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It’s safe to say that the Annals of S.O.L.M. would not be what it is if it weren’t for you. The Temple of Maggie Stone was one of my earlier books, so I was surprised when you said that it was your favorite story. You later said you liked how raw Maggie was. You also blessed me with a surprising compliment: “You actually know how to write women.” That was a shock and a delightful one. Originally, I’d imagined this to be a standalone story. Your words changed that. Without giving too much away, the series rooting around in my head took a dramatic shift. And I believe that a much better story was the result. You’ve also been a constant source of encouragement as I chase this crazy goal of being a writer. When others have expressed skepticism in their various, well-meaning ways, you’ve always told me to keep going. That someday it could pay off. I hope that if that someday ever happens, I’ll make you proud. But either way, in my mind, Maggie Stone is your character. She certainly wouldn’t exist as she is if it weren’t for your words. So, this one’s for you, my dear. Thank you.
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CHAPTER ONE
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To Be Ninety

––––––––
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Maggie Stone opened her eyes and quickly closed them. The white light was too bright. She lay still in the darkness, trying to recall some distant dream about a younger woman with her whole life ahead of her instead of behind. Before the fatal word cancer was uttered by her doctor, her daughter had asked what it was like to be ninety. Maggie didn’t have an answer for her then. Beyond a few aches and the old hag that stared back at her whenever she looked in the mirror, Maggie had felt the same, but then the cancer came, and over the next few months, she’d watched her body rot. 

Now, being ninety meant hospital beds and medication. It meant sterile sheets and stale rooms. It meant sympathetic stares and awkward conversations about the end, an end that should’ve been welcome. She thought she’d be ready. She wasn’t. 

A person was supposed to be tired of it all by now. Ninety was a respectable age. No one could say she’d lived an unfulfilled life. But she was scared, terrified, and each time she went to sleep, it was harder to wake up. Today, the world had come back by slow degrees. She’d first heard the steady beeping of the machine measuring her vitals. It had grown louder until her eyes sprang open to see the same white, crumbling ceiling tiles she’d stared at for the last several months. Then the ever-blinding fluorescent light forced her eyes shut once more. 

Slowly, she opened her eyes again. It took a moment, but they adjusted, and she looked over at the black screen with the ticking green line and listened to the familiar electric beeping of her heartbeat. It sounded like a countdown. She felt sore and dirty despite the clean sheets and the sterile, lifeless smell of the room, a combination of lemon and urine. Some distant part of her mind noted that she was shivering in her bed. She was always cold, and not just because of the cancer; the doctors seemed to believe all their patients should be freezing. It was good practice for death.

She wished she’d agreed to a live-in nurse. If she were going to die, she would rather have done so in her own home, surrounded by familiar things. There was nothing familiar here, nothing homey, just a clean, white march toward oblivion . . . or hell, since she had never accepted a religion. Neither prospect sounded appealing. She supposed she could make a deathbed confession, just to be safe, but she didn’t believe in anything, so what good would it really do? If there were a God, surely, He’d be smarter than that.

Her eyes were no longer burning, but she felt the first throbs of a headache, so she closed them again. An image of Ray floated past her vision in the void. She wondered if she’d see him in the beyond. She wondered if there was a beyond. She wondered if she’d be thinking of him as she descended into death. She wondered if she’d be able to think at all. 

Ray never wondered. He believed. It was his crowning achievement. He’d accepted the Lord Jesus Christ at seventy-two years old, a thing unheard of to hear the Christians tell it. He’d spent the last nineteen years trying to convince her to believe, but she couldn’t. 

What would death be like if there was a hell? Would she imagine Ray and weep because they were separated forever by a vengeful God? Maggie opened her eyes and kept them focused on the white ceiling. That last thought had been too much. She’d just woken up, and already, her mood was more cryptic than usual. Wishing to get her mind on something more pleasant, she turned, hoping to see Ray. Sure enough, her husband was sitting beside her bed like he did every day. 

Ray was praying. Surely praying for her damned soul would grow boring at some point, but he kept going. It was his way, his dogged persistence, which had gotten them out of so many jams over the years. Too bad prayer was going to fail him, but she refused to pretend just because she was afraid. She wouldn’t. If Ray was persistent, she was stubborn, but she loved him and was just as worried about him as she was about her own demise. Once she was gone, would he give up his faith? The last thing in the world she wanted was to take his belief from him. She didn’t wish to leave a legacy of shattered hope. What kind of gift would that be?

