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Chapter 1




Heart sat cross-legged on her cot with Violet, the little lavender rabbit, curled up in her lap, her rabbity ears twitching contentedly, while Swen stretched out on the bed, with his long-doggie snout on Heart’s knee. Equuleus, the winged gear horse, stood by the window, seeming to contemplate going for a flight. 

Suddenly, someone pounded on the door like he’d break it in.

All four of them jumped practically out of their skin.

“Must be Jackson,” Heart observed.

“Right,” Swen said, in an uncanny imitation of Jackson. “No one else around here ….”

The banging ensued at the door again.

“… needs to pummel a door to get attention. At least he doesn’t ….”

The door slammed open in its frame.

“…. fling the door open before you invite him in,” Swen finished, sarcastically.

Violet hopped up to stand beside Heart, putting her furry fists on her fuzzy hips, giving Jackson a disapproving look. 

“Nice of you to let me invite you in,” Heart added her disapproving look to Violet’s. Swen didn’t even bother to raise his head.

“I knocked!” Jackson barked.

“We heard,” Heart retorted.

“You needn’t,” Violet sputtered, indignant, “hammer, pummel, batter, bludgeon, whack, bash and clobber the door, sir. Heart is sitting right here!”

Heart patted the little lavender rabbit soothingly. “Violet makes a valid point, Jackson. Could you not wait for me to answer the door? Or at least, wait until I invite you in?”

“No, I could not. I knocked. Enough chatter. I have to get back to Earth. Now. And I’ve been told to collect the dog, if he’s coming.”

“I beg your …” Swen began, while Heart cried out, “Now?! Right now?”

“Right now. Or sooner.”

“No!” Heart protested. “Is there never any peace for us?”

“Apparently not,” Jackson stomped up and down the room, clearly agitated to nearly his limits, the muscles in his jaw clenched. In fact, Heart noticed, the muscles in his entire body, wound up, ready to spring.

Indeed, something quite serious had developed. She stood and pulled a chair in front of her. “Sit.”

“I can’t.”

“It’s not a request, Jackson. Sit.”

He took in her expression, then sat.

Heart returned to her position on her little bed, holding Jackson’s gaze. “What is going on?”

“I am not to tell you.”

“I don’t care what my father says, you must tell me. I’ll find out soon enough. What is going on?”

“Apparently …” Jackson hesitated, then sighed and continued. “Apparently Father Inventor’s clone made clones.”

“Oh!” Heart, Swen, and Equuleus exclaimed in unison.

“This is not good, not good at all, it will never do,” Violet rattled, quivering. “Say it isn’t so! How will we ever cope? What are we to do? I’m extremely dismayed, distraught, disconcerted, disturbed, discombobulated, unsettled, so on and so forth…and furthermore….”

“Will! You! Shut! Up!” Jackson commanded.

Violet clamped her little rabbit mouth shut, and put a paw over it for added security. “Sorry!” she squeaked.

“Well, I’m dismayed too,” Heart added. “But … they’re a further cloned generation, they’ll be weak. And how many can there possibly be, two or three weak clones? Can’t The Cause of All Beings control them without you immediately flying off?”

“There are not ‘two or three weak clones.’ There are in the neighborhood of one thousand clones of your father.”

Equuleus whinnied, and Violet silently hopped back onto Heart’s lap, curling up into a little, tight, quivering, lavender ball. Swen jumped off the bed and took over Jackson’s occupation of pacing up and down the room. “A thousand?” he muttered. “A thousand Father Inventor clones, working for the bad guys? We’re doomed.”

Heart said nothing in the midst of the commotion. Finally, she shook her head and said, “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe it, Jackson, that’s a press release made up by the Purists to frighten The Cause of All Beings. Plain and simple. I refuse to accept it. Nor should you.”

“You’re wrong, Heart. It has been as shocking to your father and me as it is to you. But it comes to us via an impeccable source. In fact, there’s nothing about Father Inventor’s clone or clones anywhere in the news. Nothing at all.”

