, I was laughing.
This was a lot. Like, maybe too much. Even for my Cog.
At least there would be plenty of guys at the show. I could certainly come up with a better name than Clyde 2.0. Maybe I could even get some inspiration for style and character traits to use in my new boyfriend from the audience or band members.
This is fine, I thought to myself. This is totally normal.
I strode through the cemetery and flagged a ride on the bus near the Night Market. Most of the riders were tourists heading home to other continents, but there were a few dedicated Downhillers nodding approvingly at my outfit. The Downhillers and I were getting off at the Entertainment District. I knew they were going to the same event, because we all dressed like we were going to a funeral—black jackets, black accessories, black boots. Black everything.
When I looked at myself in the bus window on the way out, I realized that I’d smeared on too much black lipstick. Or maybe it was just the right amount for who I was becoming. A monster.
“Partyyy,” a girl in a black tutu said. She didn’t have pupils, and for a moment, I wondered if she was dead.
“Custom contacts,” she said, spotting my concerned look. “Cool, aren’t they?”
We followed the thumping bass past the neon mini-marts and karaoke bars, into the mouth of the warehouse.
The cavernous room was packed. The air smelled like alcohol, sweat, and a faint whiff of the Pacific. It was both salty and sweet. Overly ripe.
Downhill girls clustered in groups of three or four. It would’ve been easier to squeeze into a broom closet than find my way in with them. I didn’t have the context for things they did. I didn’t have the tight-knit camaraderie of shared experiences.
I wound my way into the bathroom. There was free silver glitter on a small tray by one of the sinks. I rubbed it over my face and arms and felt the same as I had before. Even glitter didn’t help. The loneliness was bone-deep.
It eventually registered with me that no bands were playing; it was all one endless DJ set. Clyde’s old sets, which were actually not too bad. I guess the bands had made a last-minute change to the show, considering the DJ’s unexpected death.
Guilt. Sadness. Grief. So many emotions were thwacking me in the chest. I was being punched by feelings. I was developing a conscience, and I hated it so much.
And there near the front were Clyde’s boys, clad in black denim and leather. They stood by the stage like a pack of skinny werewolves. Bass thrummed through the floor. The boys raised toasts to his portrait. Unlike the pale corpse I’d seen in the lab, his portrait was flush with color. Alive.
Shit. I was honestly in the worst place for myself. I sort of felt like a murderer, even though his actual death wasn’t my fault.
I had to distract myself from the guilt. Somehow.
Someone bought me a blackberry-flavored cocktail—some guy wearing a white button-down and a loosened black tie. His arms were tattooed. I liked his black hair, the way it curled around the nape of his neck. Long hair was good because it could help obscure a Cog.
“Clyde was a cool dude,” the tattooed guy said. “How did you know him?”
I mumbled a lie and excused myself. I made a note to add black hair to my own work in progress. And in terms of characteristics—I didn’t want too much curiosity. I didn’t need my soul mate to be asking me a ton of questions about where he came from.
I looked around the room again. There were plenty of guys here, with all kinds of personalities. It was easy getting to know them because they flocked to me, one after the other.
“You’re so tall,” a short guy told me. “I’d give anything to be at your level … Get it?”
Next.
“You could be my dark goddess,” a guy wearing a long black robe and eyeliner told me. “Think about it.”
Next.
Guys bought me drinks. I twirled away. None of them were right for me, but if I cobbled together their best traits, inside and out—now, that could be something.
The loneliness was starting to fade away. I danced next to groups of girls, next to guys trying their best, by myself. Everything was fine. Everything was great. I loved blackberry drinks. I loved being alive!
Music pounded. Some of the pounding seemed to be coming from inside my head. I couldn’t remember exactly how many drinks I’d had. Maybe three? Five?
A song warbled over the speakers, more downtempo than the rest of Clyde’s stuff. It was a song that seemed awfully familiar.
“Do you know this song?” I said to some guy who’d just bought me another drink. I had to shout to be heard over the music.
“Nah,” he replied.
I spun away. I tapped a purple-haired girl on the shoulder. “Do you know this song?” I repeated.
“No,” she said, while her friends looked me up and down. I was a chaotic mess, but they all seemed to like it. “Wait—I think it’s a sample. It’s in Mandarin. Mandopop, I’m pretty sure.”
I swear I’d heard it somewhere before. My Cog churned through the songs from Penny’s library. It sifted through the ones Father had implanted in me too, until finally I realized where I’d heard it before.
The woman on the bus. I knew that this song was important to him, for some reason. Important enough for him to pass it down to me. And now I knew Father spoke Mandarin. The gulf between us included a specific language. Unfamiliar tones and a whole new set of vocabulary. Words with no direct translation, no direct connection between him and me. Unless that changed, something might always be slightly missing.
Maybe that’s what was missing in me. A direct link to Father.
I touched my face. It was covered with glitter and tears.
I ran away before any of the girls could ask if I was okay. I didn’t want to go through an emotional ordeal with strangers. I didn’t want to be sad and snotty and messy and rotten in front of people who might judge me. Around people who might never really care about me at all.
I definitely had a headache. I could see why Penny had groaned so much about her hangover. I swear mine was already setting in from all the fizzy drinks.
I was on my way out, prepared to scamper back Uphill with my proverbial tail between my legs, when someone stopped me at the door. The hand on my arm was small but firm, the fingers glittering with delicate silver rings. And, of course, her fingernails were perfectly manicured.
“You,” Anna said. “Helga, isn’t it?”
This whole day had veered off course. Of course she’d be here, and of course I’d be unlucky enough to run into her. I did my best to smile and act normal.
Anna was wearing all black. Delicate silver hoops jangled from her earlobes. She looked just like a Downhiller except that she was neat as a pin. Her braids were perfect, her tights untorn.
I felt like a huge freak standing next to her.
“I haven’t been the nicest,” she said. Maybe it was because I was plastered, but I could swear that her face softened somewhat. “I’m sorry he’s gone too. It’s so weird, you know?”
It would be nice if we could be friends. Now that we weren’t fighting over Clyde, I had to admit: Anna might even be cool.
A few more minutes of this, and she’d probably try to hug me. She seemed sweet like that. She’d misunderstood my crying too. This wasn’t really about Clyde. I mean, it was a shame he was dead. But I was crying for some other reason.
“He sort of sucked,” I told her.
“That’s a strange thing to say at someone’s memorial party,” Anna replied. Her voice had gone frigid. She was no longer smiling.
Oops—I shouldn’t have said that. Still, it was true. If Clyde hadn’t run after me, cajoling me into being his accomplice, he would’ve been alive. I couldn’t exactly tell Anna that, though.
“I think … I’m just tired,” I stammered. “That must be it.”
“How did you know Clyde again?” Anna’s arms were crossed and her tone was both flat and accusatory. She waited for my response, tapping her black patent Mary Jane against the floor.
I was too drunk to be having this conversation. Even my complex Cog couldn’t parse through all the blackberry liquor I’d just swallowed. The world was cloudy and sideways.
Heat crept up my neck. I fidgeted with my choker, staring down at my own shoes. “I’m … I’m from around.”
“Around?” Anna eyed me sidelong. “You know, I think I do recognize you. I’ve seen you somewhere. I’m pretty sure of it. I just can’t quite remember where.”
And I was sure that the longer I stood around and talked to Anna, the worse things would get for me. She might even remember running into me Uphill with the other Institute interns, half blocked by Father. From across the room, Clyde’s gigantic picture smirked at me.
“The night he died, Clyde said he was going to meet you. He seemed excited about something. ‘A secret,’ he told me. So naturally I’m a bit curious. Did you meet up, Helga? I’d really like to know.”
This was not good. Not good at all.
Would it be worse to lie or tell the truth? How the hell was I going to get out of this one? I swear, Anna was looking at every bead of my sweat as a confession of guilt.
And I was really, really sweaty.
I couldn’t keep silent. And if I left without explaining, Anna would become even more suspicious. Even before tonight, she’d been complaining about me at her internship—which was the very same building I was born in, and the same one I’d be doing my own experiments in.
Anna’s eyes followed my fingers, working at my choker. “Well?” she pressed. “Did you see him or not, Helga?”
My body came up with an appropriate reply. All of the blackberry liquor had to go somewhere. I doubled over and threw up on Anna’s shiny shoes.

I was promptly thrown out of the venue and banned for life due to underage drinking and general belligerence. The bouncer, a tall, muscular woman with buzzed purple hair, complimented my physique as she pushed me outside, which helped a bit with my general sense of mortification.
I was back on the bus. Pressing my flushed cheek against the cold windowpane, I watched the Entertainment District grow small and distant, its bright lights fading into dim streaks. In the morning, I’d probably look back on everything I’d done with a lot of regret. But for now, I just really wanted to chug a gallon of ice water.
Anna was going to be a problem for me; I could feel it. I acted too weird back at the party and had raised her suspicions. She might even figure out that I had met up with Clyde the night of the accident.
She might even conclude that I’d murdered him.
She even knew about Cogs. It was her job.
“I’ll just have to be smarter,” I whispered to myself. “I just have to stay a few steps ahead of her.”
The girl in the reflection grimaced back at me. Her face was covered in mascara and glittery tears. Her hair was a mess. But honestly, she still looked amazing.
“I’ve got this,” she mouthed back.

I crawled up the hill, snuck into Penny’s window, and washed off my dirty face. I draped the thin blanket over me and curled up on her couch. I needed a few good hours of sleep, and then I could start on the next phase of the project.
Penny had said so herself: There’s no turning back.
She was right. I had to go all in. I couldn’t feel sorry for myself or what I’d done. I only had so much time left before Father returned from his business trip.
Nothing—not Anna, not Father, not Penny herself—could stop me. I would remove every obstacle in my path, in whatever way I found best. I had to, for my own self-preservation. I was tied to this project now.
I knew I had a big day ahead, so I willed myself to go back to sleep. I told myself this was the only way forward, and I mostly believed it. Even when the nightmares crept back in and found me.




sixteen
Half Girl, Half Rant
In constructing my perfect soul mate, fresh organs would have to come last. Creating the perfect Cog was a whole other ordeal to work out, and one that Penny had been thinking about intensely for a while.
“Why can’t you work any faster,” I asked Penny, who scoffed.
“I’m thinking as fast as I can,” she retorted.
All morning, she’d been looking through both cabinet files and computer files in the lab. Clyde’s body was hidden in an upright freezer by the far wall, past the steel surgical tables. I anticipated him bursting forth any second and either blaming me for his death or demanding that I take back what I said about his DJing skills.
I gulped down cup after cup of water, trying to get rid of my hangover. Penny wasn’t even suspicious that I’d gone out last night. As far as I could tell, she was more focused on paperwork and research.
“Maybe you should just get out of here,” she sighed. She swirled around in her black desk chair and rubbed her eyes. “It’s probably best that I figure out this part alone.”
“Alone?” Now my suspicious were raised. “How will I know if you’re making any progress?”
“You’ll see it,” Penny replied, a bit too tersely for my liking.
She was asking me to trust her, and I wanted to. But my life experiences had led me to wonder if there was anyone I could trust in the world. Father had been disappointed in me from the very beginning, while Clyde had disappointed me with his two-timing. And then there was Anna, who would be watching me carefully, especially after the party last night. I really should not have drunkenly told her that I thought Clyde sort of sucked, even if it was true.
I gulped down more water and smashed the empty paper container into a flat circle on the desk. The vats of Cogs jiggled from my impact—and then went completely still. Penny smacked the table, and the Cogs soon resumed their usual moans and burbles. The ground beneath me rumbled as if discontent.
“Okay,” I said, giving up my interrogation for the moment. “I’ll want to see the progress soon, though. There’s not a lot of time before Father gets back.”
“It’ll be fine, trust me. You can work on other things too. Like what clothes he’s going to wear. Figure out his traits and his name. Then we can plug that stuff into the computer.”
Now that cheered me up considerably. “That’s true. My partner needs to have amazing style. I should probably go shopping.”
“Shopping? With what money?”
“Don’t worry about it,” I told Penny, who looked increasingly worried about it. “I trust you, and you trust me. Right?”
Penny’s mouth narrowed into a line. “Right …”
“I’ll stay out of trouble,” I promised. “Really.”
Penny didn’t seem entirely convinced. I knew she was weighing the pros and cons of both options. I could either stay in the lab and slow down her progress, or I could leave, and I might even be helpful to her.
“If you’re going outside, wear one of my hoodies,” she suggested.
I agreed to it, even though it was a big sacrifice in terms of personal style. “I’ll do it for …” I hesitated, unsure of his name. “Oliver? Edward? Julian?”
“Lots to think about,” Penny said, shooing me away. “Off you go.”

The buildings looked blurry today, and for a moment, I wondered if I only imagined that because of my hangover. But the tourists were taking off their coats and rolling up their pants. A shimmering heat reflected off the tall glass boxes, pouring hot light onto all of us. There were no Uphillers anywhere. They stayed inside those tall glass boxes, protected against the heat in their climate-controlled world.
My pockets were soon lined with bus tokens, wads of cash, and accessories that I’d lifted from distracted tourists doing their usual Uphill sightseeing. I daydreamed about boyfriends’ names as I sifted through watches and rings in the Night Market.
“Othello,” I mumbled to myself. “Orlando?”
No, those weren’t the right names.
But I was getting somewhere. Romantic names were appropriate for a romantic guy. This was a trait I’d want to include. I made a mental note to tell Penny this.
I ambled happily at dusk, a large plastic bag swinging at my side. I’d fought off rats to retrieve it from the trash can. It smelled slightly like takeout pizza, but that was okay.
Inside the bag were cable-knit sweaters, black pants, and sleek loafers I’d gotten from the market. Lots of good options today, and I’d gotten to haggle with the vendors for even better prices. Things were coming together.
I traded some stolen tourist cash for blackberry ice cream down at the Night Market. I watched an international film in the Entertainment District, laughing, crying, and screaming throughout the feature, while the person sitting next to me coughed in this weirdly pointed way. The English subtitles made it possible for me to follow along with the plot, but I wondered if there was some subtext I was missing. In the film, the morning sky wasn’t the orange I was used to, but a science-fiction blue. That part was odd, even surreal—especially because the movie otherwise seemed to take place in a contemporary setting.
Still, it was nice to escape into someone else’s problems for a change, and, better yet, to see the clear-cut conclusion once The End flickered across the screen. The villain got what they deserved; the hero triumphed despite the odds.
When I left the theater, it was dark outside. I thought about Penny, who was trying to help me on top of all the other stuff she was dealing with. Penny was the only person in the world who had ever tried to help me. She deserved a happy ending too.
I wanted to help her. It just made sense to. It wasn’t right for Penny to always be tired and broke. I felt like she was always trying to climb out of a black hole that kept pulling her back in. University debt and rent—I could see that those things were taking a toll on her. It didn’t seem fair for her to work so hard and be left with so little.
And I wanted to trust Penny because she said I reminded her of herself. I wanted to trust her because of her rotten girl tattoo.
I trudged my way toward the bus stop, hoodie pulled well over my head. Maybe tonight I’d give Penny the money I’d lifted from tourists. She could use it for her rent. I knew she needed help; I could help her.
A couple of drunk Uphill guys were huddled a few feet away from the bus stop. Laughing and snickering. I almost walked away until I saw the black feathers on the ground.
Raven feathers.
“What are you doing?” I demanded.
“Nothing,” one of them said, while the other one laughed.
It wasn’t nothing, though. Between their polished black shoes was a raven. It was small, probably a baby. It hopped from one foot to another, cawing softly. They’d been pulling out its feathers. I didn’t even like ravens but seeing this made me snap.
The bus came and went.
I walked over to them, and they stopped laughing.
“It’s just for fun,” the one with a golden wristwatch slurred.
“Fun? You think this is fun?”
They both went quiet. The raven looked up at me with big shiny eyes. I could see a clear bald spot on one of its little wings.
I was furious. “It’s smaller than you. It’s just a freaking baby.” I took a step toward him. “It’s just trying to live. Leave it be.”
Ravens foraged in groups. I saw them hanging out on tree branches, on building ledges, and on monuments in the cemetery too. I almost never saw one of them alone, but this one was.
“It never asked to be born. But now it’s here, and it doesn’t have anyone. You’re just making things worse. What’s wrong with you?”
God, I had so much to say. It was so fucked up and unfair. “Don’t you know how hard it is to survive when you don’t have anyone?”
Another bus came and went. The guys tried to get on, but I blocked them obstinately.
“Maybe you’re sick of ravens. I get it, there are a lot of them on the island. Maybe you were just blowing off steam from work or whatever. But don’t you think your actions have impact?”
The Uphill guys were starting to look nervous. Maybe they thought I was ranting.
“How is it going to think of the world now?” I went on, my cheeks flushing. “How is it supposed to fly and chirp and eat garbage when its earliest memories are so isolating and cruel? It deserves happiness just like anyone else on this planet!”
The two of them mumbled some shoddy excuses and left the bus stop. My voice was louder than I meant for it to be. Even the other people waiting at the bus stop were side-eying me.
I ignored them all and crouched down, reaching for the raven. “So cute,” I whispered. “From now on, I’ll take care of you. Don’t worry.”
I imagined it soaring over Amaris City, Uphill and Downhill, and all of a sudden, my heart felt too big for my chest. But when my hand grazed against its feathers, the bird pecked me fiercely.
“Ouch,” I told it sternly. “Be nice.”
The bird looked at me with wild black eyes. Before I could swoop it up into my arms, it flew away, cawing. I ran after it, but even with my legs, I couldn’t catch up to a creature that flew.
I felt somewhat embarrassed now that I was alone. I knew my outburst at the bus stop had been a lot—but after watching the movie, I’d been stuck on the idea of happy endings, monsters, and heroes. And maybe I was a little frustrated with how Uphillers could be. But these guys weren’t Father, and this raven wasn’t me.
When I pulled myself out of it, I realized I’d taken a bunch of side streets and alleys and somehow ended up at the other end of the Night Market. Tourists were crowding around the latest addition: a new kiosk stall.
It must’ve been added recently because I certainly would have noticed something like this. It was somehow beiger than the other kiosk stalls. Bigger too. The screen displayed the same goods found at the stalls next to it, but with a dizzying array of other options too. It carried everything from fried fish snacks to custom contacts. The traffic was even cutting into the road.
“It’s getting worse around here,” I heard a vendor mumble.
“What do you mean?” I asked, sidling up to him.
He considered me for a moment before replying. “There was a recent incident. A vendor smashed one of their kiosk screens, so I guess they’ve decided to handle that by replacing it with something even bigger.”
“But this thing is crowding into the real market stalls,” I frowned. “Wait … what happened to the vendor?”
I remembered the man with the baseball bat. The crack of wood against the glass screen. Silver coins clattering, which had even drawn out one of the Institute interns.
The vendor smiled tightly but did not respond to my question. “There’s going to be more of Uphill coming Downhill, if you know what I mean.” His face hardened. “This keeps happening. They raise the rent, we fall behind, then they take the stalls we’ve owned for decades as collateral. They don’t want us to have anything at all. The biggest insult is the offer that comes right after they tear down our stalls and replace it with this crap: You can come work for us.”
He practically spat out the word us.
There were Downhillers behind every new kiosk. These were people who had every reason to hate changes made to their community by people who didn’t even live there—but had little option but to work under increasingly worse conditions.
I wished there was a different way for people to work. Maybe, under different circumstances, the machines could help instead of making things worse. All I knew was that there had to be something better than this.
A thousand questions whizzed through my Cog. But it was the vendor who asked me one before I could get another word out.
“Young lady,” he said gravely. “Shouldn’t you get back Uphill?”