If belief would make his own transition to the grave easier, then who was she to refuse to give it to him? But she couldn’t bear the idea of ending their marriage on a lie. They’d always been honest with each other, and it was this honesty that had saved them during the darkest periods of their marriage.

Her red eyes scanned her muttering husband, who looked up and smiled. Those wrinkled, tired eyes shone with wet tears and light. He was handsome. Dear Lord in heaven—if there was one—he was so handsome. It was the ultimate punishment of old age. A woman’s beauty vanished entirely, while old men became refined like wine. Had they been billionaires, he could have a woman thirty years younger and manage to keep the silly thing. Maggie smiled back. It hurt. She felt her dry lips crack and was pretty sure she tasted blood, but she couldn’t help but smile.

“Good morning, love,” he said.

“Morning, dear,” she said.

“How did you sleep?” 

“Poorly, but knowing you’re here, I’ll sleep easier this afternoon. I wish they would let you stay the night. With my luck, that’s when I’ll go.” 

He took her hand and squeezed it. Maggie looked down at her hand wrapped in his and cringed at the IVs growing out of her arm and the liver spots speckling her wrinkled limb; some of them had even grown nasty brown hairs. The chemo had killed every hair on her body except those. Those nasty mole hairs had lived on and would grow on her corpse, just like her yellow nails. She hated being old.

Ray brushed her cheek with the back of his wrinkled hand. Her skin was spongy, cold, and moist, but his was just soft and warm. She nuzzled his hand, then the tears started.

“Hey,” Ray said, hugging her. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m going to be here.”

“I know,” she whispered. 

Her monitors continued to hum and beep as she and Ray held each other. It was a long time before Maggie noticed the two men standing in the doorway. They weren’t doctors. They wore black suits and had shaved faces. When the two men saw her looking at them, they walked into the room without being asked and pulled up two empty guest chairs pushed against the wall. The two men sat at the foot of her bed, wearing the largest of smiles. Maggie and Ray stared at these strangers, who were dressed like twins but couldn’t have been more different in stature. One was pale-skinned, large, heavy in the chest, and almost as heavy in the belly, like his stomach and pecs were in a race to see who could stick out the farthest. When he sat down, the belly won the race, sagging over his waist. He had curly red hair, and his eyes were brown and sunken. Perhaps he had cancer himself. The other man was a thin, delicate creature with a shaved head and pale skin. His ears looked like deformed wings. His teeth were disproportioned as well, large and white and protruding over his bottom lip. He looked like a rodent, while the other looked like misshapen cheese.

Maggie and Ray stared at the two men indignantly as they wiped the tears from their eyes. “What are you doing here?” Ray asked.

“You’re going to die,” The Rodent told Maggie.

“Yes,” Maggie said. “That’s obvious.” 

“What if you didn’t have to?” The Cheese asked.

The machines hummed and beeped. No one spoke. Maggie counted the beeps, ten twenty, thirty. After forty heartbeats, Ray Stone broke the tension. “We’ve decided not to chase alternative methods of treatment. Please leave.”

The Rodent shook his head. “You don’t understand. What if you didn’t have to die ever?”

Maggie watched her husband shake. She thought he might rush toward them. Instead, he stood up and pointed toward the door. “Get out.”

The tiny rat man stood and walked to the door. Instead of leaving, he closed the door and locked it. Maggie began looking for the nurse call button, but the red-headed Cheese glared at her, and it was enough to make her freeze in place. 

“You’re right to assume this is a kind of experiment,” The Rodent said. “But this isn’t your typical holistic solution.”

“There’s no solution for what I have,” Maggie said. “Don’t you two have anything better to do than harass a dying woman?”

The Rodent smiled and leaned against the door. He crossed his arms and stared at the elderly couple without blinking. 

“We could take you,” The Cheese said plainly. “We could take any person here if we wanted. We have that kind of power, but the doctor says the experiment will go better if the person is willing. I don’t know why, and it’s not my job to ask questions. What I do know is that of all the people in this hospital, you are the closest to death. Congratulations. And being the one closest to death, we figured you might be willing to try anything. After all, what do you have to lose?”

“Time, you stupid brute,” Maggie snapped. “I’ll lose time, time with my husband, time with my kids, time for my own reflections, time you’re wasting right now.”