“But, Jackson, a thousand clones? Really? How could it be? Wouldn’t the number one clone, which we have here on Pink, which my father and HelperFriend are reconditioning—wouldn’t he have told us? With all his babble about how awesome he is, he’d not miss the opportunity to brag about this wondrous feat. Even if it was the next generation turning out clones, he’d tell us.

“Unless your ‘reliable source’ is an eye witness, I wouldn’t believe them. And if they are an eye witness, I wouldn’t trust them. Whoever they are.”

 “Our source,” Jackson insisted, “has been eye witness to enough of the clones to know this estimate is correct. Furthermore, our source is impeccably trustworthy.”

“Strange,” Violet said in her muffled voice.

“Quite strange,” Heart agreed. ”Where are these clones supposedly hanging out?”

“It seems they’re in the underground crystal matrix. Which, you’ll be surprised to learn, is extremely far-reaching.”

“Oh!” Heart exclaimed simply. “Horrible.”

“Yes. Horrible,” Jackson agreed.

Heart was suddenly awash with a deep fear for Jackson. “What can you do, Jackson, alone?”

“I can only do my best.”

“But …” Heart tried to contrive an argument, “you simply cannot fight them all, all alone!”

“And I won’t. There’s everyone in The Cause of All Beings, there’s everyone in The Periphery ….”

“That’s redundant. Everyone in The Periphery is in The Cause of All Beings,” Heart pointed out.

“True.”

“And how are the people behind The Wall in The Periphery supposed to help you? They’re not free to move about.”

“True again, Heart.” Jackson nodded. “Are you seriously trying to tell me to stay here and ignore all that’s happening on Earth?”

“Ahm … sort of sounds like it.” Heart said quietly. “But I know you won’t.”

“Right.” Jackson jumped up and looked at Swen. “Coming?” Without waiting for an answer, he bolted from Heart’s room.

Swen and Heart exchanged a look. “You must go back to Key Man,” Heart acknowledged. “Your leg is completely healed, including the bio component my father implanted.” 

Swen nodded. “Yes. I hardly even have a scar. Which, I must say, is rather a disappointment.”

Heart chuckled. “Key Man misses you.”

“And I miss him, Heart. But it’s hard to leave like this. Without any warning, without a proper good-bye.” 

“Such seems to be the nature of our relationship, dear friend.” Heart kneeled down and hugged the big hound close. “We will meet again.”

“Yes,” Swen agreed, neither of them sure of their words. 

If what Jackson had told them was even partially true, the future of The Darling Undesirables, and those living in The Periphery, as well as many other innocent beings, was in grave danger. How far were the Purists willing to go for their twisted, intolerant beliefs?

“I’d better ….” Swen moved toward the door.

“Yes. Let’s go.” Heart nodded. 

Equuleus went out on the landing.

“I’m not going!” Violet turned her back on them.

“Why, Violet?” Heart asked. “That’s not very nice.”

“I’m very nice! If I don’t go down, Swen won’t leave. He won’t leave without saying good-bye to me!”

“Oh, Violet!” Heart tried to laugh, but her voice came out almost a sob. “Your ego knows no bounds! You must realize that Swen will most certainly leave. And you’ll feel terrible if you don’t wave good-bye.”

Violet’s floppy ears trailed across the floor as she hopped down from the bed and dragged her feet to Heart and Swen. “I have nothing further to say beyond my protesting your departure.”

Swen snuggled Violet. “Protest duly noted, my fuzzy friend.” He turned and ran down the castle’s winding stairway, while Heart picked Violet up and jumped onto Equuleus. They flew down and around, meeting Swen on the castle’s marble rotunda floor below.

“Ah! I’m going to miss that sight!” Swen exclaimed. 

Heart nodded but said nothing. They filed down the hall to Father Inventor’s room in silent sadness.
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Chapter 2




Heart saw a beehive of activity as she peered into her father’s room, the back wall open to the interior of the dome, with her father, fully bio and not able to withstand Pink’s environment, in his protective bell jar suiting.