seventeen
Any Publicity Is Good Publicity
The vendor’s probing question had thrown me for a loop. He’d taken one look at me and figured I wasn’t a Downhiller, even though I hated the new changes to the Night Market too. I certainly wasn’t for Uphill, but I was currently benefiting from the Institute.
Despite the problems I had with Uphill, I was still in the lab, working on my own project. I told myself that what I was doing was different—I was subverting the Institute by using their equipment for something that had nothing to do with squeezing profits. That was punk, right? That was more in line with Downhill standards. Wasn’t it?
My hands were stained with black box-dye ink, and I couldn’t get the damn spot out. Guilt coursed through me, to the point where Penny asked if I was feeling sick. Even though I’d never been sick a day in my life—which hadn’t been that long, but still.
On the bright side: Clyde’s hair now matched mine. He was cold as hell from the lab’s standing freezer, but overall, he looked great. Better, honestly, than when he’d been alive. All of this, thanks to a little salvaging and haggling at the market.
He had jet-black hair, and his mouth no longer curved into a smirk but a gentle smile, after a little bit of muscle finessing on my part. I’d replaced Clyde’s gritty Downhill outfit for something a little more romantic too. He was wearing a black cable-knit sweater paired with dark wool trousers. I’d replaced those old cowboy boots with black dress shoes.
I’d decided his name was Hugo, because the brooding love interest in the movie I’d seen down at the Entertainment District was named Hugo and had made quite the impression on me with his dark, flashing eyes and somber voice. The original definition of Hugo was “mind,” so it seemed appropriate, especially as I worked on his Cog.
Helga and Hugo; our names even matched. We would be the perfect pair. We’d make a home together, Downhill. Of course it would be Downhill for us. I couldn’t possibly be an Uphiller.
After taking yesterday to think things through in the lab by herself, Penny concluded that the best way to continue our project was to model Hugo after my own design. After all, she already had the schematics, and anything else would’ve been, in her own words, “way beyond her pay grade.”
That worked for me. A custom build would’ve been intensive and pretty graphic. We’d have to separate skin from bones and stitch together even more organic parts, which meant even more corpses to deal with. With a copy-paste job, all I really had to focus on was his style and creating the perfect Cog.
That was the main problem with Clyde, anyways—his brain. Now he’d finally get the perfect interior, to match an even more suitable exterior. The black hair was a nice touch.
I beamed at my handiwork. Hugo. He really was a marvel.
Penny was sitting at one of the computers, absentmindedly chewing one of her fingernails. “I really don’t need the money,” she told me.
This was the fourth time she’d said it this morning, and each time, I responded the exact same way: “I want you to have it.”
She didn’t mention that Father had messaged her this morning, but I still saw the text on her phone before she shoved it back in her pocket. Why were you fifteen minutes late today? Which meant he was tracking her coming in and out of the lab on top of not paying her well.
I didn’t need all that stolen money, but I knew she did. I wanted her to not spend every day worrying about debt. I didn’t want her to be so tired anymore—yes, partly so that she had more energy to work on my soul mate, but so what? I still wanted her living conditions to improve because they seemed truly miserable.
I tried washing my stained hands in the sink. Damn, those spots really would not come out. I gave up, smearing black stains on my white lab coat, then turned to peer over Penny’s shoulder, to look at the computer while she worked.
Intellect, determination, and strength: Hugo’s growth models would be the same as mine. Penny clicked around different files and data tables while the wet pink cord attaching computer to Cog vibrated.
“Can we add more Romanticism?” I asked her hopefully.
“Gotcha, chief,” Penny said. She dragged a new table over to his Character Traits profile and clicked download. Behind the computer, Hugo’s developing Cog began to thrash against its container. The sound intensified into a low moan.
It was almost humanlike.
“This is really wild,” I admitted. And unnerving, I thought privately. The Cog’s data collection took a lot of processing power. A few overheard lights even flickered on and off. And I swore that under my soles, the floor vibrated more intensely than usual.
“Cool, huh?” Penny smiled wryly. “It’s kinda why, despite the shitty pay, I’m still here.”
It made me feel better knowing that my personal project was very similar to Penny’s routine work tasks. It wasn’t as much extra work as I’d dreaded. The timing would line up too—Penny promised we’d get it done before Father came back from his trip. We had just under a week left.
Plus, Penny could also tell him that I’d been helping her at the lab, which Father would approve of—so long as we didn’t mention the project specifics.
It was obvious that while Father got all the praise and credit for the lab, Penny did the day-to-day work, cleaning beakers and testing software. But despite her efforts, all she owned were some old CDs. The Institute owned the machines—both here at the lab and down at the market.
It was deeply unfair. I wanted things to change. But how?
Penny looked up at the clock on the wall, then back over to the body. She pulled a face. “We need to get him back in the freezer,” she said, her hands still hovering over the keyboard. His Romanticism trait hadn’t finished downloading yet.
We scrambled over to the surgical table and strapped him down together. Penny opened the freezer door while I hoisted the table vertically, since I was considerably stronger than her. I wheeled Clyde—Hugo—back inside of it and closed the door firmly.
“A few more minutes, and he would’ve been much less viable,” Penny grimaced. “The rot could’ve begun to fester.”
Back at the computer station, Hugo’s Cog was still moaning. “Is it usually so loud?” I asked, staring at it.
I swear, it already looked different than the rest of the Cogs. Somehow pinker, and more volatile. The moaning was distinctively different from the Cogs’ usual gurgles too.
It was almost as if it was trying to speak.
“I think so,” Penny said, considering it. Her eyebrows creased. “Yeah … it’s probably fine.”
It didn’t exactly reassure that immediately after she said this, she rummaged through her bag, mumbling about needing to pop outside for a quick break. She pulled out grunge CDs, fashion magazines, and a purple bullet-shaped object, which started vibrating as soon as she touched it.
“What’s that?” I asked, fascinated. “A weapon?”
Penny shook her head. Her ears had gone as pink as her hair. “Nigel, power off,” she said, and the bullet-shaped object stopped moving.
Very strange. I knew what the automatic lawn mowers were for, and the autonomous buses also had a clear purpose. But I had no idea what intent Nigel served, and Penny seemed in no rush to tell me.
“I’m heading out for cigs,” she told me. “I’ll grab lunch on the way back too. And I don’t have to say it at this point, but please remember to—”
“Stay put,” I finished. “I know.” I couldn’t be roaming around the Institute, not with Anna here. I didn’t even want to, not in this ugly button-up.
I passed time by clicking through the new files for Hugo. We had the exact same attributes, with slight modifications, which now included Romanticism. While I was here at the computer, I might as well download more poetry for him too.
Love sonnets were needed. Haikus, epics, and odes, certainly. It would be great if Hugo could begin each day by praising my various fine qualities—but only if he wanted to, of course.
Penny would’ve been dismayed by my latest additions, but I didn’t need her to oversee me. I was a fast learner. Adding a few files wouldn’t be a big issue.
But Hugo’s Cog was still moaning—and pretty loudly too. It pushed its container wall while the pink cord connecting it to the computer buzzed. It seemed more alive than the other Cogs.
It was probably best to play it safe and run these new downloads as test files. I copy-pasted CharacterTraits_Final into a new file and dumped in as much love poetry as I could find.
As I pressed download, I heard someone running down the hall. My shoulders tensed. The clatter seemed urgent. Something was wrong.
Penny burst through the door, out of breath and panting. She didn’t even bring back steamed buns or dumplings from the canteen, so I knew it was serious.
“Some employees from PR are ‘popping by,’” Penny wheezed. “The boss lady was curious about how Cogs are progressing. I ran into her while I was getting cigs. Goddammit.”
“When are they coming?” I stood. If I sprinted out now, took the service elevator, and left through the side entrance, maybe I could get away in time.
“Now,” Penny said. “You need to find somewhere to hide.”
Shit. There was nowhere to hide. The steel lockers were too small for me. They’d see me if I hid under a table. There was almost nowhere I could think of, except—
Except the freezer.
“Please,” Penny said, in a voice that crested higher. “They’re on their way here.”
There was no time to argue. I could hear new voices in the hallway. Leisurely, “on break” voices who had no idea what torment they were about to put me through. I gave Penny one last despairing look, and then I walked into the freezer, where Hugo’s cold body was waiting.
“Think of it as bonding time,” Penny said with a halfhearted smile as I closed the door and was enveloped in darkness.

Inside the freezer, there was an unmistakable odor coming off Hugo’s body.
It was not anything like the sweaty body odor I’d experienced in the tangle of the Night Market, shuffling between crowds jostling for meat skewers or keychains. Hugo smelled like actual death.
With no room to inch away, I either had to hold my breath or deal with it. It was probably best to deal with it, since I had no idea how long the PR Boss Lady would be “popping by” for.
Since I was trapped in the freezer, the fumes were heady and overwhelming. It was like being in the morgue with no escape. There was a horrible sweet-sourness to him, which I fervently hoped would go away once more progress was made. Otherwise, I’d really need to spray him with some powerful cologne. Or even cleaning spray.
I heard Penny open the door, letting in not one but two coworkers from the PR department.
“Penelope,” a voice that must’ve belonged to the Boss Lady trilled. She enunciated Penny’s full name, drawing out each syllable. “It’s been so long, sweetie. How are things coming? Not too lonely without the doctor, are you?”
“Nope. Not too lonely at all,” Penny said, her voice audibly strained.
They did the usual Uphill small talk. They were both busy with work, but it was great to be busy. The weather was great too. Everyone was eating well.
So many lies breathlessly uttered. Everyone in Amaris knew the weather was crap—Uphillers were rarely coming outside because of the rain and humidity. And Penny never ate well—she practically lived off cigarettes, coffee, beer, and snacks.
I tuned them out until the Boss Lady switched topics. Her voice changed, transitioning from Perfunctory Introduction Voice to Business Voice. Which meant whatever she said next would finally be the real reason she was here.
“You might have already guessed, but we want to move in a new direction with the Marietta Project.”
I nearly choked when I heard her saying my old name. I managed to clap my hand over my mouth just in time.
“I know about the shift to trying out system intent,” Penny said slowly. “But you know, we’re still working on the project as is. It’s still in the exploration phase.”
The Boss Lady laughed. “No, Penelope. Perhaps the doctor hasn’t updated you. He’s made a lot of progress lately. He mentioned this during his presentation at the conference, and of course, the Institute wants to capitalize on that.”
“Really,” Penny said, also laughing, but nervously. “What does the Institute want?”
“Autonomous service workers, to take advantage of these marvelous Cogs we’ve developed. I hear they’re really quite complex. The Institute has poured so much money into this endeavor. They’re quite eager to recoup. And what a boon it’ll be too—for all of us.”
“For all of us,” Penny repeated flatly. “No offense, ma’am, but I don’t think this is a good idea.”
The Boss Lady didn’t reply. This conversation was so stressful that sometime during it, I’d grabbed Hugo’s cold hand. He did not squeeze mine back.
“It really doesn’t matter what you think, Penelope. It’s happening.”
“What happens if the doctor doesn’t agree to this?” Penny spat.
“What do you think will happen, dear? They’ll fire him and replace him. Everyone’s replaceable.”
In the freezer, I had begun to seethe. Autonomous service workers? Fuck that. I hated the Institute even more than I thought fathomable. They wanted me to have no agency or ability to form my own decisions. They didn’t want to treat me like a sentient being at all, but like a machine made only to serve them.
These people really didn’t give a shit. They were motivated by selfish reasons, which lead to the exploitation of so many others. They used people as they pleased until they broke. I’d even seen it happen to Penny too, between the work she did at the lab, assisting Father in his personal matters, and the drain on her bank account by a landlord who wanted more and more every month.
It was dehumanizing, but what did that matter to any of them, so long as she could still be used up?
“That about wraps up our little visit,” the Boss Lady said. I could practically see her smug smile, even through the wall of the freezer. It practically oozed out of her. “Anna, do you have anything to add?”
Anna was here too? I buried my scream in Hugo’s cold shoulder.
“I did have a question for Penny,” Anna said, tapping her shoe against the floor. “I’ve seen you with that girl, Helga? I’ve been looking for her.”
“Anna, this isn’t social hour,” Boss Lady tittered. “Please save those conversations for after work.”
“Sorry,” Anna said, sullenly. “I’ll ask her after work, then.”
“Are we all set here? Because I have a lot of tasks to get through this afternoon.” Penny was trying to get them both to leave.
Meanwhile, I was desperately trying not to lose my shit. Anna wanted to ask me questions about Clyde’s death, and now Boss Lady was saying that I had to turn into some autonomous service worker. Things could not get worse.
“Oh, one last thing. Could we see how Marietta is coming along?” Boss Lady asked.
Footsteps were approaching. They were heading straight for the freezer.
OhgodOhgodOhgod.
What the hell would Anna think if she saw me cowering next to Clyde’s altered body? Anyone would scream and immediately call the authorities. I saw my life flashing before my eyes.
Forget autonomous service worker: I’d either be heading straight to jail or the Institute would have me strapped down on a steel table to be observed and tweaked for the rest of my life. Father would have a nervous breakdown, especially when tourists lined up at some stupid museum or public center to gawk at the notorious Cog of his man-killing teenage daughter.
“No!”
I heard a loud thump and realized that Penny had thrown herself directly in front of the freezer, blocking Boss Lady and Anna’s view.
“She’s not … quite ready,” Penny stammered. “We want the reveal to be perfect. The doctor isn’t even back on the island yet.”
“I’m certainly eager for a look.” Boss Lady did not sound pleased. “Not even a peek?”
“You’ll be really impressed. But we need a little more time.”
“Fine, Penelope. Once the doctor is back, I’ll have a look.”
“Sounds great,” Penny said faintly.
I heard them walking back to the front door of the lab. After a few minutes had passed, Penny opened the freezer.
I nearly fell out, desperate to get away from Hugo’s death stench.
“What should we do?” I asked, because I didn’t have any idea how I was going to get out of this mess. I smoothed my coat, trying to get its lingering Hugo-ness off me.
“We may want to tell the doctor,” Penny said.
I really, really did not want to tell Father about this. Penny saw my expression. “Let’s eat first, then think about it,” she amended. “Sound good?”
“Much better,” I agreed. Boatloads of food couldn’t fix everything, but at least I could pretend they did.
For now.




eighteen
Amaris Syndrome
I didn’t feel bad about sneaking out of Penny’s window. I’d done it once already, and the second time was even easier. Penny had fallen dead asleep almost immediately after her dinner of microwaved chicken nuggets. The run-in with Boss Lady had sapped all her energy.
I ate the last of the cold nuggets and walked Downhill, the streetlamps automatically flickering on with each forward step I took. I brushed nugget dust off my pants and walked through the cemetery to the Night Market, and then I got on the bus.
“Thank you for taking Amaris Shuttle Service, Name,” the voice intoned from hidden speakers. The bus sped off in a familiar winding loop. I bought blackberry candy from the beeping trolley, picking every sugar granule from between my teeth, savoring the taste for as long as I could.
Outside the window, the landscape changed. A row of vendor stalls transformed into glitzy, neon-lit bars. And then we were at the edge of the city, which was the edge of my world as I knew it.
Tourists were departing for another shuttle, which would take them on planes back to different continents. I was thinking very hard about a potential next step for myself; it was an idea both enticing and completely unhinged.
I stood at the bustling waiting station, jockeying for a position among the tourists with oversized suitcases. It was still relatively early in the evening. Puzzled travelers glanced back at me from the airplane shuttle because I carried no luggage and I wasn’t leaving with them. Rain pattered against the metal roof. Bus after bus sped here and then away.
I thought about sneaking aboard a plane to take the same overseas route that Father had over a week ago. I’d even worked out the best way to do it: knock someone out around my own height who was traveling alone, hide them in a bathroom stall, and board the plane under their identity.
I wanted to confront Father at his own conference about the holes in my Cog. Those gaps that he himself created. And I wanted him to acknowledge me—in front of all those people—as his daughter.
Considering this so soon after the shitshow at the lab earlier today felt sort of unhinged. I even thought about learning Mandarin on my own, so that maybe I’d finally understand whatever song it was that Father had embedded in me.
Maybe if I could decrypt his native language, there wouldn’t be this wide gap between us. Maybe the food I so quickly devoured—sweet sesame balls and pineapple buns and rice noodle rolls—would be that much sweeter, that much more delicious. If only I knew the language, if only I visited this home country, if only I had the right knowledge, the endless gnawing would finally go away.
But deep in my heart, I knew it was probably wishful thinking. Father hadn’t instilled the language in me on purpose. Mandarin wasn’t needed for working at the Institute. It was only a distraction from his goal of making me into his assistant. English was the only language I needed in his world.
He didn’t even bother to fill in the gaps of his personal history. Outside of what had come downloaded to my Cog, all I knew about him came from the wall of personal achievements above his office desk. And outside of performance checks, Father would barely even speak to me.
He used Penny as a shield and surrogate. Penny, who was twenty-three and subsisted off mostly beer and cigarettes. Not exactly a parental figure, honestly.
I wanted to mean something to Father, in a palpable way. Something more than I’d ever been shown by him. It wasn’t that I wanted his approval—I didn’t want to be an extension of him. I wanted one single scrap of affection. For being me, just the way I was.
I felt like a lone object, bobbing in the middle of vast nothingness. I wanted desperately to be tethered to something, someone. I knew I deserved that; everyone did.
I heard wheels rolling on the tarmac in the distance, then the roar of the takeoff. Lights blinkered in the darkness. Planes were departing for cities across the world.
I could fly to North America too. Amaris was between East Asia and North America. There were options to consider. I could hop a plane, change my name once again, and start over.
The urge to get away from Amaris was tempting.
This wasn’t the right time for my freakout, though. It was a bad idea to leave, especially now that Hugo was waiting. Me wanting to fly away and fight Father—and somehow win—was an escapist fantasy. I had to come here and almost do it to realize that. The only thing left was to get on the night bus and go back Uphill. Crawl through Penny’s window. Go to sleep. Wake up. Make it through another day while progressing with Hugo. Repeat, until Father came home.
He would have to stand up to the Institute; he would have to side with me over them regarding their horrible new plans.
If you really think he’s on your side, then why did you make Hugo? My Cog gurgled.
“I need to be sure,” I muttered to myself. “I need someone in my life.” Even Penny had agreed to my plan because she didn’t quite know what Father would do.
The possibility of true love. That was the only thing on this whole damn planet that kept me going despite the obstacles stacked against me—which included the Institute, the whole of Uphill, and maybe even my own father.
What if you never get that love? my Cog murmured. Sneaky thing, whispering snidely like that. What happens then?
“Revenge,” I whispered, which made the tourists at the waiting station jolt away, visibly disturbed by my mutterings.
I pulled up my hoodie, shuffled into the back corner, where no one else was standing, and reassured myself it wasn’t that weird of a thing to say out loud. Plenty of girls probably said it from time to time.
At least no one waiting at the bus stop was local to Amaris City. No one could’ve recognized me in this outfit either. I didn’t look like myself—not with this hoodie on, and pants that didn’t even come with one fun chain or strap. I was totally not Helga.
Tourists stepped around me, to either depart for airplanes or head into the island. Headlights flared in the dark; it meant another bus was coming soon. I could get on it and head back with the people who’d just arrived in from the airport.
A family of three tourists was clumped together. A mother’s hand squeezed a daughter’s shoulder. The father pointed to the oncoming bus. “This’ll be fun!” I heard him say. “A great experience for all of us.”
Jealousy wormed into my heart. I wanted to be in a clump with someone, just like they were. I pushed the thorny, way-too-vulnerable feeling aside. “Stay away from Downhill—unless you want to get robbed … or worse,” I threatened for emphasis. I wriggled my eyebrows as ominously as I could.
The tourists boarded the bus slowly, clutching their bags close to their chests.
I passed time by convincing a couple on their honeymoon to visit dull municipal buildings Uphill. I told a different tourist family to try out the most overpriced bland restaurants I could think of in the Entertainment District. I could’ve happily done this all night if I hadn’t seen the lone raven pecking around outside the waiting station.
I swear, it was the same damn bird that I’d seen before. It even had a little bald spot on one of its wings. It looked at me somewhat inquisitively, with a bite of sandwich in its mouth. It was going through all the garbage.
“Hello?” I tried again.
Now all the tourists were staring at me.
The bird hopped away from the station, into the dark. I followed it, vaguely aware that someone was coming after me too. A security officer, most likely, given how brisk their pace was. In any case, I would definitely outrun them.
I rushed through tangles of downward sloping rock and sand. Blackberry thickets nicked my pant legs, tearing holes in the fabric. The bird hopped along, occasionally even trying to take flight. The black wings stretched wide, but it couldn’t quite get there. It couldn’t quite get skyborne.
I was now too invested not to go in all the way to the shore. I ran past “Danger” and “Do Not Enter” signs in bright orange and yellow while someone dimly shouted after me. But I just wanted to see if it was the same raven I’d already seen or not, dammit.
Even I was starting to get out of breath, despite my well-honed muscles. I panted and continued down the slope, too determined to stop now. Salt air entered my lungs; I found myself at the very edge of the island.
“Hey!” I said, waving my arms wildly. “Could you just turn around?”
The bird looked into the water, ignoring me. It did not care that I’d chased it to the tip of Amaris City to make sure it was doing okay. It did not care that I’d torn my pants and risked acquiring a fine if some city official could catch me.
I just needed it to look around once so that I could confirm if it was the same bird or not. Then I could go back Uphill in peace.
But the bird continued to stare into the water. In the distance, I saw commercial fishing ships, which I recognized by their vast nets. A foghorn sounded a long, low warning, somewhere far in the ocean. Something was insistently bumping into the side of one of the ships—a large shape in the water, one much larger than any animal I’d ever seen before.
It was much warmer down here than I anticipated. Summer was coming earlier than I thought. The ocean wind stroked my face like a warm, feverish hand. I removed my platforms and walked over as tentatively as I could, closer to the raven.
There was an abandoned bird coop at the edge of the sand, a dark enclosure covered in washed-up debris, sun-worn and decayed. I remembered Penny telling me that the ravens had been a failed Uphill experiment. Like me, they’d ventured elsewhere. Gone wild.
And then I saw more shapes in the water: swimming shadows that looked like fish but weren’t. Pockets of water glowed with bioluminescent jellyfish. Ethereal, long armed, and toxic.
I watched as the raven bobbed up and down, beak darting between the undulating jellyfish and shoals of small red fish that looked like long trails of blood in the water. When the bird finally came up, there was a wriggling shape in its mouth. Its catch had acid-green webbed feet.
I didn’t know if I felt relieved or not when the raven finally turned to look at me. There was no way the raven I’d seen had grown so much in a few days. This bird’s eyes were different too. It tilted its head, as if to ask me, What’s your problem?
“Enjoy your meal,” I told it, feeling a bit embarrassed about the whole ordeal.
This evening had been a long diversion. It was dawning on me that I was avoiding the reality of my own life. Wanting to fly away and fight Father and then running down to the coast to see a bird was probably a normal response to being stressed though.
It was hard to think too long about what the Institute wanted to turn me into. Even if Father did side with me, I didn’t know how we’d stand up to a group with that much influence. I mean, the Institute practically defined Uphill—and it was beginning to do the same to Downhill too.
All this running around, all this trying to make things better for myself, and my future still seemed so bleak.
The bird was taking off. It had no trouble with flying at all; it’d probably been conserving its energy the whole time I’d spent chasing it. I watched as it soared away, high above the glimmering green ocean.
There was a large dark outline in the distant water, which the raven was heading toward.
“That’s one of the other islands,” a familiar voice said.
The person who’d followed me from the waiting station had finally caught up. She sounded extremely winded.
“The other islands are practically overrun with ravens. No one trims or manages the blackberries, so it’s becoming a paradise for them,” she wheezed. “More fish have been coming up the coast too. It’s like, basically a buffet for the freaking birds. I stepped on a freaking snakeskin on the way here, by the way.”
Anna glared at me, arms folded across her chest, her chin defiantly jutting out. Her matching black jacket and skirt were wrecked. There was a long scratch across her cheek. Her patent shoes were filthy. She was pretty cute, even when she looked mad.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you some questions,” she huffed, “Helga.”