The Rodent stepped away from the door and approached her bedside. He stared into her eyes, putting his hand on Ray’s shoulder and forcing him into his chair. Maggie watched the man squeeze her husband’s shoulder. His knuckles turned white, and Ray groaned, but he kept his eyes focused on the brute as if he were waiting for the right moment to remove the hand. It struck Maggie that these two had been looking for a willing subject for some time, and they were out of patience. This intimidation wasn’t calculated. It was desperate. She and Ray were in trouble, real trouble. The Rodent didn’t blink. He was trying to appear affectionate, but his smile was more a grimace of grinding teeth. Maggie imagined steam pouring from the man’s oversized ears, only the steam was reaching that certain high pitch that meant the whole kettle was about to explode. But when The Rodent reached his breaking point, there weren’t going to be bits of broken porcelain flying in all directions. He’d attack Ray, or he would grab and shake her, begging her to go along with whatever scheme they had planned, and while begging, he’d end up breaking her instead. 

“I use the word experiment,” The Rodent said, accentuating every syllable. “But let me be clear. This will work. There is no doubt. There is no debate. We know it will work because we have done it before. But, now, we need someone who is on record, someone we can monitor as a formality and send out into the world to declare our achievement. This is not a gamble. This is not a risk. This is nothing short of pure immortality. After you, only the richest in the world will be able to afford this treatment, but you will not have to pay anything. All we ask for is a day, one single day, and in return, you will have another lifetime. If you won’t agree to come with us, well—” He stopped midsentence and pulled out a syringe. He twisted off the plastic cap and squeezed the needle slightly. Clear fluid spurted from the tip. He cocked his head like a dog inspecting a new sight. “Cooperate with us. We don’t want to kill your husband. And in return, when your husband’s time comes, we’ll give him the same gift. And you two can live together forever . . . and ma’am, that’s not hyperbole.”

“You can’t be serious,” Ray said. “What—what’s going on?”

“The evolution of humanity,” The Cheese said.

Maggie knew one thing. They were in danger. She still had another few weeks of hell to go before shuffling off her mortal coil, but Ray was still very much alive. She needed to get him out of the room, but there was no way he would go. She was certain the ninety-one-year-old man was going to throw a punch at any second. The fool might be able to take the delicate one, but the moment The Cheese tackled Ray, every bone in his body would turn to powder.

She saw Ray tense and knew he was about to make his move. “I’ll go,” she whispered. “Just promise my family will get my body when you’re done.”

“As I said—”

“I know. I know. It’ll work. Just promise to let my husband go and promise to let them find my body when you’re done. It’s all I ask.”

“When we’re done with your body, you’re not going to want it,” The Rodent said.

This statement confused Maggie, but before she could say anything, The Rodent plunged the needle into her arm. She wasn’t entirely surprised by this. She squeezed Ray’s hand as he looked at her with wide, tear-filled eyes. The world began to blur . . . she was sure she was dying. It was just like she’d imagined. As the colors of the room began to bleed into each other, she saw The Rodent pull out a second needle. She knew it was for Ray, and for the first time, real terror struck her. She tried to scream, but whatever was in the syringe did its work before she could.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A Wake

––––––––
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When Maggie opened her eyes, there were two things she noticed. Number one: she was not in the hospital. Number two: she was naked. But these details hardly seemed important. She had to find Ray. She started to sit up. Bones and joints creaked and groaned as everything blurred. Her muscles began to burn. Maggie gritted her teeth and managed to sit upright with a groan. She shivered while taking several deep breaths. Soon, the pain faded to a dull throb. She took another breath, and her vision cleared. After a minute, she noted her trembling arms holding up her skeletal torso and looked around the room. The walls were chrome and made of countless steel plates that had been welded together. She was sitting on a cold, metal table. The floor was white tile. One fluorescent light shone in the center of the ceiling, which was also made of the steel plates. On her left was a one-way mirror with a single door beside it. The room reminded Maggie of a morgue. It had a cold, industrial feel. 

Maggie slowly moved her legs until they were dangling over the table and faced the mirror. She tried shouting, but only a raspy croak escaped her lips. How long had she been unconscious? Maggie looked down at the tile floor and debated trying to walk. For the last couple months, she’d needed a walker. It was almost a guarantee that if she tried to climb down, her knees would give out instantly, and she would collapse.