She turned to Swen. “We have to get you in a protective suit before you can go in.” 

“Great!” Swen exclaimed with sarcastic enthusiasm, “My favorite thing!”

Heart stepped through the double baffle door into the busy space, wended her way to a cupboard, grabbed a suit, and scurried back into the hall where her friends waited. She tried, but failed, to stifle a giggle as she pulled the person suit onto the hound body. At least he wasn’t exposed to the environment that his bios could not tolerate.

“I hate this!” Swen’s muffled voice came through the headgear.

“Still—better than not breathing,” Heart pointed out.

“Up to a certain point.”

Heart picked Swen up and went into her father’s room, followed by Violet on Equuleus—both of whom, along with Heart, were able to withstand Pink’s environment. 

Clockwork, mechanical, and hybrid beings bustled about as Heart and her friends came into the space. She waved to her father, then looked about for Jackson. There he sat, obviously disgruntled, on her father’s narrow cot in his ill-fitting protective suit.

Heart made her way to him through the busy throng. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Who knows? Some something-something,” he said, irritated.

“Some something-something with what?”

“The life-support system on my spacecraft. What could have gone wrong? It was fine when I got here.”

“Maybe it wasn’t. The Clone banged around in it a lot on the way here. You’re lucky it wasn’t dangerously compromised while you were still in it.”

“Whatever. Couldn’t they have figured this out before now?”

“Apparently not.” Heart looked around for HelperFriend, realizing he was probably with her father’s clone, as that’s where he seemed to be almost all the time of late. She hoped he’d come to see Jackson off.

“I’ll check with my father ….” 

At that moment one of the mechanicals called, “All clear.”

There was a round of “all clear” from a variety of workers. Nodding at Jackson from across the room, her father was the last to agree. “All clear.” He made his way to them, gliding in his bell jar, the workers stepping aside as he came. 

“Ready, Jackson?”

“I’ve been ready, sir.”

“I know, my boy. But we must not risk harming you in any way. So much hangs upon your abilities now ….” he paused.

“A thousand clones, Father?” Heart exclaimed. “One thousand clones!?! Really, is it possible?”

“Possible and, unfortunately, probable,” her father replied, frowning.

“How will The Cause of all Beings prevail?”

“I don’t know, Heart. We can only be in this moment, and let the next moment unfold. I have profound faith in Peter and Jackson.”

“So do I, Father. But I’m also pragmatic. And the odds look—impossible.”

“Nice pep talk, Heart,” Jackson interjected, standing. “With that, I can go anywhere, face anything.”

“I’m sorry, Jackson. But I’m concerned. Concerned!”

They watched as Jackson’s spacecraft came out of the interior of Pink’s dome and into the open. 

“Right. We’ll chat later,” Jackson muttered, and, without another word, abruptly headed for his spacecraft.

Heart exchanged a look with her father, shaking her head. They’d spoken plenty about Jackson’s “socially inappropriate” behavior. 

“Let’s get you secure on that angry man’s craft, Swen,” she said. “Not that I’m entirely certain I even want you riding with him.”

“Can’t argue with you on that point, Heart,” Swen agreed. “But he’s the best pilot anywhere, begging your forgiveness, dear Heart.”

“Oh, no offense, Swen. I agree with you. If Jackson weren’t the best pilot anywhere, I’d not only not let you on his craft, I’d be in deeper despair over these developments. But if there’s anyone who can outmaneuver one-thousand somebodies, it’s Jackson.”

They arrived at his spacecraft, Jackson already aboard and at the controls. Heart secured Swen in the safety harness in the back seat. “Thanks for helping, Jackson,” she said, not disguising her pique.

“What?” Jackson looked back. “Sorry. Just a bit preoccupied.”

“I know,” Heart softened. “But please don’t forget you have a passenger. A very valuable passenger.”

“Yeah. Valuable,” Swen added.

“I won’t forget the dog. I’m going to The Museum of Scientific Improbabilities and Unpredictable Oddities first, to meet with Peter. And we all know Key Man will be at the door before the engines are cut to get his precious canine back.”