nineteen
Girl Problems
Anna was sitting across from me at a corner booth in Sunset Diner, jabbing a piece of blackberry pie like she was trying to murder it.
When she wasn’t butchering the pie, she interrogated me in staccato bursts. I had to admit, her annoyance and suspicion made a lot of sense. I’d thrown up on her shoes, “stolen” Clyde from her, and said he sort of sucked at his own tribute show.
Also, I was currently busy turning Clyde into Hugo. But Anna didn’t know that part. And if everything worked out, she never would.
“How did you find me?” I asked her.
A skinny young waiter swung by just then, refilling our water glasses. He was coming by our table a lot. Whenever he did, he’d offer a feeble joke, and a pink flush would creep up the collar of his white shirt as he looked at me.
Anna made a disgruntled face whenever he dropped by. Now, she couldn’t seem to decide whether she should scowl at him or me. As a result, she looked sort of constipated.
“I … followed you,” she told me stiffly. “I saw you at the bus stop at the Night Market, so I got on. Anyways, that isn’t the point of this conversation.”
I’d barely touched my own pie. Ever since we got back to the Entertainment District, Anna had been asking me questions, rapid-fire. From the edge of Amaris to the bus stop to sitting down at this booth, she’d been relentless.
Why did I get off at the waiting station? What was the deal with the raven? Where did I get my bracelet from?
I didn’t see how the last question was relevant to her interrogation, unless she was trying to figure out what places I shopped at. This one, a green jade bracelet with a silver tiger clasp, was surely something I’d haggled for at the Night Market. I told her which vendor had them, and she immediately made a note of it on her phone.
“Do you remember where the stall was?” she asked, brows creasing. “Do they have any more of them?”
Anna had been determined enough to stalk me to the edge of the island. She’d been complaining and asking about me at the Institute too. I knew it would’ve been worse to avoid her. I had to play it nice, sort of.
I tried to think of which vendor might have something like my bracelet. Probably any of them that imported goods from East Asia.
Anna took a long sip of her water, then narrowed her eyes at me. “Actually, never mind. Where were you on the night of Clyde’s accident?”
I was saved from a response by the waiter, who came by with my order of scallion pancakes. The only other diner patrons—an older Downhill couple in leather jackets—looked at the clock and rolled their eyes. They’d been waiting for their orders for a while, but the waiter was always busy at our table.
“Let me know if you need anything else,” our waiter said. His yellow pencil hovered over the order pad. His eyes lingered on me hopefully.
“We’re set,” Anna said firmly.
“Oh,” he said, stuttering. “I didn’t realize you two were on a date.”
For some reason, Anna turned beet red. “We’re not,” she snapped.
I couldn’t blame him for asking. We would be a cute couple if this was a date. But it was definitely more of an interrogation.
As soon as he walked away, she leaned in, elbows squeaking against the white Formica table. I squirmed in the vinyl booth, trying to think of an answer to satisfy her. I ate a bite of hot, crispy pancake, licking the grease off my fingers.
“Do you want some of this?” I asked.
“No,” Anna said, looking away. “And you can save your excuses too. I know you saw Clyde on the night of the accident.”
I forked a bite of pie and popped it in my mouth. Ripe blackberries burst on my tongue, both sweet and tart. The consistency of the pie was perfect—not too moist or dry. It was flawlessly baked.
“How do you know that?” I asked, as casually as I could.
“One of Clyde’s friends said he was meeting someone that night and seemed pretty excited about it.”
Excited? That two-timer had suspected that I had something to do with the Cog Lab and had stalked me to his own death.
“It could’ve been anyone. How do you know it was me?”
Anna’s scowl deepened. “This guy said Clyde was meeting up with some muscular babe. Some tall, muscular babe.”
My throat felt suddenly dry. People were starting to talk about me—which was the very thing both Father and Penny had warned me about. Clyde’s friends had mentioned me in passing. Maybe Clyde had even let some of his suspicions about me slip.
If that had happened, I was doomed.
“Did he say anything else?” I asked, as evenly as I could manage.
“Should he have?” Anna countered.
Damn. She would not give me one inch.
I wiped my hands on my ruined pants. Running after the wrong raven to the edge of Amaris tonight had not been the best idea. Anna certainly looked worse for wear too, between her ripped matching set and undone braids. I didn’t even think she was capable of getting messy like that.
It was late now, after midnight. Beyond the diner, people were thrashing to music in warehouses and scream-singing in bars. The dull rumble of rain continued.
I prayed that Penny was still sound asleep.
“You were so weird the first time we met in the cemetery,” Anna went on in an accusatory voice. “It was like you’d never talked to anyone before. And now you’re like … different. The same but different.”
“I haven’t gone out much,” I said, fiddling with my choker. Anna’s eyes followed my hands. “I mean, I just turned eighteen.”
“That doesn’t make it sound like you have Downhill parents,” she said.
“My Father is an Uphiller,” I said, correcting her.
Her eyebrows shot up. She took another sip of soda. “Uphill, huh?”
Uh oh. Had I said too much? Anna certainly looked at me like I’d said too much. When the waiter came around with our check, Anna took care of the bill. She kept looking at me quizzically and looking away when I caught her.
“Is there something on my face?” I asked.
“No,” she said, turning red again. “I’m not staring at you. And even if I was, it’s only because I’m trying to figure something out.”
On one hand, I was relieved that Anna wasn’t interrogating me about Clyde. On the other hand, questioning me about Father might’ve been even worse.
“I know a lot of Uphillers, from working at the Institute. Maybe I know him,” she said.
“I don’t think you’d know him,” I said, swallowing another bite of pie. This time, it didn’t taste quite as sweet as the first bite.
Anna didn’t reply. She looked like she was thinking really hard. Like she was trying to piece things together. I would’ve killed to know what she was thinking about. Fuck.
The diner shift was starting to turn over. Our helpful waiter was replaced by a brusque older woman. The older Downhill couple had already paid and left. Now younger Downhillers, coming from the bars or music venues, were heading in. It was the late-night crowd.
“I have to go,” Anna muttered, with a sidelong glance at them. “My boss will be on my case if I don’t have her presentation formatted by tomorrow morning.”
“Thanks for paying,” I said, trying to sound normal. Internally, I was screaming. Anna would unquestionably try to figure out who my father was. The idea of her connecting me to Father and the Cog Lab was horrifying.
“Talk soon, Helga,” she said, with a wave of her manicured hand. She smoothed down her rumpled skirt and left while the new customers streamed through in a cacophony of squeaky wet fishnets, wet leather, and jangly silver pendants.
When I looked down at my plate, I realized that for the first time in my life, I hadn’t finished eating something. Half a slice of blackberry pie and most of the scallion pancakes remained. Because of Anna’s persistent interrogation, I’d completely lost my appetite.

I zipped my hoodie up all the way so that it looked like a shiny metal spine. I walked through the rain, telling myself that I didn’t feel a small sting whenever the rain landed on my skin. Downhillers were tough—and I was a Downhiller.
I trod through the wet road, where blackberries were coming up through every crack. I pulled my hoodie closer and took the long way back to Penny’s, stopping by the Night Market to get trinkets for Hugo.
I walked up the hill and silently crept into the window of Penny’s garden-level apartment. The lights were off. But someone was sitting upright on the couch in the dark. Penny was awake.
My Cog scrambled for excuses. I was just out getting air. I was getting a little snack. No one saw me, I swear.
Penny didn’t even acknowledge my entrance, though. Even in the dark, I could see that her eyes were red. Penny had been crying.
“What happened?” I asked. Penny was never awake at this hour. I knew it had to be bad. My Cog raced, imagining different possibilities. Maybe it was blackmail or another accident. Another death, even.
But Penny shook her head. “It’s not for you to worry about. I got a message from my student loan officer. They’re doubling my interest rate. Private loans are such a scam.”
Her face crumpled, then she broke down. “It came out of fucking nowhere. I’ll never, ever pay it back,” Penny said, sobbing into my shoulder.
Tentatively, I hugged her. “Don’t worry, I can steal from more tourists.”
Penny laughed hoarsely. “No, this isn’t the kind of money you can get back like that, Helga. I’d need a significant pay raise, like, yesterday.”
“What are you going to do?” I couldn’t think of anything, unless Father gave her a big raise. Knowing him, I really doubted that would happen.
It seemed wild to me that anyone could do the things that had been done to Penny. That a landlord could raise her rent with no warning, that loan officers could double her interest. Penny was at the mercy of people who could crater her life at any moment.
This was worse than stealing cash from tourists. To squeeze everything out of a person on an ongoing basis until they dropped dead—this was systematic and soul-crushing. Penny couldn’t live like this. No one should ever have to. Being worked to the bone with nothing to show for it.
“I could try to save,” Penny said. Her voice was choked. “My parents can’t afford to help me. I could move Downhill and take the bus to work. I’ll figure something out. I have to.”
Then she’d be tired from the long commute, I realized. And Penny was already so tired all the time. She could spend less, and live further away, but the problems were still there. The problems were always there.
“Or, if this is how things are, then I might as well say fuck it,” Penny continued, with a grim smile.
“Fuck it?”
“Yeah, fuck it. What’s the point in trying to do everything the right way when there’s so much against me?” Penny’s smile was starting to alarm me. There was an edge to it that I had never seen before.
Penny had been the one to pull me back from doing stuff. It would be weird for me to counsel her on the best way to live, especially as someone who had only been alive for a little over a week.
And yet, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to see fuck it–mode Penny.
“Something big needs to happen,” she continued quietly. “Bigger than graffiti, bigger than smashing kiosks. Things can’t stay like this. It’s not working.”
“What do you think we should do?” I asked. I was almost afraid of her answer.
Penny looked me over. “I’m not sure,” she said. Something about her voice was guarded. “I’ll help you with Hugo, of course. Might as well get everything out of that lab that I can. But after that … Who knows what I’ll do?”
She lit up a cigarette and exhaled smoke into a poster of a Downhill rock band. In the dark room, her eyes gleamed. “You know what? It’s time to really live the way I want.”
I squeezed her hand, which made her wince immediately. It was hard to gauge my own strength sometimes.
“Finally,” I told her.




twenty
A Labor of Love
Penny was a different woman now.
She walked out of her apartment in printed lounge pants and fluffy slippers, her white lab coat haphazardly draped over her shoulder. She chain-smoked the whole way to the Institute, flirting with almost anyone who crossed our path.
“Fuck my landlord,” she muttered darkly. “Did you know he doesn’t even live in the building? I’m not even sure he lives on the island, but if he did, it’d surely be up there.” She pointed an accusatory finger toward the top—the same apartment building Father lived in, nestled in the side of Mount Amaris, flanking the Institute lab.
The rain slicked her pink hair into wet tendrils, making it look like a creature that had been dragged out from the bottom of the Pacific. Behind her usual circular frames, her eye makeup glittered. She’d gone with neon green.
My disguise seemed almost redundant. No one looked at me once. When they weren’t rushing back inside, they were too busy gawking at Penny.
“I might as well date again and ruin my life with a new person,” she’d said, laughing darkly while flicking cigarette ash onto the pavement. “Since nothing matters anymore.”
The news from Penny’s loan officer had made a drastic impact on her. Penny’s whole demeanor had changed overnight. She no longer seemed worried about anything. In fact, there was an air of resigned acceptance in her smile.
Penny was done scrimping. No microwaved meals or cereal for us, she declared. She went to pick up fried crullers and milk tea and blackberry-infused chocolate from the canteen. She told me to get anything I wanted, so I asked for a dozen egg custards.
“I thought you couldn’t afford this stuff,” I told her once she got back to the lab.
Penny’s smile only widened. “I can’t,” she said, before biting a vicious chunk out of one of the egg custards.
This was the beginning of fuck-it mode, I guess.
Penny went to work on Hugo immediately after we finished eating. With my help, she wheeled out Clyde’s body from the walk-in freezer and slapped him down on one of the steel surgical tables. She threw on thick rubber gloves and goggles and started injecting him with various fluids.
“It’s almost time to add fresh organs,” she warned me. “Just so you know.”
Father was coming home in a matter of days, and I had a lot of programming left to do. Part of fuck-it mode meant that Penny had decided I could take on more of the work myself. And I was happy to do it, especially if it meant she could relax a bit. I knew part of the reason her new attitude seemed so strange and terrifying was because I’d never, ever seen Penny relaxed before. Not once.
I now had so many open files on the computer that I could feel it overheating. I thought about telling Penny, but maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal. I patted it on the side, then pulled away quickly when I felt its scalding heat against my palm. My own Cog made a note to be more careful handling computers in the future. They could burn.
The one I was working on chugged so slowly, siphoning up so much energy that the overhead lights flickered again. If it has energy, does that mean it’s alive? I thought about the Cog’s low moans, the whirring sounds of the computer. It was a scary thought. The computer might be alive. Its energy source might be alive too: Mount Amaris, sleeping under my very feet.
These are existential fears, I reminded myself. I needed to focus on the task at hand: creating Hugo. Everything else could wait.
I had already spent a good amount of time adding poetry to his Cog, but I hadn’t had a chance yet to add other aspects. I wanted us to like the same music. There were so many libraries I could download for him.
Decision paralysis began to hit me. I didn’t know what would be best, especially if I couldn’t get all of them downloaded in time. Post-punk? Hardcore? Maybe even pop?
I thought of the song Father had embedded in me, which I was beginning to think had been a mistake. There was nothing else like it in my Cog. He might’ve been a good scientist, given all the awards he’d won, but that didn’t mean he was perfect.
Behind the computer I was working on, the Cog’s moans had intensified into low wailing. But that was probably fine.
An idea suddenly hit me, probably thanks to the Cog’s humanlike sounds. I didn’t have to learn Mandarin at all. Hugo could. I spun around in the desk chair, waving my arms until Penny looked up from her workstation.
“Do you know how long it would take to download around like, two thousand to ten thousand words in Mandarin?”
I tried not to notice the dark, slick goop on her rubber gloves. Hugo goop. “A few days,” she finally said, after staring into space, mentally calculating the timeline. “Language is hard. It requires different layers of comprehension.”
A few days wasn’t enough of a guarantee I’d finish. A few days might’ve been more time than we had. And it was either this or the music libraries. There wasn’t time or capacity for both.
The pink wire connecting computer to Cog vibrated intensely against the table. The Cog continued to thrash in its suspended fluid, almost like it was trying to get out. To escape from its container.
I wasn’t scared of it. How could I be, when I was its maker? There was no reason to be scared since I was in control here.
I exited all music libraries and opened a new file for language. I downloaded pinyin, traditional characters, and the four tones—flat, ascending, dipping, and descending. I took a long breath, and then I hit download.
Hugo’s Cog immediately began to hum, almost like it was singing. Tiny bubbles were escaping from its port, the place it was connected to the wire. The bubbles reached the top of the vat and immediately burst, creating a thin layer of frothy fluid.
“Um, Penny?” I asked.
She couldn’t hear me. She was busy pumping Hugo’s body with more fluid, following instructions from my own blueprint. And even with the jet-black hair and the debonair clothes, there was something pretty hard to ignore about my soul mate.
He looked just like Clyde.
“Penny?” I said, and louder this time, because the Cog had begun to speak.
At first I thought it was just the sloshing liquid. The sound was a low susurration. The water churned like a wave. The Cog pulsated, and I swear, it wasn’t the computer sending information to the Cog, but the Cog sending it back to the computer.
The computer monitor was now screaming hot. The screen froze. The download progress bar had paused. I wheeled myself away from the desk, unable to tear my eyes away from what was happening.
S-s-sh, the Cog said.
At last, Penny noticed something was wrong. She ripped off her goggles and ran to my side.
“What the absolute fresh hell,” she said. “How can it talk?”
There were no vocal cords. We hadn’t put it inside his head yet. It was just a Cog, suspended in fluid. So where was the sound coming from?
Sh-sh-shall, the Cog said, in a low, awful tremble. There was static in its voice. It sent an electric shiver through my spine.
I realized where the sound was coming from at the same time Penny did. We looked at each other, unsure of what to do about it.
“The computer speakers,” I said, feeling dizzy. “It’s coming in through there.”
Penny’s face had gone pale. “You weren’t like this when we made you,” she said. “This … this is something different.”
I knew what she was hoping I’d do. It was unmistakable in her eyes. Penny wanted me to unplug Hugo’s Cog from the computer. But I couldn’t, not when there was a file still downloading. Not when we’d come all this way, with the finish line in sight.
“Not yet,” I said. My throat felt dry. “Let’s hear what he has to say.”
Hugo’s Cog continued to thrash. The computer sputtered. And then, thank god, the download resumed. The bubbles in the vat began to dissipate. Penny exhaled a long breath. My heart rate returned to normal.
“Do you think we should add system intent, just in case?” she mumbled. “Might want some control here.”
Now that things were working again, the tension I’d been holding in my fists and shoulders gave out. The Cog had only said one word, which was only because I had a lot of files running. And like Penny said, language was hard.
I shook my head vehemently. “No, I don’t think I’d ever do that to someone.”
System intent would turn Hugo into one of the many automatons throughout Amaris, and that would make me no better than the Cog PR Boss Lady or the Institute. If some people in power had it their way, I knew they’d make most of us into their indentured servants. It seemed so obvious, from what Penny had already gone through with Father. Working with nothing to show for it was like being an indentured servant. It meant there was nothing left for herself.
They didn’t care about what they were doing to others. They just wanted convenience without considering the consequences for other people. I wanted to be different from Father, different from the Institute. Hugo and I would be equal partners.
“For safety, though,” Penny said. She looked troubled, even though things had resumed operating like they should.
“It’s okay,” I told her, even though she still looked doubtful. “Really.”
Hugo wasn’t my indentured servant. He was my life partner, my soul mate.
System intent was something people added to objects for convenience. That was the key distinction—these were objects, not people. The buses weren’t people, and neither were the vacuums in Father’s apartment. Whatever bullet thing Penny had in her bag that had vibrated—even though his name was Nigel, he wasn’t a person either.
But Hugo was a person. Or rather, he’d become one, as soon as he woke up. As soon as his mind and body connected.
His Cog gurgled quietly like the other ones did. The computer was no longer overheated. Everything was fine.
Penny was back in the anatomy side of the lab, working on the body, while I was at the computer station, making sure Hugo’s mind was still on the right track.
But even with all the self-reassurances and pep talks I gave myself, I could still hear the staticky word crackling through the computer speakers. I could feel it snaking up my spine and reverberating against my ear. Sh-shall.
Clyde was dead, but it wasn’t my fault. Clyde’s body was always going to end up at the Institute. There was no reason for me to feel this guilty.
Yet I felt haunted by that one word, even though it was the only real hiccup we’d come across in making Hugo. It was impossible not to see the uncanny resemblance between Hugo and Clyde. Impossible not to question myself about this whole concept altogether.
Sometimes, my own damn Cog got in the way. Too much thinking could be dangerous. I was already so close to the end. Just a few more days, and then everything would be perfect.
Even Penny seemed more relaxed now. She put on a death metal playlist and headbanged while she worked. She didn’t seem to be worried anymore about that one measly word—sh-shall hardly counted as a word, anyway—so why should I be?
Hours passed without further incident.
I added new accessories to Hugo while waiting for more downloads. I slipped rings onto his fingers and layered a silk shirt under his cable-knit black sweater. But when my hands grazed his bare torso, I had to repress a shudder.
It didn’t feel like skin at all. It wasn’t pliant, didn’t shift under my touch. It was stone-cold, and there was still that stench of death on it.
“That’ll go away once he wakes up,” Penny said, helpfully. “Yours did.”
Hugo’s gentle smile kept sliding back into Clyde’s smirk. I’d massage it back in place, but slowly, it’d revert to the way it was before.
“That’ll go away too,” Penny said. Maybe I was imagining it, but it seemed to me that her voice was forcefully cheerful.
In the late afternoon, Penny went for a cigarette break, leaving me alone in the lab. She wanted to run a certain idea past me but had to think about it first.
Very mysterious stuff. I had no idea what she had in mind. Especially now that fuck-it mode had taken over.
Hugo’s body was back in the freezer since Penny was gone. We couldn’t have him rotting just because she wanted a quick break. And honestly, it felt like a relief. It was hard looking into what was distinctively Clyde’s face. Especially when it was smirking at me.
Maybe it was pre–soul mate jitters, making me nervous. Was that even a thing?
The lab was quiet. No one from the PR department was storming down the hall. But I felt weirdly jumpy being in here alone.
“Lights: brighten,” I said, and they did, and it helped.
Penny was coming back any minute now.
At the computer station, the progress bars were speeding up. Some of the downloads were almost finished. That was great.
What wasn’t great was this: Hugo’s Cog churning, and then the computer speakers crackling with renewed energy. Each familiar word buzzed and trembled. I could feel them in my marrow, coming alive.
Sh-shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
To my credit, I didn’t scream.
At least it meant the poetry downloads were working, that this project was heading in the right direction.
When Penny finally came back, she asked me how things had gone while she was out.
“Good,” I told her. “I think the Romanticism is working.”