“Help! I’ve fallen, and I can’t get up!” the lady from the commercials cried sarcastically in her head. If she tried to walk and couldn’t, how long would she be left writhing on the ground? And would her brittle bones be able to take the fall? How many ribs would she break on impact? “You might break a hip!” another sarcastic voice mocked. Her eyes began to burn. She couldn’t even accomplish the simple feat of walking. Her husband was in danger, and she was useless.

Her hand moved absently to her bald skull, and she cringed when she felt the loose flesh on her crown. She stared at the floor as if it were an opponent. She had to try. She had to find Ray. She moved her hands to the edge of the table and took a deep breath. She began to slowly slide off the cold steel when a door beside the mirror flew open, and a purple-haired woman in a lab coat charged into the room.

“What is this!” she roared. 

Maggie recoiled back onto the table and stared at the enraged woman who scanned her quickly, turned, and started screaming at some unknown person in the hall. 

“Why is she in here? And why is she naked! Get Horace and Randolf! Now!” There was some timid muttering on the other side of the door. “I don’t care who they work for!” the woman screamed. “If the powers from on freaking high want to screw with me, I’ll enjoy it! But I want words with those two ogres, now!” She turned to Maggie. “I am so, so sorry for this! You have no idea. This is wrong! This is all sorts of wrong! I can’t imagine how scared you are. That’s the last time I let Albertson handle these sorts of details. I should have known better.”

“Where’s my husband?” Maggie asked.

The woman looked at Maggie, bewildered. Then her face turned the same color as her dyed hair. “They brought your husband?” She screamed, her voice cracking like a high school boy in the middle of puberty. She turned her head and shouted down the hallway, “I WANT THEM HERE NOW!”

The woman sagged in the doorway, leaning on the frame. A full minute passed before she lifted her head and turned to face Maggie, trying to smile. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know where your husband is, but he’s here, somewhere, and we’ll find him. Now, listen. I know you’re scared, but I need you to stay where you are and try not to move. You are a very special guest here. A true honor is being given to you, and I’m excited to tell you about it, but first, I need to find you some clothes and a wheelchair. So, please, Mrs. Stone, stay where you are. Just bear with us for a little while, and I will answer your questions. Just give me some time.”

With that, the woman left the doorway, and Maggie listened to the clatter of her high heels as she sprinted down the hall. Maggie laid back down. She knew her pain would gradually worsen and continuing to sit upright would only accelerate matters. She’d been foolish to try to walk, and she knew it, so if this melodramatic woman was willing to offer her some hope, she’d take it. She didn’t have a choice. The pain had subsided, mostly, but if she didn’t get some sort of drug in her soon, she would be screaming just like the purple-haired woman. Maggie closed her eyes and tried her best not to think about Ray. Dead or alive, she couldn’t help him. All she could do was hope the woman wasn’t putting on an act to keep her calm.

She must have fallen asleep because when she opened her eyes again, the purple-haired woman was dressing her in a simple white dress with daisies on it. When she was clothed, the woman lifted her like she was a small child and placed her in a wheelchair positioned by the table. 

She didn’t even grunt, Maggie thought bitterly. It didn’t matter how long she’d been sick. Maggie hated being helped with every little thing. The worst part about dying was the complete loss of independence. Still, Maggie gave the woman a polite smile that she’d trained herself to give over the last few months. 

The woman nodded and took a step back. Maggie turned the wheelchair toward the door just as Horace and Randolf, or as she thought of them, The Rodent and The Cheese, stopped in front of the doorway. Both men were panting and trying to stand tall at the same time.

“We’ve only been gone a couple minutes,” The Cheese said, rubbing his forehead and doing everything he could to avoid eye contact with the purple-haired woman who was half a foot taller than him. He was holding an armful of clothes as he spoke.

“We had to get rid of the hospital gown,” The Rodent added. “It smelled like death.”

“You know what I saw, Horace?” the purple-haired woman asked, marching toward them and stopping an inch from The Rodent’s nose. “I saw this cancer-ridden woman attempt to walk even though her medical records indicate she has not been able to do so without assistance for months. Do you know what that tells me? It tells me you two did the one thing I told you not to do. You coerced her, didn’t you? You intimidated her into compliance!” The two men stood in guilty silence. The purple-haired woman began screaming at the top of her lungs again. “Damnit! This is why I didn’t want the government involved. But no! You idiots speak one language: FORCE! Everything is, ‘Do this or else. Do that or else.’ The experiment won’t work unless they comply. Didn’t I say that? I could have sworn I said that!”

“She agreed to come along,” Horace whimpered.