“Thanks for the ‘precious,’” Swen chortled.

“Being facetious.”

“No you’re not,” Swen dared to counter.

Heart couldn’t see Swen’s mischievous grin in his awkward suit, but she saw it in her mind’s eye. “Have fun sparring,” she gave a last tug to secure the straps. “You feel safe, my friend?”

“I’m good, Heart.” 

She leaned down and gave him a hug, awash with sadness and loneliness. Then she stood and reached to give Jackson a pat on the shoulder, but stopped mid-gesture. Swen’s barely visible eyes caught her eye—give him a hug, his look said. She shook her head, turned and stepped away from the spacecraft. 

Jackson sealed up his craft, then took off the headgear and top half of the protective suit. 

Heart, Equuleus, with Violet on his back and Father Inventor stood in a line, along with many other residents of Pink, waving to Jackson, their young hero, as he engaged the engines.

Without ceremony and with the smallest wave, he took off into the wide-open space above Pink, headed directly for Earth, ever-hanging overhead.




*     *




Once she was back inside with her father, Equuleus, and Violet, Heart flipped the switch that brought down the wall between her father’s sparse little room and the vast dome beyond. She watched as the residents went deep inside, hanging their heads, moving slowly, depressed over the sobering news and Jackson’s departure.

For some strange reason, Heart thought, despite his grouchy demeanor, everyone always seemed to like being around Jackson. Including herself, she had to admit. She didn’t quite understand it, but she had to acknowledge it. 

“All right, Father, what gives? Who is your, as Jackson put it, ‘infallible source’ for this seemingly bizarre improbability? One thousand clones? I want to know more.”

“Yeah!” Violet piped up. “This improbable scenario is likely to endanger, risk, threaten, jeopardize and possibly even harm our Jackson. Which is not acceptable!” 

 Heart couldn’t quite stifle a small giggle. “Well, she’s right. It could ‘even possibly harm our Jackson.’ How could there be one thousand clones? How?”

Her father, climbing out of his bell jar, pulled out a chair for her to sit, then he sat on his little cot. “This is the part that’s not clear. If each generation of clone has made a clone, they will reduce in efficacy rapidly. But if it’s the generation after the primary one making many clones,” he gestured to the interior of the castle where HelperFriend had been working with the Clone, “they’ll be more of a threat.”

“Maybe,” Heart said thoughtfully, “it’s just that your informant—whoever it may be, that I guess you’re not going to tell me ….”

“Not right at this time, no, dear daughter.”

Heart shrugged, frustrated. “Anyway, maybe it’s a case of that person being in the crystal matrix and not realizing it’s mirror-like. Maybe he or she doesn’t know that one looks like many.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice? But no, this person is extremely knowledgable about the crystal matrix. Extremely. And far beyond its reflecting capabilities.”

“I see,” Heart responded, in a deep reflection of her own. Most curious, this “informant”—knowledgable about the crystal matrix, and the number of Father Inventor Clones, and yet, not a Purist.

“Ah! So, if your informant is so trustworthy, why weren’t you told before?”

“We believed there were others, but we weren’t sure until just now. Apparently, they were in stasis, to be awakened by the primary clone, the one we have, if he didn’t take some action at regular intervals, like push a button every so often that kept them in stasis.

“He had no need to have them all milling around. But if he was somehow removed from action, we believe he had a fail-safe means to put them into action. And now they are.”

“But surely they need direction,” Heart said. “The first clone is here, and I doubt his ability to do much ….”

 “Agreed,” her father answered.

“So … Loruza and Keeper A must be the brains behind any comprehensive organized activity among the clones.”

“Hmmm ….” Her father mused.

“Hmmmm? That’s not what I expected to hear.”

“I … ahm, well, I imagine you may be right, to a certain extent.”

Heart frowned, realizing she’d encountered yet another “something” that her father was not willing to reveal. “How can I help,” she whispered, “if you won’t tell me what you’re not telling me?”