twenty-one
Sweetness Goes to Rot
It was too early in the year for a carnival, not to mention it’d been raining all day too. But workers had set up a few rides right by the Night Market: a Technicolor Ferris wheel; a carousel full of faded, paint-chipped horses; and a clunky Tilt-A-Whirl full of screaming Downhill children.
It was Penny’s idea to go together. After we left the lab, we went back to her apartment and got dressed up for the night. I rubbed glitter over my arms and threaded new hoops through my ears. Penny pulled on torn tights and black platforms. “I sort of look like a mini Helga,” she mused as we stomped side by side down the hill.
I was starting to love this chaotic version of Penny.
We bought neon bracelets and funnel cake near the ticket booth. Penny had a water bottle full of blackberry vodka, which she had been surreptitiously taking sips from ever since dusk.
There was something I wanted to ask her, but I couldn’t find a good moment for it. Penny was having so much fun, and I didn’t want to stress her out more than she’d already been.
Penny played dart games and bought shiny balloon animals, some of which popped before we made it more than a few steps, causing ravens to fly away squawking and babies to shriek and cry. She flirted with people who were not cute at all, but that didn’t matter. It got us a few extra ride tickets, which was the important part.
I set a high score in Skee-Ball and won a hideous plastic crown for my effort, which I put on immediately. It was dark out by the time we got started with the rides. The Tilt-A-Whirl didn’t mix well with alcohol, plus the whole island was on a downward slope. Under the shimmering lights, Penny’s face looked especially green.
“Too much whirling,” she told me, pulling a face. “I’m not feeling so great.”
So I didn’t want to ask her then either. Not when she could get sick at any moment.
We went for a carousel ride that was far from technologically advanced. There was no progress to be made here—we went around in the same circle, the horses groaning and creaking with effort. A fine film of dust coated everything. Penny mounted a small horse with a pink mane that matched her hair. I went for the biggest, a horse the color of faded blackberries. As soon as we got off, she ran for the nearest bathroom.
“Are you sure you don’t want to go home?” I asked when she came back.
But Penny’s color looked a little better now. “One more ride, and then let’s take food back to the apartment,” she said cheerfully.
The Ferris wheel was half-empty. The only people on it were parents and children. Penny and I stuck out like sore thumbs, but it didn’t matter. I was happy to be next to her—so happy that I felt almost sad. I didn’t want this feeling to ever end.
“The carnival people should’ve come later in the summer,” Penny said as we stared down at the meager crowd. Mostly Downhillers and a few tourists, who braced themselves in thick raincoats. The rain had scared the Uphillers back to their glass box apartments. “On the bright side, that means more room for us.”
I didn’t ask her my question, even then. Not even at the top of the wheel, although I really wanted to. It would’ve been a good moment too, while our feet swung side by side.
As soon as we came back to earth, Penny beelined for the Night Market. She bought meat skewers, boatloads of dumplings, sweet roll cakes; debt be damned. Life was for the living.
We walked back Uphill with plastic bags of food and rubber balloon animals. Rats waited near us, hopeful for a bite or two. Penny tossed a meat skewer into a gang of them with an indulgent smile.
“Why not? Everyone needs to eat,” she said generously.
We wolfed down takeout from the Night Market in Penny’s living room, pushing aside her old magazines to make room on the coffee table. Her glasses were fogged from dumpling steam. I was still wearing the plastic crown I’d won at the carnival.
I really, really wanted to ask her my question, but I was beginning to believe I never could.
I chewed through meat skewers while Penny talked about the lab progress she’d made. All that was left for my project was obtaining fresh organs and finalizing Hugo’s Cog. I nearly choked on a piece of skewer meat when she mentioned the Cog—which had spoken to me through the computer speakers just a few hours ago.
What Penny didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. I didn’t want to give her a reason to doubt my project. And I mean, in terms of things the Cog could’ve said, a love sonnet wasn’t too bad, especially one as romantic as a line from Shakespeare. There wasn’t any real reason to worry, since we’d been following my own schematics. Hugo and I were similar.
“What happens after we’re finished making him?” I blurted out. “What will you do next?”
It was closer to the question I wanted to ask her, but these were still the safe things to ask. Her answer wouldn’t break my heart.
Penny frowned, considering what I’d asked. “Hmm,” she mused, with a half-eaten dumpling hovering between her chopsticks. “I actually meant to talk to you about that.”
Oh god. Here it was. She was leaving; I knew it.
It’d been written on her face the night I crawled through her window and saw her crestfallen on the couch. Penny was sick of Uphill. All her energy was systematically drained by forces bigger than both of us. I couldn’t exactly blame her for going—she had nothing to her name but refurbished electronics that no one else would’ve ever claimed.
I like to fix things, Penny had once said.
I stared up at the ceiling, blinking rapidly. I pretended to be invested in the flying cockroach buzzing around the damp surface that the air condition had created. I didn’t want to
cry.
“Are you moving?” I asked, and immediately wish I hadn’t. Because now she had to answer.
I knew Penny had lived outside of the island. There were other labs she could work at, now that she had experience at the Institute. Maybe the rent was better there. Someone would finally pay her more too. She deserved that.
There was no reason for her to stay here with me.
“I have thought about moving outside of Amaris,” she said, chewing thoughtfully. “I have family in the states. Family in Asia too.”
It was fine if she went. I would be okay, especially once Hugo woke up. I wouldn’t be alone. I didn’t want to tell Penny that I was starting to need her. Especially when it was clear that she didn’t need me at all.
“Both sound great,” I said. It was selfish to want to keep her. I knew that.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
I didn’t expect that question. Penny probably felt bad. Maybe even guilty for leaving me behind.
After she left, I would either live with Father or Hugo. With Penny gone, my whole world would shrink into those two opposing paths. It would be one or the other; I knew I couldn’t have both.
Fear gnawed at me. It hit me so suddenly that I nearly doubled over.
I was scared of my future winnowing away, scared of Father’s disapproval, scared of the whole damn Institute and what they wanted out of me. I knew these fears were justified, but I couldn’t put them on Penny, not when she had her own life to lead.
I couldn’t ask her what I really wanted to: Will you care about me, even in the future?
Even if Father did eventually approve of me, and even if Hugo worked out perfectly, I wanted Penny around too. I couldn’t ask because I was terrified of her answer. I didn’t want her to feel guilty or responsible for me.
I needed her in my life, and I wanted her to need me in hers too.
Penny took another dumpling bite, then put her chopsticks down. She cleared her throat, and then she asked, “Will you live with me?”
I blinked. Maybe I’d misheard her. “What?”
“I was thinking maybe we could live Downhill together.”
“Really?” I couldn’t think past one-word responses. I could hardly believe she wasn’t leaving.
It didn’t really register, even when she explained how it might be a benefit for both of us. Living Downhill would give me much-needed space from Father. I was eighteen, so technically, I could live without him. And splitting the rent would help Penny out too, especially if she wanted some downtime to plot her next big move.
“I wouldn’t just leave Amaris out of nowhere,” Penny said, laughing at my dumbstruck expression. “I mean, screw the Institute—but I do want to remain on good terms with the doctor, you know. He’ll be a good reference for whatever I do next. I still need a little time to figure things out.”
“You wouldn’t get sick of me?”
“Why the hell would I get sick of you? I’ve never laughed so hard in my life before I met you.”
I must’ve looked unsure, because Penny went on.
“The doctor would lie about the Marietta Project if it meant protecting his own daughter. He’d say it didn’t work out or that the prototypes weren’t ready yet. The Institute would have to get over it. Plenty of research has ended in failure. Helga, I don’t think you have to worry so much.”
“What about the Boss Lady? She wanted to see me when Father came back from his trip.”
Penny let out the most withering laugh I’d ever heard. “You just need to distract her with business jargon and a shiny new project. Trust me, I know Uphillers.”
“What about Hugo?” I didn’t understand how Penny could be so calm when there were so many unknowns.
“We’ll delete his files after he wakes up, so there’s no evidence in the lab. He’ll get good at Downhill life. I mean, Hugo has almost the same Cog as you, and look how fast you adapted.”
“He looks just like Clyde,” I whispered. “How am I going to get away with this?”
Penny shrugged. “We can get him new eyes if it makes you feel better. Lots to choose from, you know. He won’t sound like Clyde either. And he’ll think much differently, which is the most important part. Do you know how many Downhill guys fit this profile? There are lanky dudes on every block in the Entertainment District. No one’s gonna make the connection—trust me.”
She took a long drag of a cigarette, tapping the burning end against her heart-shaped ash tray. I couldn’t believe how relaxed Penny was right now. She was making me feel like the neurotic one.
“What about Anna?” I pressed.
“Anna’s an intern, which means she’ll leave once her position ends. We’ll keep Hugo under wraps. She’ll be gone before she ever gets wind of him.”
I was out of questions now. Penny had answered them all. And she was saying that I didn’t have to choose one path over another. I could have everything I wanted.
A father who understood me, a boyfriend who loved me … even a friend I lived with.
“What do you think?” She grinned. “Sounds pretty good, huh?”
It sounded so good that I almost wanted to cry. “Let’s do it,” I told her quickly, before she could change her mind. “We should celebrate the good news too.”
Penny arched a brow. “Any ideas?”
“Matching tattoos,” I said promptly, since it was a shame that I didn’t have any yet.
It was probably childish of me, but I also thought this would tie us together closer than her answer ever could. It would be indelible proof that we mattered to each other.
“Your father might kill you,” Penny said, before hurriedly correcting herself. “Obviously, that was a figure of speech, Helga.”
“It doesn’t have to be a huge tattoo, just significant. Maybe we can get them in the Entertainment District. There have to be a few tattoo parlors around.”
Penny shook her head. “I was thinking something more DIY.”
She got up and rummaged through the closet by the front door. She pulled out a variety of minor medical equipment—a medical tape roll, latex gloves, cloth sheets, disposable razors and needles, and a big pink bottle of disinfectant.
“Stick ‘n’ poke tattoos,” she said, plopping down beside me. “We can do it ourselves.”
“Maybe a small blackberry tattoo,” I said. “On the inside of our wrists.”
Penny nodded vigorously. “I like that.”
I watched Penny do mine first, drawing the outline in tiny marker dots. My Cog traced each step, committing it all to memory. I would be doing hers next.
The silver needle prickling against my skin reminded me of surgery. But Penny’s apartment wasn’t cold and sterile like the lab. The walls were papered in music posters, and Natasha ate bugs by the window. And this was an elective surgery, one I’d chosen for myself.
I’d always wanted to be in a matching pair with someone. No matter what happened in the future, I had this. It couldn’t be taken away from me.
“To us,” I said, once I finished hers up. Now we were both marked.
Penny grinned, admiring the little blackberry on her wrist. The skin around her wrist was slightly raised and puffy. The same as mine. “Hell yeah. To us,” she said.
It probably wasn’t a big deal to Penny to get this tattoo, since she had others already. It was more significant to me, because it was my first, but that was all right. We’d still done it together.
It meant she had to care about me, at least a little.
We wrapped our new tattoos in protective gauze. We played cards and danced to one of Penny’s old pop CDs until exhaustion hit, sometime late in the evening. Rain drizzled outside the open window, warm and steady. Distantly, I heard a frog croaking.
I turned on my side on Penny’s couch, thinking about my future. I could have it all. Hugo, Father, Penny. Uphill and Downhill.
“No nightmares tonight,” I told myself firmly. “I have a tattoo!”
But when I closed my eyes, my Cog churned into murky dreams.
The walls of the apartment melted away, and I was back in the lab where everything had started. The stack of milk crates filled with Penny’s old vinyls had warped into new shapes, transforming into a bank of computers.
Penny was gone. When I tried calling for her, no words came out of my mouth. The blackberry on my wrist was rubbing off like a temporary tattoo. Cold pressed against my back. The freezer door had been left open. No one was inside.
I saw Clyde’s rotting face floating before me in the nightmare-world lab. A face suspended in liquid. His mouth twisted into a malignant smirk, baring metal teeth that looked like computer chips. Bubbles rose to the top, frothing.
Sh-shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? he rasped through the glass.
I stumbled away, until my back hit the cold surface. Suddenly, I knew who the freezer was meant for. Who it was always meant for. I couldn’t say a single word in protest. Not when Father, the Boss Lady, the whole Institute was watching and taking notes on their clipboards.
Then the door closed on me like a coffin.

I woke up doing what I couldn’t bring myself to in the nightmare: screaming at the top of my lungs.




twenty-two
Head Plus Heart
I was starting to see why Father had been so stressed when I first woke up. The further along Hugo came, the more worried I got about what I’d done.
There were only a couple of days left before Father came home from his trip. Hugo was nearly finished. Even his Mandarin module was nearing completion. Now I just had to wait for his body to catch up.
All morning, Penny had been making trips back and forth in the Institute—from transplant room to the lab—gathering the organ donations we needed.
She was wearing her fuzzy slippers in public again. Beneath her white lab coat, Penny was wearing a strappy black tank top and low-slung pants, Uphill uniform be damned.
Encouraged by this, I’d also forgone the Uphill uniform for something a little more Helga. I paired some men’s overalls I’d rescued from the trash with a crop top and oversized sunglasses I’d thrifted in the Night Market.
We walked to the Institute quickly. No one stopped us or questioned us. No one demanded to know what we were up to. Everyone was engrossed by their phones, their long coffee lines, their ritual small talk.
There had been a lot of chatter about the weather. It was an unusually nice day for Amaris. There was no rain, no clouds in sight. Nothing but orange sky. No hint of ground tremors, save for a few remaining cracks in the pavement from the last scare.
Everything was going well, but anxiety still squirmed in my stomach. Hugo was becoming so real so fast.
“This was what I wanted,” I mumbled to myself. I watched the progress on the computer screen. By the rate things were going, his Cog would be ready for insertion in less than a day.
At least the Cog was less active today. The speakers were quiet, which was a huge relief to me. When I’d woken up screaming this morning, Penny had rushed over to see if there was something wrong. She checked the flap of my neck and my tattoo for issues both aesthetic and deeper than surface level. But there was no issue to be found. No blisters, no bruises.
“Just a weird dream,” I said to her.
The dread would simply not go away, no matter what I told myself. I was always bracing for something to go wrong. My stomach still squirmed on a regular basis; I could never tell if the problem was actually in my body or just in my head.
In the lab, wet wire hummed as more information transmitted from computer to Cog. The Cog gurgled but at least it did not recite poetry. It did not rasp that I was going to pay for what I’d done. Everything was going well until we heard the steps coming down the hall.
“Fuck,” Penny said. “No one should be here. It’s probably Boss Lady.”
I swore under my breath. Boss Lady promised to visit when Father was back on the island. She was too early, and all these surprise visits were doing a number on my heart rate. My palms were already sweaty just thinking about her on the other side of the door.
We scrambled to get the body back into the freezer. There wasn’t a lot of time for this project overall, never mind the time we’d lose bracing for interruptions. I couldn’t turn off the computer either—the downloading was still in progress. We would have to ad-lib.
I had to get back in the freezer with Hugo. But what were we going to do about the organs?
“Hello?” came the muffled voice outside the door. “Is this a bad time to check in?”
“You’re my lab assistant,” Penny said, her voice cresting a bit hysterically. “Keep the organs in the coolers—they have to stay at the right temp.”
I placed the organs on the table back in their coolers. I hoisted Hugo vertically and dragged him into the freezer. My heart was going to pop out of my chest. I wanted to throw up my intestines.
I just had to look away. Make myself busy with menial tasks while Penny kept Boss Lady occupied. But when Penny opened the door, it wasn’t the Boss Lady who stepped through.
It was Anna.
I wanted to dematerialize right there on the floor.
“I think I left my notebook here—” Anna let out an audible gasp. “Helga, is that you?”
The tension in the air was palpable. Penny sputtered wordlessly. Anna’s eyes went from the actively buzzing computer station back to me. She clutched her bag to her chest, surprise etched in her face.
“Why are you here?” she asked me.
It was a fair question. The lab required security clearance, and to Anna, I was just some random menace. I had no idea how to respond. Anna was an intern, so she probably knew all the other Institute interns. If I lied about it, my appearance in the lab would seem even more suspicious.
Hugo’s Cog started churning again. It was straining against the glass as if trying to escape from its container.
“That’s Marietta, huh?” Anna asked. A crease formed between her eyebrows. “Should she be that volatile?”
“It’s normal,” Penny babbled. “He’s—I mean she’s almost done downloading.”
“I guess you haven’t seen my notebook lying around, then.” Anna said. She was not moving. She did not look like she was in a hurry to leave whatsoever. She kept staring at Hugo’s Cog, which had picked the worst time to start thrashing around.
Thank god Anna had not seen Hugo’s body. If she had, she would have either fainted or called the authorities immediately. Penny and I would’ve been in deep, deep trouble. Even still, we had to play things carefully.
Anna’s eyes were glued to the computer screen. There was no hiding the Mandarin module now. But there was nothing overtly suspicious about that, at least.
Not until the speakers crackled into life.
Jǔtóu wàng míngyuè dītóu sī gùxiāng, it rasped and then fell silent.
“Shit,” Penny said.
Anna’s confusion was only growing. She cast a suspicious look at Penny, then me. “Why is Marietta reciting Li Bai poetry if she’s just going to be an automated service worker? And why is her voice so freaking low?” she asked.
“It’s a prototype,” I said, finding my voice. “It’s just … an extra feature. Things can always change.”
“How do you know? You don’t work here, do you?”
Penny looked like she needed another one of her quick breaks outside. Her jaw was clenched. I knew I couldn’t lie to Anna about being an intern.
I said the only thing I could think of, which was, unfortunately, the truth. “My father’s the doctor,” I told her. “So I hang out here sometimes. I help Penny and learn more about the Cog Lab.”
Anna’s eyes widened. “I knew you looked familiar.”
She was still not leaving. I could see questions turning over in her face. She wasn’t fully satisfied with my answer.
“There’s a lot of work left, as you can see,” Penny said hurriedly. “I should probably get back to doing it.”
Anna hesitated. “It’s just that Marietta’s voice doesn’t sound the same at all from before. I’ve heard it during the doctor’s presentations. Did something go wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” Penny and I said at the same exact moment.
“Huh” was all Anna said in response.
I had to give her some credit. Anna was sharp. Maybe too sharp. I could see her filing everything away. And if something seemed amiss, she would definitely report back to Boss Lady about it.
“Just wait,” Penny said, forcing cheer into her voice. “Once the doctor gets back, everything about the Marietta Project is going to make sense. She’s going to blow everyone away.”
“Yeah, I hope so. The Institute has spent so much money on the lab. I really hope she comes together in time.” Anna’s voice was decidedly doubtful.
I found myself bristling. “She’s pretty amazing, if I do say so myself.”
“Helga,” Penny hissed.
“What?” I hissed back.
Anna toyed with the end of her neatly plaited braid. Everything about her was organized and methodical. She was probably wondering how the two of us managed in the lab with the doctor gone. Her eyes lingered on our secondhand outfits, and I wished for the first time ever that I was actually wearing an Uphill uniform.
“I’m glad I got a chance to talk to you both. I’ve learned a lot,” she said slowly. “And I get why you lied to me, Helga.”
“Lied?” I squeaked.
“When we met at Sunset Diner, you were super evasive about your parents. But obviously I know your father—I literally work with him. He’s like, one of the most important people at the Institute. That’s probably hard for you.”
“Hard for me?” I couldn’t stop parroting her. Sweat pooled under the neckline of my shirt.
“It’s a lot to live up to. He probably has super high expectations for you. And it explains why you were so weird the first time we met. I bet he makes you study for hours.” Anna sighed. “Sorry I’ve given you such a rough time. I was probably a little jealous, honestly. I’ve never met a girl like you before …” Her cheeks flushed pink.
Relief flooded my system. Anna was actually apologizing to me. I would’ve never seen that one coming, not even with my complex Cog.
“Here’s the thing, though. The doctor has never mentioned having a daughter. Not once,” Anna said.
She stared at me. Hard. Looked me up and down. Head to toe.
Shit.
“I’ve worked on a lot of PR presentations for the Marietta Project. I know what her build is. What characteristics she has,” Anna continued. “I think anyone involved with the project would recognize those things, despite the updates you’ve made. Nice overalls, by the way.”
My throat went dry. “What are you saying?”
Penny stood wide-eyed and palpably afraid. Her hand was clapped over her mouth, probably suppressing a scream similar to the one I was holding back.
“I think you know,” Anna said quietly.
My world was imploding. Anna was just looking at me with this mix of pity and resolution. She knew. Oh, she knew.
“Are you Marietta?” she asked.
“I’m Helga,” I stammered.
“Sorry, Helga. But were you Marietta?”
I wanted to scream, to hide, to throw up, to run away.
“No system intent,” Anna muttered. “Of course—that’s why you’re different each time I see you. The prototype hadn’t been programmed for commands yet. Which means you change on your own. You take your own initiative.”
“What are you going to do?” Penny asked. Her voice was shaky.
Anna hesitated. She seemed conflicted.
A sneaky thought entered my Cog. I could kill Anna and make it look like an accident. I could even pin it on someone else. Set up the scene just right and have Boss Lady herself take the blame. Remove my problems and all obstacles from my happily ever after.
I certainly had the skill to do it. I had the built-in determination, intellect, and strength necessary.
But I didn’t have it in my heart to hurt anyone. And I certainly wouldn’t hurt Anna—she had good taste in clothes and makeup and was probably fun to hang out with if she wasn’t ruining your life.
“This is so messed up,” Anna said, staring at me, mouth agape. Like I was a miracle. Or maybe a disaster. “You’re a person. I can’t believe it.”
“Tell me about it,” Penny said, with a feeble laugh. “Screw the whole damn Institute.”
“It would be beyond wrong to make you an automated service worker,” Anna mumbled. “But … I can’t just like, walk away from this. Can I?”
She looked torn. I knew Anna was invested in the Institute and its rules, but my very existence challenged those things.
“You could,” I told her. “Please.”
Anna shook her head. An anguished look crossed her face. “I have to go; I’m sorry.”
She rushed out of the room before we could stop her.
I mean, I technically could have stopped her. I could have physically restrained her, locked her up forever, or dumped her body in the Pacific Ocean for the shoals of red fish to feast on. I could’ve threatened or blackmailed her into swearing an oath to never reveal my secret.
But then I would’ve had to live like that. Under the stress and guilt of hurting someone else. Someone who didn’t deserve that kind of suffering.
Following through on that impulse would’ve hurt both of us. Perhaps someone like me should’ve never been born at all. There wasn’t a place for me in this world. Especially not the way it worked now.
But I was here, and I had to figure out what the hell I was going to do next. Regardless of whether there was a place for me or not.
I couldn’t be roommates with Penny. That already seemed like a quickly fading dream. My best-case scenario for survival was to see Hugo to the end. We could run away together. Otherwise, I would have to go forward alone.
“I’m so sorry, Helga,” Penny said, trembling. “I really don’t know what to do.”
I didn’t want her apology. I was sick of everyone’s apologies. I wanted her to come with me. God, it was all so much and so hard.
I rocked back and forth on my heels, repressing the scream that had been threatening to erupt ever since the cursed day I was born. I sobbed for what felt like forever. Snot ran down my face. It was not a cute time at all.
Penny held me. Her arms were wrapped around my waist. She was so short and fragile. I couldn’t rely on her. I couldn’t rely on anyone but myself to get through this.
“It’ll be okay,” Penny said, which was honestly such a lie.
And now Hugo’s Cog was quiet. It gurgled contently in its vat. Everything always went to crap at the worst possible moment for me. So of course now that Anna was gone, things were fine with his Cog.
“You know, there is something we can do about her,” Penny said.
“We can’t murder Anna,” I cried.
“Helga, what? I wasn’t thinking anything like that.”
“Oh,” I said, wiping away my tears. “I knew that.”
Penny handed me a tissue. I rubbed it all over my face and it came away full of weird purple streaks which were alarming until I remembered that I had been wearing makeup. I squared my shoulders and stood up straight. I really had to pull it together.
“What should we do?” I asked her.
Penny grimaced. “I think it’s the only thing we can do. We have to tell the doctor that Anna knows the truth about you.”
“No,” I said. I would’ve almost rather died.
“It’s the only way,” Penny sighed. “He’ll know how to get out of this situation.”
Why was I always going from one horrible scenario to another? Father would be furious. His career would suffer because of me. I couldn’t seem to ever get anything right. What kinds of repercussions would I face because of this?
“I don’t want to,” I said stubbornly.
“I’m going to call him. There’s not much time. When he gets back, he’ll need to have already made a plan. He’ll need to talk to the Institute and explain everything.”
I took a deep breath. Counted to three. Exhaled.
“Put me on the screen,” I said. “I’ll tell him myself.”