“Then why was she drugged? Did I give you drugs?”

“Listen, ma’am, you gave us a hard task,” Randolf said. “How are we supposed to find somebody who’s going to believe this whole thing? It’s not like it’s an easy sell. We tried the entire hospital, and we were laughed out of every room.”

“Then you should’ve tried another hospital! Don’t give me excuses! You two were impatient, and you wanted to throw your weight around. Now, where’s her husband?” 

The two exchanged guilty stares. Maggie’s heart stopped.

“I’ll go get him,” Horace said with a sigh. 

“I suggest you both go,” the purple-haired woman said. “If I see one bruise, so help me—” She stopped and took a breath. “Just go get him.” Horace and Randolf scampered off, muttering to themselves. The purple-haired woman turned to Maggie, trying to smile and catch her breath at the same time. “What can you eat?”

“Not much,” Maggie confessed.

The woman nodded. “We’ll find you something.” The strange woman took Maggie’s wheelchair and pushed her through the door into a dark hallway. Given the number of fluorescent lights, the hallway should have been much brighter than it was. Instead, everything was dim and had a nasty green tint to it as if the whole building were seasick. There were no pictures or charts or decorations of any kind. Everything was bare, save for the doorways that appeared randomly, as if some drunk had designed the place. 

Maggie expected to see staff, but the building seemed vacant. The only sounds were the squeaking of one of the wheels on her wheelchair, the clattering of the woman’s heels, and the faint humming of the fluorescent lights. Maggie felt like she and this strange woman were the only ones around.

After multiple twists and turns, Maggie found herself in a small cafeteria where the walls were painted bluish green. She was pushed up to a long, sticky table, just like every other table in the history of cafeterias. The purple-haired woman sat down beside her and patted one of Maggie’s hands. “Do you like applesauce?”

Maggie hated applesauce, and she resented the fact that this particular food was the first suggestion the woman made, but she was hungry, and the last thing she wanted to do was antagonize this strange woman.

“Applesauce is just fine,” Maggie said. 

The woman smiled and left Maggie alone with her thoughts. She scanned the room. There was nothing remarkable about it. Like the hallway, there were no posters, no windows or decorations, just bluish green walls and fluorescent lights hanging from the steel ceiling. There were ten long tables, forming two rows of five. Most of the chairs were stacked in three rows on the opposite end of the room. They had brown padding, and the metal bars that formed the frames were covered in rust. There were two glass displays where old saran-wrapped sandwiches sat on green plastic garnish. A single metal cash register sat on a wooden podium in between the two displays. Behind the register was an open doorway leading to the kitchen, where the floor tiles turned red and the walls went from blue to a white plastic sheeting. Grease stains tainted the white walls, indicating most of the food cooked was of the deep-fried variety.

I’m sure the food here will do wonders for the cancer, Maggie thought. She chuckled. It hurt, but she didn’t care. She needed to laugh. She heard bustling in the kitchen. This place had cooks, at least.

A few minutes later, the purple-haired woman returned with a plastic bowl filled with applesauce and sat it on the table in front of Maggie. At the same time, Maggie heard footsteps coming from the door leading to the hallway. She turned around to see Ray standing between Horace and Randolf. He was alive, although groggy. He looked at Maggie, blinking stupidly in that familiar way she’d come to love. Maggie wanted nothing more than to stand up and run to him, embrace him with her frail arms, but she couldn’t. She was confined to her chair, so he had to run to her. He bent over and squeezed her thin body.

“I’m so glad you’re alright,” he said. “I thought I was never going to see you again.”

“I know,” Maggie said. “I thought the same thing.”

Horace and Randolf did not approach the table. They stood in front of the door, looking at each other and then back at the open doorway behind them. The purple-haired woman saw Ray, immediately went back into the kitchen, and returned with a plain ham sandwich. She placed the sandwich on the table beside the applesauce and shot the two men a hot look. Horace and Randolf took her glare as their cue to leave. They spun around and scurried back into the hallway. The woman stood over the table and watched them leave. Then she slid the sandwich in front of a chair to Maggie’s right. She met Ray’s eyes and politely nodded for the old man to sit down.