He reached out and took her hand. “Everything you do, Heart, is led by your impeccable intuition. Knowing certain details that are constantly in motion will only interfere with your internal guidance. Trust me.”

“Well … I must, given I have no choice.”

He smiled and patted her hand. She was neither comforted nor calmed. “Perhaps most of the succeeding generations of clones are incomplete or incompetent.”

“That would be helpful,” her father agreed.

“So … what if the primary clone, the one we have, gave them a directive to side with us, with The Cause of All Beings?”

“Very good, my brilliant daughter. That is one of our plans. Hence the non-stop attention of HelperFriend to the Clone, in his efforts to reprogram him.”

“I see!” Heart said, enlightened. “Why not simply replace certain components in his brain?”

“Another good thought. But that’s too tricky. Intelligence becomes so—interwoven. And with a brain such as the Clone’s, where he built fail-safe measures in himself by both organic and mechanical means, he could as easily be destroyed as improved. This sounds weirdly immodest, but he’s brilliantly made.”

Heart laughed. “Oh, that is funny. He constructed himself, so he’s not you, but he’s a download of your brain, so he is you. Anyway, bottom line—he must be re-socialized. And the interesting paradigm is having a clockworks man re-socialize a clockworks-mechanical-bio man, to be more like a compassionate human being.”

Her father chuckled. “That’s about the size of it. I don’t have the time to do it. And—you’ve socialized HelperFriend fabulously. He’s more human and humane than many humans.”

“I don’t know how much I had to do with that …” Heart protested.

“You made him who he is,” Equuleus intoned quietly.

“He was nothing, zilch, nada, zip, nil, zero, nobody when he met you,” Violet insisted. “And now look at him! Somebody’s home! He’s brilliant, kind, compassionate, understanding, thoughtful, empathic. And one darn great chef.”

“I had nothing to do with that last part,” Heart said.

“True. Too true.” Violet stuck out her tongue and squeezed her eyes down shut, recalling the time Heart tried to cook up some greens for her. “But all the rest stands.”

Her father nodded. “I must concur. The other relevant factor is that HelperFriend is a clockworks man, like the clone. I see him openly trusting HelperFriend. But when I enter the room, he becomes stressed and starts to shut down.”

“Hmmm, I was about to offer to take over HelperFriend’s work with the Clone. But if you feel HelperFriend is doing a better job than I’m likely to, I’d better leave well enough alone.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” her father agreed. “But, on another hand, if you were to check out how things are going with him, it might be helpful. As I say, my presence appears to cause more harm than good with HelperFriend’s efforts.”
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Chapter 3




Heart meandered down the hall with Equuleus and Violet alongside, silent with her thoughts—at the moment centered on Jackson. What was he flying into? Would he have enough support? Who would be his back-up? 

So far, most of what Heart knew about The Cause of All Beings was the few people she’d met in The Periphery, prisoners behind The Wall. How would or could they possibly be of any assistance? Either there was a considerable amount going on behind the scenes of which she was entirely unaware, or The Cause of All Beings, and thus, Jackson, was doomed.

She brought herself back to the present moment when they came to the little door leading to the huge, spacious kitchen.

“All right now, off with the two of you,” she said to Equuleus and Violet.

 “Are you sure?” Equuleus asked, concerned.

“Quite. There must be as little distraction as possible while I interact with this … broken fragment of my father. I’ll be fine. You know HelperFriend won’t let anything happen to me.”

“I know.” Equuleus nodded. “In physical terms. But psychologically ….”

“I’m sure HelperFriend will take care of me—the best he can—in that way, too.”

Violet hopped down from Equuleus. “Well, I don’t care what you say, I’m going with you!”

“No, Violet, you’re not. The last thing I need at this moment is you babbling away!”

“Oh!” Violet cried, hurt.

 Heart reached down and gave Violet a hug, then placed her back on Equuleus. “I’m sorry, dear. But you know perfectly well that you do rattle on, and this is a serious moment with serious business at hand. I cannot have my attention divided by anything. And you can be most distracting.”