twenty-three
Distance Is Relative
There was no time for us to change into Uphill uniforms. I typed in Father’s number with Penny next to me. She picked at her nail polish, leaving little clusters of glittery pink polymer around the keyboard.
I almost hoped that Father wouldn’t pick up. My nerves continued to fray as we waited.
The screen remained blank. He hadn’t connected yet.
“Maybe we should go find Anna,” Penny whispered. “We could try to convince her not to say anything? Or maybe hold her off for a little while and buy some time.”
Penny’s computer speakers continued to ring. For a wild moment, I thought maybe it was Hugo’s Cog, tricking us. Maybe the line wasn’t getting through at all. Maybe it was the Cog that controlled the computer, not us.
Maybe this was Clyde’s revenge. Something like karma.
The wet pink wire trembled with each resounding reverberation. Behind the computer, Hugo’s Cog was doing the same. The ringing echoed through it. Shaking the table. Shaking the glass. I could feel the tremor in my fingers and in my spine.
And then, when I thought it was too late, Father finally picked up on the other side.
“Marietta?” he asked, his video finally materializing on the screen. He did not sound pleased. “What are you wearing?”
“It’s Helga,” I spat back, feeling mutinous.
“Doctor, there’s no time. Someone knows about Helga … a Cog PR intern. She’s probably on her way to tell her boss now,” Penny said in a long rush. “We need your help.”
Father became so still that I wondered if the screen had frozen. He looked like a static picture in his neat beige trench coat and white button-up. His expression revealed nothing at all.
I wanted him to ask me if I was okay, but he didn’t.
“I’ll take care of it,” he said after a long pause.
“Thank you,” Penny breathed.
“Is there anything else?” Father asked crisply. “My flight will be boarding soon. There’s a lot of work I must do, it seems.”
“Look at me,” I said.
Father did not seem to comprehend. “Pardon?” Even with the unstable connection, his expression was unmistakably patronizing. “If there’s nothing useful you can add, I think our conversation is done here.”
Penny put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. I swatted it away.
“I don’t have time for this,” Father told me, shaking his head stiffly. “We can talk when I get back.”
He wouldn’t let me in, ever. The barrier was up. It even spanned continents. If the Mandarin module didn’t help, then I really was at a loss for how to get through to him.
“You suck,” I finally said, fed up.
“Oh boy,” Penny said.
It wasn’t even an exaggeration, though. Right after I’d been born, Father had immediately departed on a business trip, leaving me to fend for myself with Penny’s help. Penny, who he was certainly overworking and underpaying. Penny, who he even surveilled through her work phone.
It was astounding that he didn’t do the same to me when I knew he had the technological capacity to. This uncharacteristically lenient gesture made me think that maybe he wasn’t so bad. It made me think maybe, just maybe, we could have a relationship that wasn’t just based on me performing the exact actions he wanted.
Father’s face was turning red. I didn’t even think it was possible for him to express any emotion outside of disappointment. “You aren’t what I had pictured …” he started, which immediately deflated my hopes.
“I DON’T CARE,” I screamed. “I’m still here, even when your picture doesn’t fit. And I’m becoming who I am with no thanks to you. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been raising myself.”
It felt so good to get it out.
“I gave you the right foundation,” Father said. Only the slightest tremble in his voice betrayed his irritation. “I gave you everything you needed to succeed in life.”
“Honestly, she has a point, Doctor.” Finally, Penny chimed in. She narrowed her eyes, looking at Father through the screen. “You should’ve been here to take care of her. I’ve been doing the work of, like, three people.”
“And you’ve never said one nice thing about me.” I scowled. “Everything I’ve done well, you’ve attributed to yourself!”
“I can see I’ve made a mistake,” Father said.
“YES,” I shouted.
“My mistake was hiring someone as underprepared as Penelope to assist me with such an important task. It was a favor to my former classmate, her uncle. But I see I should have gone with a more qualified candidate.”
I was about to throw a shoe at the screen. “Penny has been amazing. She’s doing the best she can. She rocks,” I seethed.
Next to me, Penny was shaking. Her hands were curled into fists, knuckles whitening. “Screw you, Doctor,” she said, her voice tight.
Father rubbed his eyes and looked at his watch. “We can talk about the terms of your employment later, Penelope. I have a flight to catch, and I have a lot of work to do, undoing all the damage the two of you have wrought.”
He truly did not comprehend that he was both a terrible father and a terrible boss. Maybe all he really cared about was being a famous and revered scientist. Penny wasn’t even a person to him, just his assistant.
Of course the Institute had turned to him for the Marietta Project. At the end of the day, maybe that’s what he really wanted out of a daughter—an automaton. But it was hard for me to believe that he could truly be so callous. He was still my Father. That had to mean something, didn’t it?
“What about the song?” I blurted out. “There’s this song in my head that’s in Mandarin. Why did you put it there?”
“What song?” Father looked perplexed. “I never put any—”
“So it was an unconscious decision,” I mumbled. Naive of me to think that it was something shared between us. A family tradition being passed down to me.
This also meant that Father wasn’t as methodical as he wanted to be. Things could still slip through the cracks and into my Cog. I wasn’t perfect because he wasn’t perfect. If only he could recognize that.
I remembered the file I found on the computer. The note Father had left to himself. Progress can only be made going forward. At what cost?
Even though he made mistakes, maybe there was a way to close this gap between us. And he’d even had doubts about the direction of the project. Maybe he cared about me more than he cared about his own reputation.
“The song,” Father said. I could see realization finally dawning on him. A flash of hesitancy rippled across his expression, so brief I wondered if I’d only imagined it. Then his expression hardened. “I was like you a long time ago. But I gave up those childish dreams and took responsibility. It’s time for you to do the same, Marietta. You must do what we expect of you.”
We. The pronoun he used wasn’t lost on me. Father equivocated himself with the Institute. They were one and the same. He’d given up his dreams, even his language, for this hostile world.
“See you later,” I told him, and hung up abruptly.
“Nice,” Penny said, nodding in approval. She looked toward the steel locker in the back of the lab. “Now let’s finish this bad boy up.”

We worked long into the night, fueled by pettiness, rage, and beef noodle soup.
Father was certainly on the plane by now. He’d come in tomorrow, which meant Hugo had to be up and out of the lab by then. But there was still one pending question Penny and I continued to deliberate.
“Really think about it, Helga,” Penny urged me, between slurps of savory noodle broth. “We only get one shot at this, so we have to get it right.”
She was asking me to consider system intent, to remove the possibility of Hugo going haywire. System intent would allow me to dictate his actions and tailor them around my needs. It could help ensure that he really would be my perfect soul mate.
Adding system intent was tempting. The way the Cog had spoken to me was deeply unnerving. And even though Hugo followed my own schematics, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.
He would do everything exactly as I wanted. The only thing was, I wasn’t so sure that was a great idea.
I took a long sip of blackberry soda and stared at his body. There was no time to make additional modifications. Hugo would look pretty much exactly like Clyde except for his hair, style, and personality.
Maybe those distinctions were enough.
Maybe they weren’t.
Thunder rumbled against the building. The unusually pleasant weather from this morning had finally gone to crap as usual. It made being in the lab feel even eerier. The computers sputtered from unusual amounts of energy use—processing multiple languages at the same time must’ve been a step beyond their usual capacity. Lights dimmed and flickered.
Penny and I seemed to be the only ones left in the building.
It was just us and Hugo.
Fresh organs had been transplanted. Penny had even surgically added the skin flap to the base of Hugo’s neck. All that was left was finalizing his Cog and plugging it in.
“It’s okay to add system intent,” Penny said softly. “I know it’s not ideal … but it’s better than things turning out wrong.”
I squirmed with the decision. It was all up to me. System intent, or free will?
Could I let Hugo make his own decisions?
“It’s risky,” Penny whispered.
We were both quiet. The gravity of the situation was fully apparent. Every second we waited, the harder it’d be for Hugo. For me. For Penny too.
Things could go very, very wrong.
“The timing,” Penny said, like I needed any reminder of it. “If we wait too long, the doctor might come back before Hugo’s complete. Or even Anna. Then we’re truly screwed.”
My insides were roiling. I thought about the automatic kiosks. I thought about the buses—one of which had crashed into poor Clyde. This is what the Marietta Project was supposed to have turned me into. An object, not a person.
I knew I could never make Hugo into an object. I was different from the Institute and Father. I wanted Hugo to choose me, on his own initiative. I didn’t want to make him choose me.
We had such similar Cogs. I’d invested so much thought and heart into this project. This project was born out of my love. Surely that was enough.
“No system intent,” I said with finality.
Penny grinned. “Badass. I love it.”
The poetry libraries had finished downloading. A few minutes left, and finally the Mandarin module would be finished too.
Against the walls, beakers and anatomy books trembled.
“Holy shit,” Penny said. “We’re really doing this.”
He would love me. He would have to love me.
Even though I didn’t add system intent, Hugo would certainly be thrilled to be at my side. We were so alike. We were two of a kind.
Then why wouldn’t my hands stop shaking?
A message flashed across the computer screen: Hugo’s Cog was finally complete.
Penny unplugged the wet pink wire from both computer and Cog. Thank god, his Cog was quiet now. It wasn’t even gurgling like the other ones. It lay at the bottom of the vat. Perfectly docile.
“Do you want to grab it?” Penny said. She snapped on blue rubber gloves and walked over to Hugo’s body. “Actually, come over here first, would you?”
Why did my legs feel so wobbly? I trod over to Penny as evenly as I could manage. Hugo’s pale face was smirking at me. The Clyde-ness was still visible beneath his changed appearance.
It would go away; it would have to go away. For Hugo was a romantic. His smirk would fade into the gentlest of smiles.
“Help me flip him over,” Penny said. Her voice was shaky too.
Together, we turned his body face down onto the steel surgical table. His arm flopped against me. Pure dead weight. Hugo’s skin felt rubbery. He did not seem human at all.
At the base of his neck was the skin flap. Penny peeled it open, revealing a small hole underneath the skin. All we had to do was insert the Cog, and he’d come alive.
“I can add it,” I told her. Penny seemed relieved by my offer.
Hugo was ultimately my responsibility. I was his maker and his future soul mate. The least I could do was put the Cog in myself.
I walked back toward the Cog side of the lab. Time was passing so slowly and quickly. Every step felt like sinking into quicksand.
“We don’t have to do this,” Penny said while I scooped up the Cog from the vat. Cold liquid dribbled down my arms. I suppressed an urge to shudder. There was no reason for my heart to be beating this fast.
I had once been inanimate too. I myself had a Cog. So what was the big deal?
Penny sat beside the downturned body, looking very much like she was about to throw up.
The Cog fit perfectly into the palm of my hand. It was surprisingly pliant, especially compared to how stiff his body felt. I ran my thumb over its many grooves, admiringly. At its base was a small circular button. Grayish pink, like the rest of the Cog.
“Just insert the Cog and push it in,” Penny said. “Then we’re all finished.”
I was suddenly at Hugo’s side. Somehow, I’d crossed over from the other side of the lab without even realizing it. It was all happening. I was here. He was waiting for the kiss of life.
Where had all the time gone?
I leaned over the cold surgical table and slipped the Cog in at the base of Hugo’s neck. There was a satisfied clicking sound. Of course, it was the perfect fit.
His skin flap covered the Cog. One press, and it would be over.
Inhale.
Exhale.
I pressed against the skin flap, and then Hugo began to shake.




twenty-four
Live in the Flesh
The next few seconds were a blur.
He faced away from me, breathing in and out. Silver rings glimmered on his long fingers, no longer cold and impassive. His raven-black hair curled at the nape of his neck, ever so slightly wavy. Even with his back turned to me, he was devastatingly handsome.
The bank of computers sputtered with delayed effort, as if worn out from the process. The temperature in the room had warmed by several degrees. Again, the overhead lights flickered. It was all worth it, because now he was here.
“Hugo?” I stammered.
His body language had shifted even before I’d spoken. His knuckles tightened; his shoulders stiffened. Then he turned around to face me—he was the very picture of perfect.
“Marietta,” he said, in a deep, mellifluous voice. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
It was a bit unnerving to see Clyde’s frosty eyes staring out of someone else’s face. Especially while they gazed at me with such intensity.
It didn’t escape me that he’d used the wrong name for me either. It was probably because the schematics were from the Marietta Project. But I’d changed since my birth. I was a different person now.
“I’m Helga,” I told him.
Hugo shook his beautiful head. “No. I know who you are, Marietta. I know so much about you.”
He tapped the side of his head and smiled. There was something strange about his smile. His mouth twitched like it didn’t quite know what to do with itself. “I have you all in here.”
Penny had backed up from the surgical table. She stood by the far wall, watching us both, a clipboard braced over her chest like armor.
Slowly, almost leisurely, Hugo stood up from the table. He was exactly Clyde’s height and yet, somehow, in this form, he seemed much bigger. More imposing.
Maybe it was his style. So classic, with the black cable-knit sweater, the sleek dark trousers. His dark hair framed his chiseled face. Those blue eyes burned dark holes in me. “Batter my heart,” he whispered out of a twisted mouth.
“Huh?” I said.
He took a few steps toward me; instinctively, I took a few steps back.
“‘Batter my heart, three-person’d God, for you …’” A lock of dark hair fell over his eyes. He could not seem to look away from me. “‘As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend …’”
His hand ran over my own. His chest rose and fell. And even through my trepidation, I felt my heart flutter. Hugo was really here. He was really alive.
“‘That I may rise and stand, o’erthrow me, and bend … Your force to break, blow, burn, and make me new,’” he finished softly.
It was a strange choice for a love poem. I didn’t want to be addressed as Marietta or God. I just wanted him to call me Helga. But that wasn’t a huge deal, considering how amazing it was that he was even here with me at all.
Hugo would learn in time. Everything worthwhile took time and patience. Hope bloomed in my chest. “I’m so happy to see you,” I told him, squeezing his hand.
But Hugo did not squeeze my hand back.
Penny cleared her throat.
“I haven’t run any performance tests yet,” she said. “Before Hugo goes anywhere, we’ve gotta make sure that there are no underlying issues.”
I could see us reflected in the mirrored glass door of the lab, matching pieces made for night. We were Downhillers through and through. I could squeeze him as hard as I wanted, and I knew he wouldn’t break.
I didn’t have to be careful around him. He didn’t have to be careful around me. We could be exactly as we were. We could romp and stomp across the city. Together forever.
“I know your thoughts,” he told me. His mouth trembled, a strange ripple like a seam undone. “They’re all in my head.”
His hands rubbed against my shoulders. Up and down. He was shaking so much, like he was cold. Or sick.
Each of his fingers filled me with an electric jolt. His mouth twisted once again, and then out spewed more words. “‘相顾无言, 惟有泪千行,” he said. “料得年年肠断处, 明月夜, 短松冈.’”
“I’m so sorry, but I don’t understand.” I shook my head. It seemed like the Mandarin modules had worked, but there was no way for me to decrypt the language on the spot. “Could you try that again?”
Hugo smiled. A mirthless smile. “Of course, Marietta.”
He stroked a lock of my hair. His fingers tugged hard, yanking against one of my tangled knots.
“Ouch,” I said, pulling away. There were now loose strands of my hair between his fingers. He was a bit rough. But surely, that could be worked out too.
“Let’s try another poem,” he said. He brushed his lips against my knuckles, a gesture closer to fealty than a lover’s kiss. His frozen-lake eyes stared into me, almost as if they were probing me.
“We should really consider some more tests,” Penny said from the corner.
“Who is that woman?” Hugo asked haughtily, tilting his head at her. He’d finally registered her presence. “Why do you associate with such creatures, Marietta?”
“That’s Penny. She’s the Cog Lab assistant. Without her you wouldn’t exist, Hugo.”
“We won’t be needing her services anymore. I’m here, and now everything is perfect.”
“Technically,” Penny interjected. “There are still lots of tests left to run.”
Hugo scoffed, his eyes flashing. “You can see me, can you not? Do you think someone of my caliber needs your little tests?’”
To her credit, Penny didn’t back down. “I made you, kiddo. I’d say yeah, you need the tests.”
I could almost see the wheels turning in my beloved’s head as he worked out the vernacular. When I’d woken on the steel table, it’d taken a moment to get my bearings too. This was a brand-new world for him, after all.
“I’m not a kiddo,” Hugo said, drawing himself up to his full height. He towered over Penny, practically dwarfed her. But she didn’t bat an eye.
Hugo had an almost overwhelming physical presence. He had Clyde’s bone structure, tempered by the other attributes I’d cherry-picked for him. He had a romantic perspective and a deep, musical voice. He was graceful yet powerful, and his emotions rolled off him in waves.
And right now, that emotion was very clearly anger.
I could feel it in the air, spreading and crackling. One little nudge, and it would all catch fire. Even Penny had started to falter, realizing that something in him had shifted.
“I’m perfect,” he said coolly. “Don’t you think so?”
“Of course,” Penny said hurriedly. “You’re doing great.”
Hugo turned to me. “What do you think, Marietta? Don’t you think I am just perfect?”
“Helga,” I reminded him. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Something inside Hugo was wrong. Something wasn’t working.
Hugo didn’t seem to like my response very much. His eyes flashed again, his mouth twisting into a snarl. A growl escaped from his lips, low and guttural.
“What’s all this stuff?” Hugo said, looking at the jars of preserved organs along the walls with evident distaste. “We don’t need it anymore.”
Before anyone could stop him, he reached out and tipped one of the jars over. The glass shattered against the floor. Yellow liquid leaked from it, slow and viscous. Hugo calmly stepped on it with the heel of his boot, grounding whatever organ it’d once been into a thoroughly unrecognizable blob.
“Wait,” I protested.
Hugo’s face immediately relaxed; the heavy storm cloud had lifted. He spun me off my feet in a grand, romantic circle.
“My darling Marietta,” he murmured. “How I am so utterly devoted to you!”
I could still hear a very slight hissing sound coming from him—like a knob that hadn’t been twisted all the way shut. “Maybe the tests aren’t such a bad idea,” I hedged.
Penny had scampered over to the Cog side of the lab. She watched him with a wary expression. I caught a twitch in Hugo’s face—a sharp, sudden break from his romantic disposition—but then his mouth turned upward into a magnanimous smile.
He walked around the laboratory with his hands outstretched, bearing the countenance of a king presiding over a kingdom. “No more hiding, Marietta. No more tests. No more fear.”
Maybe Penny did have a little tweaking to do.
“Together forever,” he told me.
That part was nice, at least. “Together forever,” I agreed.
“I want to see the stars!” The fervent words burst from him, rapid-fire. Underneath them, the slow hiss chorused in dark harmony. There was a misplaced node somewhere inside Hugo’s Cog. A misplaced part, somewhere inside his body. I knew in my heart that there was something deeply wrong with my true love.
Hugo staggered forward, his magnificent face contorted with effort. He knocked jars from the walls while Penny flinched.
“‘O miserable mankind, to what fall,’” he began, with a fervent look in his eyes. “‘Degraded, to what wretched state reserved!’”
Wasted organs were strewn on the laboratory floor. Hugo paid them no mind and continued his oration. He stepped over glass, oblivious and exultant, the hissing inside him only loudening, widening.
His face was grim and triumphant as he looked at me. He took one step and then one more. Then he went down, crashing against the floor, into those long shards of broken glass. He spasmed as though electrocuted, while those beautiful blue eyes rolled back in his head. “‘Better end here unborn,’” he finished the poem with a wide, wide smile.
His hand reached up toward me, trembling with misplaced energy. “Oh, Marietta,” he whispered. “How I loathe you so.”
“Love, you mean?” I stammered.
“Loathe,” he hissed quietly. “I’m sick of knowing your Cog, your simple girlish mind. I’m sick of poetry and Mandarin. I shall hate you until I’m dead, and even after I’m dead, I’ll hate you from the grave.”
“You don’t … you don’t mean that,” I protested.
“I never asked to be born,” he said. His smile was dreamy and malignant. His gaze had grown quite cloudy. “I wish you were dead. I wish she were dead. And yet it’s I who is fated to die.”
He fell utterly silent. I could see the whites of his eyes. He wasn’t moving.
“Help him,” I screamed at Penny. Why did she just stand there?
I rushed Hugo back to the surgical table, willing there to be a heartbeat. But he was cold and still.
Penny rushed over while pulling on a new pair of blue gloves. She grabbed a defibrillator from the wall. She was taking too long. Why was she so fucking slow?
Penny pressed the clamps against his chest—120 joules.
Hugo didn’t move.
200 joules.
Hugo didn’t move, but the overhead lights did, now flickering wildly.
“He needs more energy,” I said.
Penny wasn’t listening. She sighed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Helga. It’s no use.”
“You need to try harder.”
How could she just stand there? Why wasn’t she helping?
Hugo’s tongue lolled out of his mouth, purple and swollen. It flopped horribly when I took over the defibrillator. 200 joules. How come the damn thing didn’t go any higher than that?
I pressed the clamps against his chest, sobbing.
“Wake up,” I commanded him.
Hugo wasn’t listening.
“You’ve got to start over,” I told Penny. “Start from the inside, and then you’ll figure out what’s wrong. He must come back. He just has to.”
Penny grimaced. “He’s not coming back without a heartbeat.”
“So that’s it? After all this work?”
“We could try again someday. Different heart, different body.
And definitely a different Cog.”
“But this one’s Hugo!”
“He’ll go fast; bodies don’t last long at room temperature.” Penny said firmly. “We could put him in the freezer … but the organs will continue to fail. I think there were too many updates to his Cog for this to work. Either that, or too many broken bones from the car accident. I’m really sorry, Helga.”
I scanned the room. But if there was a heart to be found, it wouldn’t be in here. “I’ll go to the transplant room,” I said quickly. “No problem. Or I’ll find the freshest corpse in the Institute. There has to be a way.”
“I’m sorry,” Penny said. I hated the look in her eyes. “It’s too late.”
“Then I’ll get a different body,” I shrieked. “I don’t care! I’ll … I’ll kill anyone I have to. I’ll—”
“You won’t kill anyone,” Penny said, exasperated. “Come on, Helga.”
I’d already come so far. Hugo was dead, and if I waited any longer, he definitely wasn’t coming back at all. The rot was bound to set in soon.
“Who says I won’t?” I asked her quietly.
Hugo had been alive only moments ago. My intense labor of love—all those days of hoping and dreaming and long hours of work—had come to this. Hugo was dead. My one chance at a happily ever after was gone.
“You wouldn’t kill anyone,” Penny echoed, crossing her arms.
I took a step toward her. “Are you so sure about that, Penny?”
“Yes,” she snapped, rolling her eyes. “Jesus Christ, Helga. You even left the flying cockroach that wandered into my living room alone. You named it Barry.”
“Maybe I just didn’t want to get my shoes dirty,” I muttered. “They were new platforms.”
Hugo lay on the operating table, waiting for true love to resurrect him. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t let him down. I could get him new organs. I could change his Cog.
“We’ll try again another day,” Penny pleaded. “I promise.”
I knew she was lying to me. We had no more days left for this project because the Institute was a terrible place and Father was a terrible man. And I didn’t want a different body to get attached to, anyways. I just wanted Hugo back. I wanted to fix him so desperately.
Could he really hate me that much? After all I’d done to create him?
Very gently, I put his tongue back into his mouth. Very unfortunately, it lolled right back out.
It was a shame that couldn’t be helped at all.
I kissed the top of Hugo’s cold forehead, stroking his beautiful dark hair and ignoring the slug-like protrusion from his mouth. “Don’t worry. I’ll see you soon.”
“Where are you going?” Penny was visibly alarmed.
I ignored her and ran out the door. I pressed the service elevator button and got in as she rushed after me, but I could tell she wouldn’t make it. The only person who could’ve kept pace with me was dead now. The doors closed on Penny’s panicked face.
Hate me? How could Hugo hate me, after all I’d done for him? It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t just end like this. I refused to accept it.




twenty-five
Delete Me
Oh god, would I ever stop crying?




twenty-six
Ashes and Dust
Okay. It turned out I could stop crying if I focused on destroying everything around me instead.
The lab was dead. No one was here to witness what I needed to do. I almost wished they were around to see it, though. To see how big of a failure their Marietta Project truly was.
I started from the top floor, tearing through the Institute like a woman possessed. Thinking about Hugo made me feel too horrible, so I simply stopped thinking about anything at all.
I knocked over trash cans. I destroyed countless white boards by breaking them over my knee. It helped a bit, but it wasn’t nearly enough. I threw someone’s old water bottle through the window of a computer lab. The glass spiderwebbed with cracks before the whole thing shattered with a loud, satisfying crash.
I took the elevator down one level. I destroyed more windows. I flung projectors across long hallways, screaming like a freak.
When I found the Cog PR office on the second floor, a ragged sob escaped my chest. There were posters of girls who looked like me everywhere. So many smiling Mariettas in long beige trench coats, all of them fated to be autonomous service workers if the Institute had its way. This was the reason I was even alive. To serve other people.
I ripped every poster to shreds. I punched a hole through every computer. I screamed again. Horrified, afraid, and angry.
I found the Boss Lady’s office behind the open room layout. I knew it had to be hers because it was the only one behind closed doors; the perfect spot to monitor everyone working under her from her private little corner. I kicked the door down with the heel of my platform. I destroyed a pointless neon sign that read “Coffee in one hand, Ambition in the other” by hurling it through the window. It smashed in the street, scaring the ravens.
I left the canteen alone, though. Not one sandwich out of place, because no one at the canteen had ever attempted to remove my agency. Also, because the food had been pretty good.
The elevator ride back to the lowest floor felt like descending into hell. At this point, I knew I’d caused too much mess at the Institute to get away with it all. I hadn’t been careful about avoiding security cameras whatsoever.
I knew the Institute would make me pay for what I’d done. But before then, there was one thing left on my agenda: to finish what Hugo had started and destroy the Cog Lab entirely.