Ray looked at her, nodded in return, and sat in the chair next to Maggie, never taking his eyes off the strange woman. Ray grabbed the sandwich and took a large mouthful of bread and meat while keeping his eyes on their host, who walked to the far wall, grabbed another chair, and placed it to Maggie’s left so that she was facing the elderly couple. When she sat down, she looked at Maggie, who understood she was supposed to be eating as well. Maggie looked at the mush and fought the urge to grimace. She didn’t want the applesauce, but she didn’t know enough about this woman to risk angering her. So, she slowly lifted the bowl to her lips and began to sip at the applesauce as if it were hot soup. When Maggie was halfway finished, the purple-haired woman spoke. 

“So, I know you both have questions,” she began, smiling. “First, let me introduce myself. I should have done it before, but those two fools have really made a mess of things. My name is Dr. Rachel Lane. I know, I don’t look like a traditional doctor, but there’s a good reason, and I will explain it here in a minute, but first, tell me what Horace and Randolf have told you about this . . . opportunity.”

“Nothing,” Ray said, sounding angry despite Dr. Lane’s pleasant demeanor. “They rambled about the key to immortality or some such nonsense, then threatened us before knocking us out.”

Dr. Lane frowned and leaned back in her chair, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t say it’s the key to immortality. I mean, the possibility has entered my mind, but we’re nowhere near there . . . yet.” She went blank for a moment, just long enough to be awkward, before coming back suddenly with a rather loud laugh. “I’m sorry. There’s just enough truth in that statement to be confusing!” She stood up and began to pace back and forth in front of the glass displays filled with saran-wrapped sandwiches. “Maybe I should explain the situation all at once. How would you feel if Frankenstein had a happy ending? What if the experiment had worked?”

“It did work,” Maggie said. “The monster came to life.”

“But that’s just it, isn’t it? The monster came to life. Why was he a monster?” She didn’t wait for them to answer. She turned and looked at her reflection in the glass display. “He was ugly.” She said this quietly and didn’t look at them. “He was rejected because he was made from dead parts. He looked like a monster.”

“Didn’t he have an abnormal brain?” Ray asked.

“What does that even mean?” Dr. Lane scoffed. “No. He was rejected. He was probably rejected in his former life too.” She turned to them and almost ran back to the table. Her eyes were shining, and her smile seemed to touch her ears. The doctor looked beautiful then, radiant and full of joy. “What if Frankenstein’s monster looked like Adam? What if he not only represented the possibility of eternal life but also human perfection?” Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at them like she was about to confess a sin she was proud of. “That’s what I did.”

“You made Frankenstein?” Maggie asked.

“I perfected Frankenstein’s monster,” Dr. Lane said. “Sort of. Rather, I extrapolated Frankenstein’s concept beyond its original purpose. I’m not saying I can bring people back from the dead, but what if I could get to the person before they died?”

Maggie and Ray looked at each other. After a minute, Ray spoke slowly. “So, young lady, if I understand you right, what you’re trying to say is that you’ve found a way to make bodies. To make Frankenstein’s monsters.”

Dr. Lane looked impressed. “Yes!” she shouted. “That’s exactly what I’ve done! I’ve made bodies! Lots and lots of bodies!” She marched around the table, grabbed her chair, and sat it next to Ray. She sat so close to him their shoulders were touching. It was as if she’d finally found a friend who understood her. “I know the book is fiction, but the book was right in its core premise. Everything hinges on the brain. The brain is a computer! You understand? Your brain stores information. Supposedly, Frankenstein’s error was using a pickled brain. But it wouldn’t have mattered even if he did grab an abnormal brain because the second a person dies, their brain starts to break down. Using a dead brain is like trying to play music on a badly scratched CD. You get pieces of music, but the whole thing is too damaged to enjoy everything, and this decomposition process starts right away. So, you can’t just put one brain into another body because no matter how quickly you do it, the brain breaks down too fast to be reused. But—but what if you could recreate the brain and its functions from scratch? Then it would just be a matter of getting the information from the old brain to the new one. That’s what we did! Your brain uses a combination of chemicals to store information, creating an alphabet all its own. It’s a code, just like DNA! It’s a little different, of course, but it serves the same function. And we found the alphabet. We figured out the letters, but unlike other scientists, we didn’t try to figure out the functions of each chemical. We decided to build another housing for the alphabet, then we copy each individual’s code onto it. All we had to do was find a way to transfer the information. And we did—or rather—I did! I found a way to transfer that information from one computer to another. Only this computer is designed to last longer!” She howled, laughing at this, and slapped her hand on the table. “I can take everything inside your wife and move her to another computer! Do you understand what I’m saying? You can have your wife all over again, Ray. You can have a second marriage.”