“I see!” Violet muttered.

“Take her away, Equuleus.”

Heart watched as Equuleus trotted on down the hall, and then took flight when he came to the open rotunda. She turned resolutely toward the kitchen. She had no idea where, exactly, HelperFriend and the Clone were, but she hoped they were not in the kitchen, as that seemed distasteful. She also hoped they were not in HelperFriend’s rooms as that seemed invasive of the clockwork man’s privacy. 

As she walked through the ginormous, expansively white kitchen, passing closet door after closet door, a sound she knew only too well, grew. She followed the sound through a small hall she’d never seen before. She had to duck to go through the tiny doorway, wondering how either HelperFriend or the Clone could have passed this way, even with the Clone in two halves.

The familiar musical-yet-not-musical sound grew. The dark little passageway suddenly opened into a wide cavern and a gigantic doorway. 

Before knocking or even trying the door, Heart stood at it for a few moments, listening to the keening of HelperFriend’s crying. What could possibly be distressing him this much? She decided to try the door rather than knock, knowing her clockworks friend would staunch his tears before opening the door, and she wanted to approach him before he could.

What if the Clone had managed to hurt him?

She placed her hand on the opening seal. The door unlocked, then slid silently open.

In the midst of a spacious, dark, wood-braced dome with a brilliant spotlight shining down upon the scene, stood HelperFriend his back to the door. Add to the weirdness, the disconcerting sight of her father’s clone, looking like her father in every regard except shorn in half, the top half sitting in a chair, looking up at HelperFriend with intrigue and curiosity.

Heart came up behind HelperFriend, while the Clone moved his riveted attention from HelperFriend to her. But HelperFriend continued deep in grief, his little metallic tears of brass and copper and nickel, spraying every which way, including bouncing off the Clone, who appeared to ignore them.

Heart gently placed her hand on HelperFriend’s forearm, his gear hand held up to his face. “What’s the matter, dear HelperFriend?”

He looked at her through his fingers. “Oh, Heart! Oh, Heart! Heart!”

“Yes, I’m here. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Oh, making a mess of everything. My tears everywhere. Oh, my. I’m, oh, Heart, sorry. Sorry!”

“Are you hurt?”

“No. Yes. No. I don’t know, Heart. Please tell me. Am I hurt?”

“Let’s sit!” She looked around for a couple of chairs, then spied an elegant sofa against the wall in the covering darkness at the edge of the gigantic room. “Come along.” 

They crossed the large, open space to the sofa. Heart made HelperFriend sit, then sat, cross-legged, facing him. His crying had receded considerably, and only a few small copper teardrops fell into his lap, a relief to Heart as she didn’t particularly relish being bombarded with tiny bits of metal. Not that it would be the first time.

“Tell me ….” 

“Oh, Heart!” HelperFriend wailed.

She feared he would start the deluge of tears again. She patted his gear-twirling hand. “Don’t cry, dear. There’s a solution for everything.”

HelperFriend stopped mid-wail. “There is? Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure. Did the Clone hurt you, somehow?”

“No. No. The Clone … no, he hasn’t hurt me. He’s quite passive of late. Mostly curious. But, Heart, I don’t want to tell you. You have enough to worry about without worrying about things that worry me!”

“But if you don’t tell me, since I’ve seen you like this, I will worry.”

“Yes. I see. I see. Well, it’s about Jackson.”

“Oh.” Heart suddenly felt terrible. HelperFriend hadn’t been there to say good-bye to Jackson. “He left, HelperFriend. He just left for Earth. I’m so sorry I didn’t summon you to say good-bye.”

 “I know he left. I know that. It’s all right that I wasn’t there to say good-bye. I watched from here. I saw his face. I know what was going on in him. He had to get on with it. He didn’t need me there. I understand that. But….”

“But what?”

“What is he going into, Heart? What?” HelperFriend’s face gears spun mightily, and Heart felt certain little bits of metal were about to spring onto her. 

“Well, we don’t know exactly, do we?”