I didn’t expect to find anyone but Penny inside the room. But Anna was standing beside her, trim and neat in her cardigan and patent black shoes. She made for quite the contrast against the mess left by Hugo. There were broken shards of glass, dribbling organs, and preserved fluid.
“I came back because I still had some questions about you,” she told me, her eyes widening as soon as she saw me storming in. “But now I have way more.”
Hugo’s body—or Clyde’s body, rather—was still splayed on the steel surgical table. It was a miracle that Anna hadn’t run away screaming yet. His face was already turning blue.
“I thought you might be here,” she continued quickly. “Can you tell me what happened to Clyde? Did you … did you do it, Marietta? I mean, Helga?” Her face was pale. Her mouth trembled. Okay, so maybe there was still a chance that she would run away screaming.
Anna’s presence threw a wrench in my plans. I desperately wanted to destroy the lab before the authorities took me away forever. But destruction would have to wait a little while, since I guess I owed her an explanation.
First, I had to cool off. A lot. I really didn’t like seeing her scared of me.
Both Anna and Penny were inching away from me. I wiped off my bloody knuckles against the overalls I’d stolen and tried to rearrange my expression into something a little less vengeful. “I didn’t kill Clyde. It was an accident,” I protested. “I swear.”
Anna still looked highly doubtful. If she’d heard me rampaging through the Institute, I probably seemed even more dangerous to her. Anna’s body language revealed her deep unease too. Her shoulders were tight, her eyes kept darting toward the door, and her shaking hands kept reaching into her purse. I figured she was probably scrambling for her phone in case she needed to call for help.
“Have you told anyone about me?” I asked her. “Do you know how much time I have left?”
But it was Penny who answered. “She hasn’t told anyone yet, Helga. We were just talking about you.”
“Then she knows I didn’t kill him,” I shot back, temper flaring. “I haven’t killed anything, ever. Nobody and nothing, not even a bug!”
“I wanted to hear from you. I’ve been working at the Institute, and I didn’t really understand what the Marietta Project was like. I wanted to … I guess I wanted to hear from your side,” Anna swallowed. “Helga.”
So I was on trial, and Anna was the judge. Her hand was still reaching into her bag. Clearly, she was ready to call the authorities if I misspoke.
“Sit down,” I told them, gesturing toward the desk chairs by the computer station. “This is going to take a while.”
They both opted to remain standing, which was fair. If I was in Anna’s shoes, I’d be nervous too.
I told her about how Father had been skeptical from the beginning and wanted to remake my Cog. I described running away from home and the way the night made me feel alive. I talked about my love of steamed buns for so long that Anna coughed, clearly wanting me to hurry things up. But when I went on to mention Clyde and the bus accident, her expression changed.
“He should never have chased you.” Anna scowled. “You must’ve been freaked out.”
Not only had Clyde resorted to stalking me through the city, but he never respected me either. Realizing that sucked. I shuddered, brushing away the image of his body on the pavement, the pool of blood widening around him.
“His body was always going to be used by the Institute,” I told her weakly. “I just thought … I thought my way was better.”
Currently, my way meant Hugo lying on a steel surgical table, growing even more rigid than Father’s rules.
“Father’s disapproval fueled this project. I wanted love without conditions or tests. But,” I stammered, fighting back the tears welling up. “I clearly failed.”
Anna was lost in thought. She chewed her bottom lip, staring right past me. There’d always been friction between us because of Clyde. But now I was starting to think things might change.
“I can see why you’d hate the Institute,” she said finally.
“I hate it here too,” Penny chimed in. “Those ghouls pay me shit.”
Anna smoothed down the front of her dress and stepped gingerly over the various oozing liquids coating the lab floor. She walked over to Hugo, wrinkling her nose. “I guess I could understand why you’d want to change him. Especially after he was already dead.”
Hugo’s mouth was slightly parted. I winced, remembering his last words. I loathe you.
Far from being my soul mate, Hugo absolutely hated me. He’d walked like a stilted puppet, spouting unsettling poetry. His mouth never knew where to go. I always could see Clyde peeking through him. Hugo was basically just Clyde with different styling and a broken Cog. It was a mistake to ever think that these small adjustments could be enough to make him into a whole new person.
But I knew I’d still do things the same way, at least with his Cog. I couldn’t have possibly added system intent. I wanted to be loved, but not through force. I wanted him to choose to love me. I wanted a real partnership, an equal at my side.
I was so sick of being in a world that knew how to use me but not how to love me. I was so much more than something that could merely serve others. I was my own damn person, and I wanted—no, needed—someone in this world to care for me. I couldn’t keep going, otherwise. There was no point of life outside of love.
Maybe Father would finally tell me he loved me. Maybe he’d even show it by defending me against the Institute. And here was Penny, who’d helped so much. Penny, who had the same tattoo as me. Maybe she could love me too.
It felt like my insides were unraveling. There was that sudden gnawing in my stomach again. God, it ached. It pulsed against my skin, too visceral to be a symptom of guilt. Something was literally clawing at me from the inside. Stopping me from moving forward.
I clutched my stomach while Penny’s eyebrows shot up.
What’s wrong? she mouthed.
“I’m fine,” I lied. There was enough going on. She didn’t need to worry about something as minor as a stomachache.
“It seems like the big problem is the Institute,” Anna mused. She stared at Hugo’s body with evident fascination and disgust. “And the doctor too, for going along with this project. I mean, you’re his daughter.”
“It’s definitely the Institute,” Penny agreed.
“It’s not Father’s fault,” I protested, because I really didn’t want to believe that it was. I was still holding onto the hope that Father would do something to help me.
“He can change,” I told Anna. “You’ve seen his work. I know he’s been through a lot—”
“He put you through a lot,” Anna said flatly. “My parents have always made me feel like I’m enough.”
Father had spent basically all his life dedicated to progress, and change was inherently part of that. Surely, he’d be able to see how wrong the Institute was. Surely, he’d be proud of me for all that I’d done—passing all those performance checks and learning so much so quickly. And he’d have to be proud, not even for what I could do or be but for who I was, right now. His daughter.
“I took this internship for school credit. My aunt working here definitely gave me a leg up,” Anna said, her ears slightly pink. “But I don’t think I’m coming back. This place is full of corporate monsters.”
The Institute solicited talent from around the world, including students. The younger the better, I realized. It would give the Institute more time to shape people. The internship program was just one facet of that. Assistant gigs like the one Penny took on was another. The Institute dangled a better life that never materialized for most of its workers. They used people until they broke.
“I’m with you, Anna. Given everything that’s happened, I’ll definitely lose my job here.” Penny chuckled. “Oh well, at least I got one good thing out of it.”
You, I wanted Penny to tell me. The one thing I got out of here was you.
“I think you’re right about the doctor too,” Penny told Anna instead. She flashed me a guilty look. “It’s been hard to talk about that with you, given my work situation and all. But my parents have never treated me like their property. You deserve much better, Helga.”
Where could I even get “better treatment” from? Who would even treat me like a human being? I was tethered to Father. I was in this very world because of him.
We were all quiet. The computers hummed. The Cogs gurgled. I’d almost completely forgotten that I’d meant to come in here and destroy everything.
Outside the door, I heard a pair of footsteps. Someone was coming, maybe security guards. I should’ve run when I still had the chance.
“Umm, my family is rich,” Anna said, her voice laced with guilt. “They could probably help you get a good lawyer. I want to help you, Helga.”
“My father will help me,” I insisted. He had to.
My heart raced as the footsteps drew closer. I looked around the room for things I could throw in front of the door. I could make a blockade out of steel surgical tables. I could even hoist poor Hugo up against it for added weight.
Maybe I could form my own exit. Punch my way through drywall. It was still possible I could escape.
But there was something familiar about those footsteps. I paused, suddenly unsure of what to do next. Anna and Penny flanked me like tiny bodyguards, their arms folded across their chests.
He entered the passcodes and walked through the door. Other than his beige trench coat being slightly crumpled, Father looked the same as always. Stiff and unreadable.
“Penelope,” he said crisply, holding out his hand. “Return your work badge.”
“Sure thing,” Penny said. But instead of putting it into his hand, she dropped it onto the floor, where it clattered loudly. Father’s gaze moved from badge, to the puddle of ooze it had fallen in, to, finally, Hugo, who was unquestionably dead on the surgical table.
Father’s face tensed. I could see the muscles working in his jaw. “Marietta,” he began.
“Helga,” I whispered.
“You still haven’t changed,” he said. His hands were clenched at his sides. Even under the fluorescent lights of the lab, his expression remained hidden. “You have things so much easier than I ever did. I wasn’t born Uphill like you—I had to make my way here. This environment was one I could only dream of when I was young.”
But all being born Uphill had gotten me was some crappy clothes I hated and the unbearable expectation that I’d serve him at the lab forever. Then there was my growing awareness of how unfair the world was, thanks to places like this.
“This environment sucks,” Penny muttered.
“You suck,” Anna told him. Penny and I looked at her, mouths agape. Anna just shrugged. “What? I’m allowed to say it. I’ll just get a better internship somewhere else.”
Father stared at her. “So. You know about Marietta.”
He must’ve just gotten off his flight and come directly to the lab. He didn’t even have luggage. Maybe in his haste to help me, he’d left it at baggage claim.
“She’s not going to tell anyone,” I said. “Right, Anna?”
“I’m not going to tell anyone about Helga,” Anna clarified. She narrowed her eyes at Father. “But I might have a few words about some other people involved here.”
Father’s smile was a thin line. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I don’t think you understand. You’re just an intern; you haven’t lived long enough to know how this world works. Penelope, please talk some sense into her.”
“Dude, you just fired me,” Penny sputtered. “Also, fuck you.”
I could see the vein throbbing in Father’s temple. His temper was fraying. “I come back here and not only find a body on the table, but my daughter wearing clothes that look like they belong on a dirty corpse. I put my trust in you to take care of things, Penelope, but I see you’ve only been a bad influence. This girl here even knows about Marietta. What should I tell your uncle, who recommended you for this position?”
“These are Downhill clothes,” I corrected him. A surge of smugness flashed through me when he blanched at Downhill. “It’s because I hated the stupid Uphill clothes you made me wear.”
“You’re a horrible parent,” Anna said, folding her arms.
“And a terrible boss,” Penny added.
“You weren’t there when I needed you.” Tears welled in my eyes. “You were never there.”
Father opened his mouth to speak, but I had too many things to get out. He had to listen for once.
“I’m not Marietta, and I never was. I resent you so much for leaving me. For prioritizing your work over raising me. I resent you for not seeing me the way I am, but as an extension of yourself. I’m not your property. You can’t tell me what to do. I fucking hate—”
Before I could finish, Father’s hand brushed the back of my neck. I froze in place. He’d never touched me before. Maybe he did care, after all. Maybe he was about to apologize for everything. But then I felt fingers against my skin flap.
Before my world went blank, I heard Penny scream.




twenty-seven
Helga City
There were miles and miles of giant wet pink wire around me, stretching as far as my vision could go. They vibrated and hummed and sputtered. Some of them were entangled in each other; others ran in parallel.
I was in a long vehicle, watching them as I zoomed along in some unknown world. Wires splattered against the window, leaving dribbling trails of clear slime wherever they landed.
Was I dead? I might’ve been dead, actually. I couldn’t remember how I got here, wherever here was. And where was Penny, anyways?
The vehicle continued to lurch onward. There were a lot of uneven bumps in the road. Even the ground itself was made of large slippery pink wire.
I staggered to the front of the vehicle, but there was no driver to be found anywhere. Apparently, this was also some kind of autonomous bus. It was similar to the ones I’d taken Downhill.
“Hello,” I screeched. “Is anyone here?”
“Hello, Helga,” a hidden voice intoned. What the hell? It was my own voice. “Welcome to Helga City. First stop: Marietta’s birth.”
“I’m not getting off here,” I told it sternly. Myself. Marietta. Whoever it was. “I need to go back.”
The bus did not listen to me. Instead, the doors swung open. Giant pink wires immediately surged in, trying to throttle me. I kicked them away with my platform boots. There were voices coming from the wires. They were emitting images too.
I saw myself and Father and Penny in the lab. Penny’s face was bemused, Father’s was disappointed. I did not want to get off here. I knew if I stepped outside, hostile pink wires would engulf me.
“We’re experiencing a little turbulence,” the automated voice told me cheerfully. “Please watch your step.”
Thankfully, the doors closed soon after they swung open. The bus continued on, and the images and sounds from before grew distant. I stomped up and down the aisle, peering out the windows at a world made of wire.
I was the only one here. A voice that sounded exactly like my own recounted my whole life to me. The wet wires pulled the bus along, sometimes quietly, sometimes not.
I had no power to skip any of the stops. The driver seemed like it was either unable to hear me or maybe just didn’t care what I wanted. I was forced to see it all: all the terrible lowlights and highlights of my own life, while the pink wires sputtered or shrieked, trying to claw their way inside.
I pushed away wet wires at the Meeting Clyde stop. God, this was so embarrassing. It was like I was there all over again. I could taste blackberries between my teeth. I could smell the rain and cloves. My own damn stomach fluttered traitorously.
“Keep going,” I shouted. “I’ve had enough.”
Wires would sometimes try to drag the whole bus to a halt. They pulled at the tires beneath me, buzzing with clear animosity. I knew I was safe as long as I stayed inside. If I ever got off this damn bus, I might never escape Helga City.
Yet sometimes, the ride wasn’t so bad.
I liked the music for the most part. I could feel the vibrations from the pink wire coursing through me. I found myself dancing along to Downhill bands. Bands beyond Amaris City too—off-island sounds that transported me to places I’d never reached before.
I was glad that I’d experienced so much music in my life, at least. Music, and zines, and even that romance movie I’d watched in the Entertainment District all got little narrations from the unseen driver.
People, places, food, music … It was all part of the wet wire. It was all part of me.
The best parts were always with Penny. I saw and heard snippets of her throughout most of the stops. I saw Penny’s black bag, which had been a portal into a different life than the one Father intended for me. I remembered crashing on Penny’s couch the night after I’d listlessly taken the Downhill shuttle. I saw Penny telling me I was great just the way I was. Penny and I with matching blackberry tattoos. I could feel it, even from inside this weird bus, the needle grazing against my skin.
She was someone who’d made a big mark on me from the very beginning. Even from Helga City, which was god knows where, and I hoped that I’d made one on her too.
I wanted her to like me so badly.
The stops that featured Anna ranged quite a bit. There were some big initial speed bumps. But over the course of the ride, I could tell that our relationship was transforming. Away from Clyde, we might’ve even become good friends. I could see us going to shows together. There were still things I wanted to ask her too, like where she got her floral perfume from.
The bus kept going in loops. I was getting sick of seeing myself being reborn. And every time we made a stop that had to do with Hugo, an incredible amount of guilt would wash over me.
“I tried my best,” I shouted at the unknown driver. Maybe I was in hell. “I never took away his free will, at least. Doesn’t that count for something? Hello?”
Pink wires wound around the bus, shuddering wildly against the glass. Some of them were definitely trying to break in. Fending them off was getting harder and harder with each loop around Helga City that I took.
I was getting carsick, but the driver wouldn’t slow down. I waved and shouted and pleaded, and it got me nowhere.
My life continued to flash before my eyes.
“LET ME OFF!” I screamed. “Is this because I sometimes stole from tourists? Is this purgatory or what?”
In the scope of the larger world, my crimes didn’t seem so awful. But in Helga City, they were on full display. Maybe this wasn’t even hell, but a liminal place. A ride that would never end, never change.
“What if I helped you?” I pleaded, although I wasn’t quite sure who or what I was talking to. “Could I get off this bus, then?”
The invisible Helga voice ignored me. She droned on about the different stops I’d already visited. They’d gone from overly familiar to sickeningly close. The wires scrapped against the sides of the vehicle, and pain shot through my head. The machine went on and on.
Maybe I was trapped in a maze. Every maze had an exit, though, didn’t it?
I searched through the bus. I looked under the seats and in the roof for an emergency exit. All I found was some loose change in the cushions and a blackberry lollipop, which I immediately ate.
It tasted like nothing.
“This sucks,” I whined. Maybe it was time for me to enter pleading-baby mode as a new strategy. “Can you take me somewhere else for once?”
But the bus only looped back to the same places, over and over. It was everything I hated and everything I loved all tangled together.
Around the seventeenth loop, something shifted in me.
Because I now remembered what had happened, back at the lab. When the bus stopped at the very end of Helga City, I got off. I stepped into the wet wire and saw Father touching the back of my neck.
He’d unplugged me.
My own Father had fucking unplugged me.
It was because he was allied with the Institute over me. The Institute was the glaring problem—it had negatively impacted my relationship with Father, Penny’s work life, and the entire island. Sure, I’d destroyed Institute equipment in a fit of rage, but the Institute itself seemed unshakable. It would simply replace the worn-out and destroyed parts with new objects. New people and new machines to burn through and use up, Uphill and Downhill alike. The Institute had even changed the natural world: the ravens and the strange fish coming up from the Pacific. There was no stopping the churn of the system, the relentless exploitation of everything and everyone.
“Fuck you!” I screamed. I punched a huge pink wire and immediately, new pain shot up both my wrist and my head. I stomped on the wire and doubled over. I was only hurting myself by staying here, trapped inside my own head.
Because that was exactly what was happening. I was stuck in some non-physical limbo due to my Cog being jostled, and now I hovered somewhere between life and death. And every second I stayed, increasingly overpowered by my own thrashing pink wires, I was moving closer to death.
I had to find a way out. Fast.
“Last call for Helga City,” the hidden speakers intoned.
Reluctantly, I got back on the bus, and we swerved right back to the first stop: Marietta’s birth.
I swore and kicked and screamed. I pleaded. I cried. But the bus did not give a shit about my feelings. The wires were only getting more unwieldy. A few more loops of this, and I’d never get out of here.
Some of the windows had formed cracks in them. I swear, the wires were somehow even tampering with the driver. The voice over the speakers slurred. There was static coming through.
If I ever got out, I wouldn’t repeat my past mistakes. If I ever got out, I would destroy more than Institute property. I would aim bigger.
I crawled up to the front of the bus on all fours. Sweat slicked my back. My face felt so warm and feverish. This was beyond carsickness.
I was dying.
I was dying—and it was my own Father’s fault.
“Let … me … off,” I wheezed. “Marietta, please.”
“I’m Helga,” the voice informed me. “I’m you.”
“If you’re me, then why are you being so shitty,” I managed to sputter. The wires had finally broken through the windows. One of them had even wrapped itself around my ankle. It pulled and tugged, but I still wouldn’t give in.
“Helga City will self-destruct soon,” the Helga voice told me cheerfully. “As you can see, this will be the final stop.”
This couldn’t be it, dammit. I’d tried my very best to keep going. But it was getting hard to ignore the wires buzzing around me. The bus was no longer moving either. It was completely stuck in wires.
“What am I supposed to do?” I mumbled. “What the fuck am I supposed to do?”
No one answered. The wires had probably cut into her voice. There was no one here but me.
I could feel a wire slithering up my leg like some kind of unhinged murder python. I pulled myself forward, wincing with sheer effort. The wires were coming up through the back of the bus, but at least the front was safe. For now.
My Cog was starting to churn a new plan into motion. This was my last option; this was the only option I had. If I ever got out of here, I’d have more than a few words for Father.
I pulled myself into the front of the bus, shaking my leg free of the malignant wire. They were thrashing wildly against the roof. The wheels had been gripped by them. A few more minutes, and I’d be done for. They’d eat me up, swallow me whole.
There was way too much I wanted to do to let that happen.
It was time for me to take control of the bus—to hack it if I had to, or mod it into something better. Me and the machine—or whatever this metaphysical thing was—didn’t have to work against each other: We could work together to find a new route.
“Come on, Helga,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We can do this. Let’s go.”
I visualized the exit, the last place I was in before I ended up here. I knew I could get to the Cog Lab if I concentrated hard enough and recreated it. I could get back to Penny, who was still waiting for me.
It was coming back: the sound of her voice, her jangly bracelets, the jittery way she’d dealt with the various stresses of her life. Damn, I had to help her quit smoking. I couldn’t get stuck here.
And so the bus rocketed off at full speed, toward the bright lights ahead.