“I hope you’re not going to stick me inside a bunch of corpse parts sewed together,” Maggie said, trying to make a joke out of it but not really finding anything particularly funny.

Dr. Lane howled with laughter again. “No, of course not!” she said. “We made the rest of the body too, but compared to the brain, that was the easy part.”

“So, you’re going to stick me inside a robot?” Maggie asked. It was hard to grasp what the doctor was saying, but more than anything, she was trying desperately not to get her hopes up. This had to be some sort of joke. 

Dr. Lane shook her head so hard Maggie thought her earrings were going to fly off. “No! No!” Dr. Lane cried, standing up again. “These bodies are real! They’re organic! They’re flesh and blood. . . . Well, I mean, they’re mostly silicone and some other things, but at their core, they are flesh and blood. You’re not going to rust, Maggie, my dear. I promise you!” 

“I don’t—I don’t know,” Ray said. “I’m having a hard time processing this. It’s—well, not only is it hard to believe, it’s hard to understand.”

“I know it’s hard to believe. But did people believe in airplanes when they were first invented? Did they believe in cars? I bet not! Those inventions changed the world, and my bodies will do the same. We’re moving away from the mechanical age and into the chemical, into the organic! My bodies are a harbinger of this new age, and you, Maggie . . . well, we’re going to show you to the world, and everyone will have to believe. We’re ready. This isn’t a science experiment. Do you understand? This is a guarantee. There’s no risk for you, only reward. I just need you to agree.”

“Why?” Maggie asked.

“That’s harder to explain. But when the brain is resistant, it puts up barriers. The transfer doesn’t work as well.” 

The thoughts in Maggie’s brain were clogged. They were trying to come out all at once but were jammed at the door. Fortunately, Ray asked an obvious question. “Can we see these bodies?” 

“Of course!” Dr. Lane cried. “In fact, you’re already looking at one.”

Without another word, the doctor threw off her coat and shirt, standing in front of them in her black bra.

“Young lady!” Maggie cried. She hated how old she sounded in that moment, but she couldn’t help it. Then to make matters even more bizarre, the woman pointed to her stomach.

“Look closely!” Dr. Lane said. “Tell me what you notice?”

Ray stared at her stomach hard, too hard. Maggie’s cheeks grew hot. She was sure she was beet red despite her cancer. “Put your shirt on!” Maggie roared. Her throat did some screaming of its own, and she grabbed her neck and coughed a second later. How she despised being old.

“Please, just look!” Dr. Lane pleaded. 

“Of all the—”

“Maggie,” Ray said calmly, but his voice was firm. She recognized his tone, a gentle warning to pay attention. He saw something. She looked at him, and his face was pale. So, she stared at the woman’s stomach and saw it. There were no pores, no hair or peach fuzz, no bumps, moles, or imperfections of any kind. Her skin looked almost plastic, like a mannequin or a doll. It was a subtle thing, but it became obvious the longer she looked. The doctor was beautiful, stunningly beautiful, the most beautiful woman Maggie had ever seen, but she was beautiful in the way a magazine model is beautiful, someone with perfect proportions and perfect hair and perfect teeth, someone who was photoshopped beyond recognition. She looked manufactured.

“Do you see it?” Dr. Lane asked.

“You did this to yourself?” Ray asked, horrified.

“Yes,” Dr. Lane said. “I told you, the time for experimentation has passed. It works. I wouldn’t have done it to myself if it didn’t work.”

“Please, get dressed,” Ray said. He turned and looked at Maggie. “I don’t want you to do this.” 

Maggie was silent. She stared at her husband, ashamed. She wanted to do it. She desperately wanted to do it. When Dr. Lane had put her shirt and coat back on, Maggie pulled her eyes away from her husband and looked at the doctor. “Before I decide, please show me the other bodies.”

“Maggie, not only will I show you the bodies, I’ll let you pick the one you want,” Dr. Lane said.

“Just take me to them,” Maggie said. She looked at Ray as if to apologize. Ray stared back at her. He didn’t look angry, just scared.

Without a word, Dr. Lane grabbed Maggie’s wheelchair and rolled her out of the cafeteria and into the hall. Ray followed close behind. “I have to show you something unpleasant first. I warn you—it’s gross.”

“What’s that?” Maggie asked.

The doctor only looked at her and smiled. She rolled Maggie down the narrow hallway, making innumerable twists and turns until they finally came to a locked door. Dr. Lane reached into her pocket, pulled out a key ring, and after fiddling with several different keys, she found the right one and opened the door. She held the door open for Maggie as she rolled her chair into the room. It was empty, except for a single glass window. Maggie couldn’t see through the window because the wheelchair was too low, but she guessed they were on the other side of a one-way mirror. Whatever they were about to see was in a room similar to the one she’d woken up in. Ray entered the room and, after looking through the window, gasped.

Dr. Lane didn’t react to him. She stepped around Ray and Maggie and stared into the window. Her face turned to stone for a few moments, as if she’d simply turned off . . . like a robot. Then she shivered and stared down at Maggie, her smile and friendly demeanor gone, replaced by a stoic professional.

“Can you stand?”

“I can try,” Maggie said. She grabbed the countertop in front of the window. It took some effort, but she finally managed to pull herself up. Maggie stood and peered through the one-way mirror to see a bloated corpse.

“That’s me,” Dr. Lane said quietly.  “Well, it was me. Now, it’s just a shell, a broken computer.”

Maggie stared at the gelatinous, pale-green thing that lay on the steel table, just like the one she’d woken up on. Most of the body was covered by a sheet, but the face was still in plain view. It looked like a misshapen balloon. Its green cheeks were swollen and rounded as if the corpse had marbles inside its mouth. Its eyes bulged, staring blankly at the ceiling. The rest of the corpse looked like a white misshapen mound on the metal table. Maggie resisted the urge to vomit, trying not to think about what grotesque thing had lain on her own table before she arrived.

“That’s not all bloating,” Dr. Lane said sadly. “I used to be very fat. The moment I first discovered chemistry and the idea that life could be made of silicone instead of carbon in other parts of the universe, my dream was to make a new body for myself. I don’t think it’s melodramatic to say this has literally been my life’s work. Now, my work is complete.”

“You were so young,” Ray said.

“Yes,” Dr. Lane said. “I’m surprised you can still see that. What can I say? I was always insecure about my body, and when the previous experiment was a success—well, in all the ways that mattered—I—I just couldn’t help myself.”

“There was a previous experiment?” Maggie asked.

Dr. Lane looked at the couple and shrugged. “Well, the experiment was a success, but what the gentleman chose to do with his success is another matter. Let’s just say that it’s never a good idea to use an inmate on death row for an experiment. But I didn’t have a choice. Funding became an issue. Eventually, I had to plead my case to a pair of old billionaires. They agreed to fund my project but only under certain conditions. One of those conditions was government intrusion, and they also wanted me to use government property for the initial experiment, prison inmates. Thankfully, once the experiment succeeded, I was allowed to pursue a more public demonstration. The only problem was that my government overseer wanted to pick the lucky volunteer, and . . . well, you know the rest.”

“What happened to the inmate?” Maggie asked.

“I don’t wish to discuss him,” Dr. Lane said firmly. “I apologize, but it’s a sore subject. He did something to spite me.” She smiled. “He’s being dealt with.” She must have noticed a change in their expression because her face turned red and she let out a nervous laugh. “Wow, listen to me. I sound morbid. It’s nothing bad. We’re just trying to find him.” She turned back to the corpse. “I imagine I’m not making a very good saleswoman. How about we visit my children?”

“You mean the bodies?” Ray asked.

“Of course.”

“Before we go, tell me something,” Ray said, pointing toward the window. “Why are you watching yourself rot?”

“I hated that body,” Dr. Lane said. “It’s cathartic. But, also, it’s for science. We had to make sure the body would decompose after my . . . energy left the brain. We needed to confirm some theories about where the brain ends and the mind begins. Once the mind is gone, the automatic functions in the brain stop as well.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t bode well for the soul, does it?” Dr. Lane continued staring at the rotting corpse, saying nothing for a long time. When she spoke again, it was more to herself than to the couple. “I should probably get rid of it.” She looked back at Maggie and Ray. “Let’s go.”

“Hold on,” Ray said. He turned to Maggie. “Look into that room. Are you still considering this?”

Maggie stared at the corpse. She placed her hand on the glass and noted the liver spots and the mole hair that refused to die. “I’ve been watching myself rot for months.”

Dr. Lane smiled as Maggie lowered herself back into her seat. She grabbed Maggie’s wheelchair, and the three of them left the room. The farther along they went, the more uneasy Maggie became. The halls were still empty
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