twenty-eight
Life After Life
When I came to, Father was prepared with excuses.
“You left me no choice,” he explained. “I was under a great deal of stress, Marietta. But see? You’re all right now.”
“Shut the hell up,” I told him.
I ran my fingers against the base of my neck. My Cog was back in place, no thanks to him. At least he’d only dislodged it, not removed it entirely. My head felt sore, though. Like it’d been through a rollercoaster or a bumpy ride.
Penny was the one who’d helped put my Cog back where it belonged. After Father had attempted to unplug me, she told me that she’d shoved him out of the way—which prevented my Cog from getting unplugged completely—but it hadn’t stopped the strange mental discombobulation that occurred right afterwards. Already, the images from my limbo were fading. There was some hidden loudspeaker, and a whole lot of pink wire …
Although Father took the glory for everything in the lab, Penny was always the one doing the day-to-day work. All implemented ideas required people to maintain them. If you looked, you’d see that there were always people behind machines. People like Penny, who were even sympathetic to machines when I wasn’t. I like to fix things, she’d told me, patting her old CD player.
Father’s glasses were broken. There was a long cut running down his nose, probably from when Penny had shoved him out of the way. I knew he deserved much worse than that for what he’d tried to do to me.
There were stitches along the base of my neck, sealed together while I was unconscious. I ran my fingers against the new seam, still a bit groggy.
“Now no one can take away your autonomy, because the skin flap is gone.” Penny told me while glaring at Father. She held a tiny sewing needle in hand, brandishing it like a mighty weapon. Anna backed up Penny, her cell phone trained on Father with her hand hovering over the record button.
Father, meanwhile, was red and wordless. I got up from the surgical table and walked away before I could punch him in the face.
“Are you okay, Helga?” Anna asked, pocketing her phone. She pressed the back of her hand against my forehead. She was standing close enough for me to see how she’d meticulously done her winged liquid eyeliner, which I immediately committed to memory.
“I think you feel fine, but I’m not actually sure,” she finally admitted, without a shred of embarrassment. “I wish my family doctor was here to help, though.”
But I knew the problem was more internal. Taking my temperature wouldn’t fix the situation. The problem didn’t reside on the surface of my skin. It went deeper. It was inside my Cog. It still hurt—in there, and in my stomach too.
“At least you’re trying,” Penny mumbled to Anna. “At least you’re not actively trying to ruin Helga’s life.”
Father drew himself upright. Even now, he couldn’t bring himself to admit the extent of the harm he’d caused me. “I did what I had to. I gave you life, and in turn, I expect your obedience.”
“You mean eternal servitude,” I corrected, again repressing the urge to punch him in the face.
I didn’t owe Father anything. Just like Hugo didn’t owe me anything. There was no guarantee of love or obedience just because someone made you. You couldn’t demand fealty from someone. Or at least, you shouldn’t. Acts of love were supposed to be given freely.
Poor Hugo was still on the table, looking worse and worse by the minute. His tongue lolled, swollen and black. My mistake had been trying to create someone to love me when I should’ve just looked for it in the world around me.
And obedience … That wasn’t what people should demand of each other either. I’d seen how it had affected Penny. People with power often tried to wield it over people with less, dangling promises—promises they never meant to honor—for a better future that was actively disappearing due to the increasingly hostile world they’d created. If the Institute succeeded, we’d all be indentured workers, forever. Objects made to serve the system, not people with dreams of our own.
That wasn’t the world I wanted to be a part of. There had to be a better way forward.
“You don’t have to forgive him, Helga,” Anna muttered darkly. “I wouldn’t.”
Father looked at Anna and scoffed. “Your parents spoil you. Your connections give you the gall to speak on things you don’t even understand. You have no idea how hard I’ve worked and how much I’ve sacrificed to get to this point.”
“I think she probably gets it,” Penny said. Her voice dripped with pure acid. “You’ve said this to everyone you’ve ever met, Doctor—including me. It’s always about you and your sacrifices and your achievements. Well, guess what? You might’ve just sacrificed your relationship with your daughter because of it. Was it worth it?”
Father shook his head. I’d never truly realized how frail he was. To me, he’d always been some larger-than-life character. Bigger than anything else. He’d been like a god figure, creating me. This was how he wanted me to see him too. The absolute truth. The absolute law.
“I want nothing to do with you,” I said. My skin crawled just looking at him. I wanted to get as far away as I could from him. The revulsion was overwhelming.
At this point, I had to separate myself from him if I wanted any life at all.
“You can’t leave me, Marietta.” His voice hovered between a demand and a plea.
“Forget it, Helga,” Penny sighed. “We should go.”
I had no idea where I could even go from here. The top executives at the Institute would have questions about how the rooms in this building had been destroyed. After one look at the security cameras, it’d be clear who was responsible for the damage. And then I’d really, truly be screwed.
I’d probably be permanently unplugged. Someone would unstitch the flap that Penny had so carefully put back together. They’d reach in, and that would be the end of me. The best shot I had at a new life was starting off as a fugitive.
Anna cleared her throat delicately. She played with the ends of her braids, a flush spreading across her face. “You know, I did mean it about my parents, Helga. They could get you a good lawyer.”
I didn’t know anyone who could possibly stand up to the Institute. The Institute literally had institutional power that extended through this island and beyond. Father had come here from East Asia because of the dazzling recognition this place gave him. Other top scientists, engineers, marketers … they’d done the same thing.
Even with the best lawyers on the planet, my case looked bad. I’d destroyed a ton of intellectual property, and I’d tried to make myself a boyfriend using that same property.
I had to escape.
I pulled on a white lab coat from the coat rack. Maybe I could disguise myself as an Uphiller until I made it to the edge of the island. I had no idea how much time I had left. The authorities might already be on their way right now.
I swear, helicopters were circling the building. Something was methodically and evenly cutting through the wind. Big, heavy blades. I fell into a brief daydream about being swarmed by authorities and dismantling them one by one. High kicks to the stomach, karate chops to the head. I could throw vat juice on them and somersault out.
Penny frowned, staring down at the floor. “Does something about this look weird to you?”
There was plenty of ooze and debris from when Hugo had knocked jars over. But she was right—there was something else strange going on too. Some of the puddles were running in the wrong direction. They were dipping inward in the floor, instead of spreading out.
The lab floor had new cracks and bumps running through it.
“It’s because you’ve ruined the structural integrity of this building,” Father informed me. “You and Penny have wrought so much chaos. In my lab.”
He was unbearably inflexible. Also, there was no way Hugo’s breakdown could’ve led to this. Maybe my rampage through the Institute had created some cracks in the building, but what was happening now was beyond even that.
The floor was uneven. The puddles were running backwards. But I couldn’t think of an explanation, not even with my Cog whirring as quickly as it could process.
We all stared at the warped floor.
“I’ve thought of a new plan,” Father finally said, after a spell of silence. “Penelope, I’ve decided not to fire you.”
I had no idea what he was getting at. Father’s face was tight and serious, his brows knitting together. He stood there like he was about to reveal a big presentation. An exciting new breakthrough.
I had to get out of here. There was something going on outside and inside of this building, both seemingly bad. But no one budged an inch since we were waiting to hear what Father would say.
“We could work together on Marietta,” he suggested to Penny. “She likes you, and I am ready to do anything if it means achieving a better result in the end. Together, we can mold her into the best version of herself.”
“I don’t want to work for you, and I don’t want to do that to Helga at all,” Penny said. The puddles continued to ooze. The sounds outside were getting closer. “If you’re not firing me, then I quit.”
Father wasn’t ready to give up. He wasn’t going to turn me in, but he also didn’t seem like he was going to stand up to the Institute on my behalf. His solution was what it had always been: fixing me.
But I wasn’t the broken one.
He was.
“I don’t want to be what you make me,” I told him. When he looked at me with those reflective glasses, it felt like shards of glass stabbing into me. Piercing my skin. Piercing my Cog. Piercing my heart.
“I could help with your student loans,” Father said to Penny. “I’m sure the Institute could work something out, on my behalf. You wouldn’t have to worry about money anymore.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Anna hissed. “This is a shitty corporate bribe. And trust me, I know all about bribes, because of … uh, never mind.”
Penny didn’t say a word. Confusion creased her brows. “You could help me with my debt?”
Penny, I wanted to scream. Look at me. But if I said a single word, pleaded my own case to her, it would’ve shattered me. Father was making her choose between me and her own future.
Father was offering her a way out. And I didn’t have a single thing I could give her. Still, I wanted her to choose me. As pathetic as that was.
“All of my debt, canceled?” Penny asked. “You could really do that?”
Father smiled. “I could really do that.”
More silence. The ooze continued in its strange patterns. Fluid trailed toward the middle of the room. The floor creaked. In some places, it even looked stretched.
I loved her, I realized, quite suddenly. I love Penny.
I was looking for love everywhere, but it’d been next to me this whole time. I didn’t need a fucking soul mate. I just needed a real friend.
“All of your debt, canceled,” Father emphasized. “Think about it, Penelope. You’d be in a much better position if you stuck with me. So many new opportunities would open up.”
I vaguely remembered promising someone that I wouldn’t choose violence anymore. But Father was really tempting me.
Penny’s eyes narrowed. “Then why the fuck didn’t you offer me this before?”
Anna crossed her arms, face aghast. “Right? It’s like I was saying, this is total corporate bribery!”
Penny grabbed my hand. “Let’s go,” she told me. A rush of warmth flooded through me. Even with all he’d offered her, Penny chose me over him. Me over the Institute.
Father stepped in front of the door, blocking it with his skinny frame. “I’m afraid I can’t let anyone leave. I’ll have to turn you all in.”
Okay. Sometimes violence was necessary. I pushed him out of the way without hesitation.
Father staggered through the goop before falling to the ground. I heard something snap. An ugly, low crunch. He looked up at me, furious and wincing. “You broke my ankle.”
I paused at the door with Penny and Anna. Fuck, even now I was a little conflicted. He was an older man, and I’d injured him. I felt myself wanting to help, even though all he’d ever been in my life was a barrier—to my happiness, my autonomy, the life I wanted.
His coat was splattered with goop. He looked genuinely hapless, struggling to get back to his feet. He managed to pull himself up by using a steel table as leverage. When he made accidental contact with Hugo’s bloated hand, his face darkened with rage and disgust.
“You are not a good daughter,” he told me. “You never listen.”
“There’s no way to be a good daughter to a bad man,” I told him.
Father’s mouth twisted into a retort, but he didn’t say a word. He was staring at the shifting floor, continually cracking underneath the soles of his shoes. The lab floor was warped. But not only that, something was happening to the Cogs and computers as well.
The Cogs sputtered in their vats, almost like they were being electrocuted. The computers flickered. Then all the power went out.
“Holy shit,” Penny breathed. “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”
“Hello?” Anna said, her voice an octave higher than it usually was. “What’s happening?”
The ground started to shake. Even in the dark, there was no mistaking the fear in Penny’s eyes. “Earthquake,” she said grimly. “We have to get the fuck out of here, right now.”




twenty-nine
Who’s the Monster?
I was halfway down the hall with Anna and Penny before I realized Father wasn’t coming.
“There’s no time,” Anna panted. “Forget it—Helga, we’ve got to leave.”
But I knew I had to go back for him. If Father couldn’t get out of the building because of his ankle … I didn’t know if I could live with that guilt, especially since I was the one who broke it.
“I’ll catch up,” I told them. Doubt lingered in my chest, but I pushed it aside. “I promise.”
I doubled back to the lab despite the voice in my Cog screaming at me to fucking run. When I got back to the lab, it was clear that Father was in no hurry to leave. He was crouched over one of the computers in the dark, trying to get the system back up and running. Even with his own life at risk, he was still trying to save his precious data.
“Such a mess,” he muttered to himself. In the dark, his eyes looked wild. They roved over the silent machines, itemizing and cataloging everything. “As soon as I get the backup generator started, I’ll transfer the last of the local files.”
I picked him up and hoisted him over my shoulder, ignoring his objections and loud shouts. I carried him out of the lab while he complained about the pain.
“My ankle,” he sputtered. “My files.”
“I don’t give a shit,” I said, which was my response to both things. Fuck the files. And if Father’s ankle bounced a little while I was literally dragging him to safety, then so be it. It was much better than dying.
Father smelled faintly of cleaning solution and something unplaceable. Maybe it was the airport: a composite of places I’d never been and people I’d never know. My fingers clutched at him, crumpling the stiff fabric of his button-down. I squeezed him closer, as if I could squeeze some warmth out of him. Wring out a single drop of affection.
In my heart, I knew it wouldn’t work. All the hoping and wishing and wanting wouldn’t change a thing. It wasn’t just on me to act. It would have to be the both of us, willing to try. And at this point, I was sick of trying alone.
Father squirmed between my arms. He was still trying to get back to the lab, even now. I realized that this was the very first time I’d ever held him. I thought about how he’d never once held me. He made me feel like unclaimed luggage.
With Father, it was like running to catch a door that was already shut, a bus that had already departed, a plane that had taken off.
When I pressed the elevator button, he managed to momentarily pry himself from my grip. He scrambled down my back. He pulled at the metal elevator doors, but it was too late. We went up together.
“How dare you,” he told me.
He repeated this as I dragged him out of the Institute. How dare I? I had so much gall, defying him. I was just a child. I didn’t respect his work. I could never seem to learn, could I?
We made it outside, where the whole world was different.
The ground was still shaking. Some of the lawn mowers had flipped on their sides. They were slicing the air, not grass. It wasn’t helicopter blades I’d been hearing, after all.
“They’re sensitive to vibrations,” Penny mumbled, lighting a cigarette with shaky hands. “Guess that’s why they’re like this.”
She and Anna were waiting outside the building, even though they should’ve just left us behind. There were bigger concerns than the destruction of a few Institute computers now. The entire island was in chaos.
People were streaming Downhill. Both children and full-grown adults were crying. Palpable panic clouded the island. I heard snippets of hysterical laughter, and even a few throttled screams.
This was so unlike what I was used to. There was no more waiting in lines, no more pleasant small talk. The whole city was in upheaval.
We staggered Downhill together. Me, Anna, and Penny, dragging Father between us. My shoes pounded against the cracked pavement. Panic simmered in my chest.
We were some of the last stragglers on the hill. Ahead, I could see most of the Uphill residents already nearing the cemetery. Some of them were heading directly toward the Night Market.
There was something going on, back at the tip of the hill. Something big. Even from further down the hill, anyone could see it. Even Father could, shortsighted as he was.
We watched and waited.
“I thought I had time for my research,” Father said, his mouth parting in surprise. He pressed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, straining to get a better look.
“Oh,” Penny said. She looked like she had more to say about that, but her attention was torn away by the same thing everyone was now staring at. There was one short, sharp crack. Then a resounding boom pierced through the sky.
The mouth of the volcano opened, and out spewed a great gray cloud, eclipsing the orange sky. Red lava poured down toward the geothermal power plant on the side of the mountain. The plant swayed, then toppled with a loud crash. The lava continued its streak toward the Institute. The Institute buildings, which had seemed so unshakable, so formidable, swayed for a moment, as if to draw themselves up in indignant protest. But then just like the power plant, the buildings toppled one at a time. Father’s apartment building was next. The tall glass box shattered, and it too came down with a long, terrible crash.
The lava flowed down the side of the mountain. Debris floated on the red tide. Expensive machines, fragile curios, white lab coats. I even saw a muscled arm, coming out of that bubbling current. Long strands of melting black hair.
Something had died. Not a person, like I initially feared when I saw the bubbling flesh bobbing in the long red river. The black hair and muscled arm were too like my own to not recognize who or what they belonged to: the Institute. I was sure there were even more body parts below the surface—severed torsos, legs, and fingers, dissolving along with the Institute’s grand plans for them.
The Marietta Project was dead. Mount Amaris itself had destroyed it.
In the cemetery, we braced ourselves for worse to come. People crouched behind trees, statues, and the morgue for cover. Ash fell from the sky in thick, dark clumps. The automatic streetlamps flickered on in confusion. Sulfur stung my nose. Behind me, I heard a woman gag.
Sirens went off, their warnings far too late.
Penny reached into her gigantic black bag and procured lab goggles and sunglasses, thrusting them into our hands. Around us, I saw some other people mimic her actions. People covered their arms and put masks on for added precaution. I even saw a toddler with swim goggles on.
“There’s no pool,” he wailed.
“Kid, that’s the least of our problems right now,” Penny muttered.
“Hey,” Anna said. She pointed toward the tip of the hill. “The wind direction is changing. Look—the smoke is blowing away from us, not toward us.”
I didn’t dare believe it until I heard other people echoing her assertion too.
The sky didn’t seem as dark as it did even a few minutes ago. Maybe it was just my wishful thinking, but I swear, it was getting a little easier to breathe. The smoke seemed to be clearing up. There was no more falling debris.
The wind was carrying volcanic ash toward the Pacific Ocean, which was bad news for fish and other marine animals that lived there. And it was also bad news for whatever countries the wind was carrying that ash to. The problem hadn’t gone away—it’d just grown beyond Amaris City, toward other parts of the world.
Even if we weren’t in danger, there were people living on other continents who would be. And it all had to do with the wind. There was nothing any one of us could do to change nature—not even the Institute had that kind of power. I doubted they would’ve ever used that power to help people, given their record of exploiting us along with whatever resources they could.
The Institute was in no position to do much of anything though. Their entire structure had collapsed, thanks to Mount Amaris.
Penny still looked worried. “I have family in the States,” she said slowly. “I hope they’ll be okay.”
People covered their faces and headed deeper into Downhill, away from the site of eruption. The lava flow had slowed down. Steam sizzled on its solidifying surface. It didn’t seem like anything on the island was in immediate danger. More than a few power lines were down—and the tip of the hill had been flattened—but I knew things could have been worse.
“It’s a good thing I programmed you well. Your fast reflexes made a difference,” Father said, once the chaos had somewhat settled.
A streak of old blood had dried on his face. He leaned against a tree trunk, his black hair covered in soot. He winced whenever he put weight on his ankle. But he looked proud. Not of me, but of himself.
Anna and Penny were wordless, waiting for my cue. But their body language was telling—Anna’s whole body was tense, and Penny looked ready to throw herself between me and Father.
“If I hadn’t made your Cog as well constructed as it is, we would’ve been in danger up there,” Father said with a slight smile. “I suppose that’s a testament to my effort and ability.”
Did he really credit himself for me saving his life? I could feel a vein throbbing in my temple. Heat raced up my collar. “That was me,” I said. “Not you.”
Father shook his head, tsking. “I made you.”
He was old and his ankle was broken. But I sort of wanted to break his leg too.
He warped everything to put his own needs first and foremost. I hated the way he dangled taking care of Penny’s debt in front of her like a carrot. He didn’t want scientific progress for the sake of humanity. He wanted it to stoke his fucking ego. I could see that so clearly now.
“I can’t believe we’re related. You’re the absolute worst person I’ve ever met—and that includes DJs,” I informed him. “It’s a miracle I haven’t turned into a monster.”
“The worst person?” Father echoed. “That’s simply a lie.”
It really didn’t matter how well I could see into Father’s past. Not when Father couldn’t see the error of his own ways in the present and didn’t seem willing to change in the future either. Everything was gone—the Institute, his apartment—but he clung to an inflated, false sense of self. Decrypting Mandarin wouldn’t have brought us any closer. He wasn’t willing to take a single step toward me.
I was still an object to him. Even when I’d saved his life.
The difference between me and Father was that I knew every person deserved to make their own choices. And I would never be an accessory or assistant to my father—or anyone else for that matter. I wasn’t an extension of the man who created me. I was a complete person all on my own.
“This is goodbye,” I told him, swallowing the lump in my throat.
Father didn’t respond for a long time. Penny had her arm wrapped around my waist. I buried my head in her shoulder. I was getting her shirt wet, but she still didn’t move away. She hugged me even harder.
Almost everyone had left the cemetery. I could still hear the Uphill lawn mowers, sputtering and slicing haplessly through the air. There was another sound too. Loud, ugly sobs, which it took me a minute to realize were my own.
“I’ll always be able to find you,” Father told me. His mouth was a thin line. He didn’t acknowledge my tears. “You’re my daughter, so you belong to me.”
I could run far from the hill. I could dye my hair and change my face. Father didn’t have the fortitude or grit to go after me himself. The best he could do was enlist the Institute’s help. Which would mean admitting his own failure—which I knew he’d never do.
“The Marietta Project is over,” I said. “It has been over from the moment I woke up.”
“I have my ways,” he said. His voice cut like a scalpel. “You won’t escape from me, ever.”
Father wouldn’t tell me how he’d find me, but I knew he certainly would. There was something he was hiding from me. A trump card, but what was it?
“I’m glad not to have parents like you,” Penny said. She reached into her bag again and produced a blue washcloth that looked like something she’d probably pilfered from the lab. Penny gingerly dabbed my face with it, absorbing a mess of sweat, tears, and makeup—and if I was less heartbroken, I would have really wanted to know what else she managed to store in there. “We should go, Helga. It’s safer Downhill.”
I knew she was right, but I still had unfinished business.
“I can tell your parents let you make mistakes,” Father scoffed. “Your tattoos, your dyed hair. You’d never find a job without your uncle’s connection to me.”
Anna looked like she was on the verge of biting him. “I swear,” she said, “I’m about to throw down. Penny, hold my stuff for a sec.”
I was still working out what Father said earlier, about always finding me. Back when I was more naive about the world, I would’ve thought this meant that his fatherly bond would guide him to me, no matter what. That somehow a familial love would bring us together again.
But now I knew it had to be something else. Something way more intrusive than that. Something suitably awful for someone as possessive as he was.
Shit. My eyes widened when I realized exactly what he’d done. When Father said he’d always find me, what he meant was that he had some way to get to me. To make me do what he wanted.
I patted around my stomach, searching for the intruding object. All this time, I’d thought that my ache was related to guilt. Okay, and due to having a healthy appetite, there were times when it was genuinely just hunger pains.
“What are you doing?” Penny asked me. It was a reasonable question because I’d just unbuckled the top of my overalls in the middle of the cemetery.
My hands brushed against something hard, right where my belly button was supposed to be. I’d never even looked at my own belly button closely before this. I had a lot going on, with running away from Uphill and living on the bus and falling for Clyde and turning him into Hugo.
But now I had the hard-earned knowledge of my own Father being an asshole. So I knew exactly what he’d done. He had location tracking on Penny’s phone, monitoring her coming in and out of work. So of course he’d have something on me too. Something even more intrusive. Something internal.
If I ventured too far out from Uphill or had thoughts opposing his, it’d hurt me from inside. This thing was his version of a shock collar. At some point, I wouldn’t even be able to move forward—the pain would become too unbearable. He’d installed this thing in me because he thought of me as his property.
I dug my nails deep into my skin and yanked the small object loose. A thin wire wormed out of my stomach. Blood dribbled down my front, slicking my stomach, but it felt good. The gnawing ache was finally gone. This new pain was cathartic and sharp. It was freeing.
I wiped my bloody hand off on the overalls, snapped them back in place, then hurled the tiny, circular black tracker right at Father’s shoes.
“I didn’t know about this,” Penny breathed. Then her eyes hardened. “Now I’m even more glad that the Institute is gone. Fuck everything about that place.”
“You’re bleeding,” Anna screeched, completely unbothered by the fact that I’d resorted to violence. “Oh my god, Helga.”
I knew I’d be fine, though. I’d been hurt a lot worse than this before.
“I felt pain when I did things differently from how you wanted. I felt pain when I went to new places, pain whenever I thought about the Marietta Project. You didn’t have system intent installed yet, but you had your own way of managing me from afar, didn’t you?” My voice shook. “That’s why you were okay leaving for your business trip. This was supposed to keep me at your side forever, wasn’t it?
“You treat me like I’m a monster, but I know the truth,” I continued. “If anyone here is a monster, it’s you, not me.”
But even as I denounced him, I knew that deep down, Father wasn’t a monster at all. He was human, through and through. Fragile, and capable of things both good and truly terrible.
“I’ll find you,” he promised me. Even under the dim lamplights, I could see his face turning a dull red. “Even without the device, I will come after you, no matter what.”
I knew he was bluffing. I would always outrun him. “You can try.” I shrugged. “But it won’t work.”
Finally, it was clear that the issue between us was not a language barrier or a difference in cultural expectations. It was the weight of unmeetable expectations. It was not my displacement after all, but his. Father shifted his ambitions onto me because he couldn’t fulfill them all himself.
Father’s hand reached out toward me—and before today, I would’ve thought it was a sign of love, a possible bridge. Now I saw it for what it was: a gesture of ownership. This time it was my turn to shut the door. To leave the waiting station and take off for better things ahead.
The three of us left him in the cemetery. Penny, Anna, and I walked through the black gates together and into the Night Market. Everything in me ached. Father was following, of course. Hobbling forward one step at time while the gap between us widened.
“You good?” Penny asked me.
“I will be,” I told her.




thirty
Girls Against Everything
Ambulances and newscasters swarmed up the hill. I knew authorities would start questioning people. That rebuilding would follow more gradually. Maybe this place would even change and have a better plan in place for natural disasters in the future. But by that point, I’d be long gone.
It seemed safe enough to remove our goggles and sunglasses, so Penny dutifully took them back and dropped them into her handy black bag. Anna bought us plastic bead necklaces at a Night Market stall. I draped them all over myself like medals, and Penny did the same with hers. Around us, tourists were trying to document remnants of the disaster, taking zoomed-in pictures of the hill. There were pockets of collateral damage down here too—more fallen power lines and long cracks in the road, but it wasn’t anything like the catastrophe at the top of the hill.
At the makeshift carnival, none of the rides were operating. Downhill boys were clambering over the big metal structures. Kids were in ride compartments, playing hide-and-seek and giggling nervously, unsure if the danger was truly over.
I knew things weren’t finished. Even if I was done with Father, that didn’t mean that he was done with me. And if Institute top brass ever looked into what happened to the equipment beyond the natural disaster that finished the job for me, I was definitely screwed. Maybe Boss Lady would hire a hit on me for ruining her office. Who could say for sure? But at least there was today, and tonight.
And there was this—Anna fussing about my bloody stomach, Penny feeding me bites of her fried taro dumplings.
“You didn’t leave any for me,” Penny said, scandalized by my appetite. “What the heck, Helga?”
We were three to a seat on the immobilized Ferris wheel, looking over the cemetery. Father was nowhere in sight. My shoulders gave out. In this moment, at least, I was safe.
“This is too high,” Anna complained. “I don’t know why I came up here with you guys.”
Penny had gotten on first, pulling Anna up behind her while I watched from the ground. Together, they helped hoist me up, and even though I didn’t need the help, I accepted it gratefully. We could’ve jumped down from here and been fine, probably. But every time the seat creaked, Anna jumped and clutched at one or both of us.
“Are you really okay?” Penny asked me. She looked at me sidelong, tucking a bright pink strand behind her ear.
I was physically healthy, I guess. I wasn’t sure about the rest of me yet. I didn’t know what “okay” really meant at this point. I wasn’t sure if there was some standard setting I was missing because of how I’d been born. But at least I knew I was extremely content, being here with them.
Because being three to a seat with Penny and Anna was like eating the best bowl of soup dumplings. It was like wearing my favorite clothes all at once.
I hadn’t expected Anna to help me, especially not after our rocky start. But she’d stood up to Father when I couldn’t. Without her and Penny, I wouldn’t have even known there were other ways to be in the world.
My heart felt suddenly squeezed, and my cheeks were wet again.
“Um,” Anna said, “do you want a tissue?”
“Do you have a tissue?” Penny asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I could get one,” Anna squeaked. “If someone can help me down, that is.” Her face was pale and sweaty. Her dangly bow earrings swished back and forth, chiming in the wind. Her hand clutched the railing with a grip so tight that I worried she might break the metal, scrawny as she was.
I leapt down first, then Penny, then Anna. When I helped Anna down, her face turned bright pink.
“Wow,” she said, staring up at me like I was an unusually large stick of hawthorn fruit candy. “You picked me up like it was nothing.”
A smile escaped my mouth, despite everything. “I lift a lot,” I said modestly.
We squeezed through throngs of Uphillers and Downhillers and tourists alike, arms linked like a chain. The Night Market was packed with more bodies than usual since everyone on the island was avoiding the site where the eruption took place. It was hard to tell how much of Uphill would really remain after this.
A drunk guy was bragging about his speedboat at one of my favorite dumpling vendors. His beige trench coat was slung over one of his shoulders, revealing a crisp blue button-up. His dinner partner, a woman with perfectly coifed hair, leaned in on her elbows to listen.
I leaned in to listen too.
“She’s a real beauty,” he told her, swigging back another bottle. Ravens were already pecking around the cluster of empties he’d left on the pavement. “Sleek and high-powered. You can’t miss her in the harbor; she’s a real knockout with those blond wood panels. She reminds me of you, in a way.”
Anna made a barfing sound and tugged at my hand to leave.
“Maybe we can take a ride one of these days,” his dinner companion suggested. Her eyes were hungry.
The man’s mouth curled into a patronizing smile. “Maybe we could. When the first signs of the eruption occurred, my thought was heading down to my little beauty. Riding her off into the sunset.”
Penny sighed and rolled her eyes. A retort was on the tip of her tongue, but I shook my head. A little finessing was needed now. While the Uphiller continued to brag, I bent down and swiped the key hanging out of his trouser pocket.
“Damn,” Penny said, once we were a few feet away. I showed her and Anna the silver object before adding it to the end of one of my bead necklaces like a badge of honor. “You really took that?”
I shrugged. “That guy was being annoying.”
We ate our way through most of my favorite stalls. Anna tried her first deep-fried blackberry skewer and admitted that it was pretty good. Penny grabbed blackberry sodas, insisting she’d paid for them all.
“What about your debt?” Anna frowned. “I have family money, you know. It doesn’t do much good if I can’t share it with people I care about.”
Penny just shook her head. A sad smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “I’m not really worried about debt anymore. Forget it; I’ll never escape.”
“Penny,” I said sternly. Penny shrunk under my gaze. “Did you even hear what Anna said?”
“I did,” Penny muttered.
“Well?”
“I can’t possibly accept,” she sputtered. “I’ve gotta figure this out on my own.”
“How’s that working out for you?” I countered, while Penny fumed silently.
“That settles it,” Anna declared. “Penny, I’m going to make a call. You won’t have to worry about it anymore.”
“You can’t do this,” Penny protested. Her eyes welled with tears. “Jesus Christ, Anna.”
“I can,” Anna said, preening like a cat that had gotten into a jar of cream. “Because it’s fun for me.”
We took the long way to the Entertainment District, with Penny randomly bursting into fits of bewildered, happy tears every couple of blocks. Buses sped past us, honking furiously. My eyes roved over the crowds, watching for a stern, older Uphill man among them. I ducked away from cameras, covering my face with my hands whenever they were near.
Yeah, there were things to worry about. But I still had to enjoy what I could.
I stole from tourists and flirted with Downhill boys while Penny shook her head. “Call me,” I told a guy in leather pants, even though I didn’t have a phone number or a place to live.
“Damn,” she said. “Even now, Helga?”
“Yeah,” I told her, beaming. “What better time than now?”
My pockets were lined with bus tokens and thick wads of stolen cash. The silver key jangled merrily against my chest as I stomped over the cracks in the road, Anna and Penny at my sides.
“You flirt with a lot of guys,” Anna hedged. “Do you ever …”
“What?” I asked, because she was mumbling an awful lot. Even with my keen sense of hearing, I had no idea what she was saying. “Do I ever what?”
“Non-guys,” she croaked, like those were the last words she’d ever utter on earth before falling down dead.
Huh. I’d never thought about flirting with non-guys, now that she’d mentioned it. “Why not?” I shrugged, after giving it some thought. “Cute is cute.”
Anna instantly appeared revived. “Oh,” she said. And that was all.
Penny kept poking me in the ribs, but I had no idea why. She kept sighing a lot too, while muttering my name in disbelief.
We got on the bus just outside of the Entertainment District. My heart lurched when we sped past a man who squinted in my direction. I was almost afraid to look back at it—the thin figure wrapped stiffly in beige. Those eyes had been full of clear disapproval in the split second we’d made contact.
“It’s not him,” Anna muttered, under her breath. “Wrong hair, plus there’s no way he could catch up to us. Don’t worry.”
“Whatever you want to do,” Penny reassured me. “I’ll be there with you, I promise.”
I couldn’t shake the sensation that someone was watching me, somewhere in the crowd. Whenever I saw anyone in wire-frame glasses, my heart seized up.
The landscape melded into new shapes and forms the further we got from the heart of the city. The salt breeze of the Pacific carried; even in the bus I could feel it entering my lungs. Conversations coalesced—English and Mandarin and other languages intermingled.
Lights cropped up in the distance, one after the other. Little pinpricks against the gloomy sky.
“Seems like things might go back to normal,” Penny said. “The electricity’s been coming back in small pockets.”
Other buses trailed ours. A new one came every few minutes. Even with my vision, I couldn’t see who was in them.
I picked at my stomach. Blood came away under my fingernails. Scratching at my flesh didn’t reveal new wires or trackers, but it did confirm something: I was most definitely a living creature, because it fucking hurt. A lot.
A doubt crept into my mind. I couldn’t help it. My Cog was complex, and always searching for alternate routes and paths to take. Maybe I was just overthinking things.
Wind and rain beat against the windows. Passengers fanned themselves and pulled at their collars. I continued to stare out the window, at those other buses. A stupid longing had taken hold of me. Despite the pain, a plaintive wish emerged: I want my father.
I could run forever but I couldn’t quite cut the thread. I couldn’t completely sever him from my life. Just like I could never quite get the other Mariettas out of my memory.
They were all in me. The terrible realizations and experiences that shaped my life. They were in my skin and eyes and Cog. And heart. God, they were definitely in there too.
But pain wasn’t the sum of my existence. Far from it.
There was me climbing over buildings, and devouring everything I could get my hands on. There was the blackberry tattoo on my wrist that connected me to Penny. There were nights of glitter-filled revelry. And there were plenty of great days ahead; I knew it.
I didn’t know what the future would be like yet, but I was getting there, no matter what.
I didn’t know if Father would ever change, but I could live with that unknown. I had to.
The bus stopped at the edge of Amaris. Passengers fled for the airport, clutching their children and suitcases. I was sure some of them were never setting foot here again, not after the eruption. Penny, Anna, and I followed after them.
The wind rippled through my hair. My necklaces clattered and clashed. Anna took off her patent shoes and gingerly stepped where the blackberry thickets weren’t, her feet sinking down into the warm sand.
As before, I walked past the caution signs. Salt air breathed color into Penny’s face. Her grin widened when she saw the tip of the island. There were ravens everywhere. Other islands in the distance.
A big bird with bright black eyes stared at us, utterly unafraid. His black feathers were long and gleaming. He swooped into the water, retrieving anything he could get his beak into. There was already a row of his treasures beside him in the sand. Yellow-eyed fish, a sea creature with still-glowing purple gills, plastic detritus decades old.
Anna’s grip on the back of my overalls was tight. “Will it bite me?” she mumbled from behind me.
“No,” I said definitively. “But we should let it be.”
She let go of me and breathed out. “You’re probably right.”
Warm waves crashed against my feet. There was a lump in my throat.
“What will you do now, Helga?” Anna asked me. “Where will you go?”
The plan was still developing. Ideas frantically churned since the moment my soul mate project had failed. The options were limited, but that didn’t mean they weren’t good.
In fact, one of them—the most ideal outcome—might’ve even been the move for me ever since the day I woke up on that steel surgical table.
I tugged at the silver key around my neck, loosening it from the beaded necklace.
“Oh shit,” Penny said. She saw me looking at the ships near the dockyard.
“Wow,” Anna breathed. She looked faintly scandalized, but there was no disguising the admiration in her voice. “Helga, you’re so cool.”
I wasn’t done taking off my necklaces, though. I unclasped the choker and pocketed it. I ran my fingers along the new stitches Penny had added at the base of my neck. Over time, I knew these would heal.
“Can I see it?” I asked Anna.
Penny and Anna both pulled their phones from their pockets. In the screen of Anna’s, I saw my small bump, hand-stitched by Penny. It wasn’t as big as I thought it might be. Also, there was something rather pleasing about it. The smoothness, the round shape. When I pressed my fingers against it, I felt my Cog, purring against my skin.
“I’m getting on the boat, and I’m sailing the fuck away,” I told them. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got this.”
“There has to be another way,” Anna protested. “Like, my parents can and will help. How are you going to live, Helga?”
“On one of the uninhabited islands. There’s plenty of fish around. Ravens have no trouble with it. So I won’t either.”
Anna still looked concerned, so I added, “It’s not forever. I just need to find somewhere to lay low until I come up with something long-term. And a warm island full of fish doesn’t seem so bad as a short-term landing pad.”
I was scared to see what Penny would think about all of this. I barreled on, trying to sound as confident as I could muster. “I’ve got a key to a boat and pockets full of cash in case I need to get more supplies. I’ll be fine.”
Tears ran down Anna’s face. Her black mascara was clumping. “At least take my bag,” she said, thrusting it into my arms. “I can’t come with you, but I want to help. You could sell it for a bunch, I think. It’s designer.”
Of course Anna had a designer bag.
I knew Anna couldn’t come with me. She was probably allergic to nature. My voice shook as I continued. “I should probably get going. Before Father or anyone from the Institute figures out what I’ve done.”
Penny shoved me in the arm. “You ass,” she said.
“Excuse me,” I told her. My ears were hot. “I’ve been through so much, and you’re calling me an ass?”
“You think I’m not coming with you?” Penny scoffed. “Maybe you do need your Cog examined.”
Penny did look pretty mad. Her arms were folded. Her chin jutted out.
“But you might get hurt,” I protested. “There’s not going to be an apartment for us or market vendors. I’ll be fishing and like … making a hut out of wood. It’s going to be a lot.”
“I don’t fucking care,” Penny said. She showed me the blackberry tattoo on her wrist. “You’re part of my life now, sorry. I can learn and adapt.”
“But why?” I managed to choke out, through the tears. “Why would you do this?”
“If the world ends, I don’t want to be Uphill, doomed in a cycle of working forever with nothing to show for it. I want to be with you,” Penny said.
My heart thudded. Distantly, I could hear Anna crying. Beyond that were the sounds of planes taking off and landing, and a foghorn resounding somewhere in the water. I reached out clumsily, and through the tears there was Penny, waiting for me. She pulled me into a hug.
“I’m screwed without you,” she said. “So don’t you dare let me die.”




thirty-one
You Plus Me
The boat was pure luxury, just like the Uphiller had promised it’d be.
The engine’s rumble was low and even. It sounded expensive too, like C-suite Institute money. Anna ran her hand along its shiny wooden paneling. “I wish I was coming,” she said longingly. “You two better not forget about me.”
There were only two seats on the boat. Penny rode passenger side while I worked out the controls from the driver’s seat. Anna stood on the dock, looking small and forlorn.
Penny cleared her throat. “Anna, there’s something I want you to do, if you can. I hate to ask because you’ve already done so much. I’ve been back and forth on this for a long time, but the eruption clarified things. I know this is something I want. It’s important, not just to me, but for everyone.”
“Sure,” Anna said immediately. “What is it?”
Out of her pocket, Penny produced a thumb-sized flash drive. “I’ve been transferring files from the Institute. It’s got information for all the different programs. There are instructions once you plug it in.”
So when Penny said she was going fuck-it mode, this was what she really meant.
“Very illegal,” I said. I was both shocked and impressed by Penny’s boldness.
“I worked on this in the lab when you were getting stuff for Hugo,” Penny said mildly. “Even if the Institute somehow survives, what’s in this flash drive could change things radically. People are going to be able to access the same information that people with power used to hoard for themselves.”
“I’ll do it,” Anna said. Her eyes flashed. “For Helga.”
“Everyone should have these tools. Everyone should know how to make and maintain their own machines … and actually own them too. Things could be so different if the people who maintained the world—that is, if people who did the real work—had access to this technology on top of strong worker protection laws. There could be so many new outcomes, so many new possibilities for the future. Change is inevitable.” Penny’s voice was unwavering. “Improved lighting systems, expanded bus routes—hell, even stuff that doesn’t exist yet—it’s all possible when you know the source code, the schematics, the existing circuitry. Things can be better for everyone on both an individual and system-wide level with open access.”
“Better for everyone except those bastards who’d prefer to hoard everything,” Anna said, her voice shaking with indignation. I’m pretty sure her family would not be in favor of the things we were talking about, but I didn’t mention it. “That’s why we’re even in this position!”
Penny had been thinking about this for a long time. Longer than I’d even been alive.
“What can I say?” Penny smiled wryly. “I like to fix things.”
“I think there are some things that should be destroyed too.” Anna said, looking back at the hill with a scowl. She took the flash drive from Penny and pocketed it. “I’ll follow the instructions you left on here. I promise.”
“Thank you.” Penny exhaled. “Now my next step is to mod this baby into something more befitting two young women on the run.” She patted the side of the boat, looking thoughtful.
“We’ll improvise,” I promised her.
“I’m sure of that.” Penny grinned.
Anna stared at the two of us, suddenly crestfallen. “How am I going to see you again?” She huffed. “This really sucks for me.”
If there was a way, I knew we’d find it. Anna leaned over toward me, knocking Penny back in her seat.
“Watch it,” Penny muttered, but only halfheartedly. Goodbyes weren’t easy for anyone. Even she was a bit teary-eyed, though she pretended not to be.
The ends of Anna’s braided hair tickled my arms. She clutched my shoulders and looked into me like she was committing every part of me to memory. Her mascara was completely wrecked. “I’ll always have a place for you,” she said, “if you ever need one.”
“We’ll be around the archipelago for a couple of days at least. You can always come later,” Penny said in a muffled voice, somewhere underneath Anna’s torso.
Anna’s face was very close to mine. We looked at each other for so long that Penny, who was apparently very fed up with this, said, “Will you two just kiss already?”
Oh.
This was what Anna meant, about non-guys.
So I pulled her in even closer. A thousand different kisses whizzed through my Cog: kisses I’d seen in real life, kisses I’d watched on screen, kisses I’d read about in Penny’s magazines. I wondered what kind would be best, before giving up and going with what felt natural, hoping that it was good enough.
When I pulled away, Anna’s eyes were shimmering. In them were the first stars I’d ever seen.
Penny sighed in relief. “Good job, Helga. I wasn’t sure if you’d ever figure that one out.”
“We’ll find each other again,” I told Anna. “We have to.”
Anna’s death grip on me loosened. “Okay,” she said, with a watery smile. “I guess I can let you go then.”
“Thanks again,” Penny said. “For everything.”
Anna nodded. “You’ve got it.”
She looked like she was ready to spring into the boat with us if we waited around any longer. I shifted the throttle before I could change my mind altogether. Keeping Penny alive on an island was one thing. Keeping both Anna and Penny alive … even with my abilities, I wasn’t sure if I could tackle that one yet.
We sped past the docked boats, away from Amaris City. Anna grew smaller and smaller. We were in the middle of the green ocean now, surrounded by water on all sides.
Penny rummaged in her bag for a CD and slotted it into the player. Punk rock thrummed through the boat. I grinned. “This might actually be fun.”
She lit up a cigarette. Smoke drifted into the sky. “Oh, I plan on having lots of fun,” she replied.
There were so many islands we could head toward. Big ones full of rocky bluffs. Smaller ones on flatter land. There was an abundance of new fish and birds everywhere I looked. Even in the water, I could see the dark shapes swimming around the boat. And the sky was full of ravens.
I knew I could make it, especially with someone beside me. There was someone in this world I loved, who loved me back. Just the way I was.
Penny’s feet were up on the dashboard. She sang along to her CD, headbanging and chain-smoking, which I would really have to talk to her about once we were in a less precarious situation.
“Should we be quieter?” I wondered.
“We should be louder,” she grinned.
I turned the music up. I belted out the words with Penny. Nothing could faze me—not even the second figure now standing on the dock. Even with his limp ankle, Father was still doing his best to catch up to me.
“Shit,” Penny said, looking in the rearview. “That’s no good.”
But I knew Father couldn’t follow us any further. Anna was distracting him. Even with my ears, I couldn’t quite hear what she was saying. But I knew it was something to help me. She was probably threatening to sic her family lawyer on him or something, while he attempted to interrogate her about my whereabouts.
I had to keep going. I had to move on.
Penny threw up both of her middle fingers. “Fuck you,” she sang at him. “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you. And fuck the fucking Institute!”
The water rippled behind me, leaving an even wider berth between us and him.
My makeup was runny as hell. I wiped away bright glitter on my hand. It shimmered on my skin like the fish scales in the water.
“I love you,” I told Penny, hoping that it was enough.
“I love you,” she told me, and that’s how I knew it was.
There was time to turn back toward the place I was born into, but I didn’t want to do that now. Even with Anna trying to execute Penny’s plan, or even with me wanting to figure out my own situation with Anna—I still needed some time to figure myself out first. For now, I would go on. I was meant to go on.
I revved full speed ahead, with Penny at my side, into the wild unknown.
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