“One thousand Father Inventor Clones, Heart,” HelperFriend whispered.

“You know!”

“Oh, yes, I know. I knew from him,” HelperFriend nodded toward the Clone, who sat looking at them with curiosity. “Records were in his database. I cringed when I saw that information. He made two clones, and they each made two. And they each made two. And they each made two. And so on. I didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. I was on my way to talk with Father Inventor about it, when my database noted that the same information had just come through an informant. One thousand Father Inventor Clones bent on the destruction of everything he ever made or developed or stood for.”

“It’s bad, there’s no denying it, HelperFriend,” Heart said, flooded with her own sadness.

“But you just said there’s a solution for everything.”

“Yes. Well, this one has yet to be figured out.” They fell silent. Heart pondered aloud, “One thousand is awful. But, if they were each replicating in turn, why or how did it stop at a thousand? Or are there actually more—and rapidly growing—we don’t know about?”

“They became weak,” the Clone called from his chair. “They took great amounts of resources but were not intellectually viable, not much different from bots, really. Beautiful, but nearly mindless bots. So I turned off their replicating ability. 

“There are six Father Inventor Clones, the first two generations, that are clever and intellectually viable. The problem for you is, which six? They all look the same. Exactly identical. Tee-hee! What fun, dear, beautiful Heart. Our game is not over!”

“I see,” Heart whispered.

“Let us walk,” HelperFriend said, standing and offering his hand to Heart.

“Yes, let’s. If you’re sure it’s all right to leave him.”

“He’s harmless in his present condition.” HelperFriend led the way further into the dome. They passed through a small door and out into an open space, bathed in a cheerful yellow light, beaming down on rows of beautiful green plants. 

“Oh! HelperFriend! What is this place?”

“It’s where we grow some of the genetically engineered vegetables for Father Inventor, and now, for you, as well.”

“It’s wonderful! Full of light and beautiful green plants.”

“I would have brought you here before, Heart, if I’d thought it’d be of interest to you. I thought you were only interested in flowers.”

Heart laughed, stooping over to inhale the lovely aroma of the verdant plants. “You are a funny one, my dear HelperFriend.”

“I am? I don’t understand how that can be. I never tell any jokes….”

“Funny in a dear way, not in a comedic way.”

“Oh ….” he answered pensively.

“All right, now, we must develop a plan.”

“To make me more funny? ….”

“To save Jackson.”

“Oh, yes. Save Jackson. That’s it. That’s all. There is nothing that compares to that.”

“No, there’s not. Now, let’s look at the detailed and important information the Clone spilled, without my even trying to get anything out of him. There are only six clones to have to seriously deal with. The rest are no more than good-looking bots.”

“There’s nothing ‘only’ about six formidable Father Inventor Clones,” HelperFriend observed.

“True. Very true,” Heart agreed. “But, it’s not one thousand. And being able to provide that information to Jackson will give him strength.”

HelperFriend nodded. “Very good—you’re right, of course.”

“It’s strange….” Heart mused.

“What’s strange? What’s strange, Heart?” HelperFriend asked, concern rotating in his facial cogs.

 “It’s strange how readily the Clone gave me that information. It’s his own highly classified information. And he spouted it out to me. Hmmmm….” Heart tapped her chin with her forefinger.

“Hmmmm…” HelperFriend said in Heart’s voice, tapping his chin.

Heart chuckled. “Don’t distract me.”

“Am I? Sorry! I’m trying to help.”

“What if .…”

“Yes?”

“What if he lied, to throw us off?”

“Oh, no, Heart, he can’t lie. I disabled his prevaricating chip.”

“He has a prevaricating chip?”

“Yes. Self-installed when he built his cranium for his brain.”

“How clever of you, HelperFriend. You did this on your own initiative, removed his ability to lie?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Keep your eye on that chip HelperFriend—he’ll probably try to regenerate it.”

“I will, Heart. But you’re right, it’s not like him to give up information. He’s never told me anything like what he simply blurted out to you. You appear to have power over him.”

“Do you think so?”

“No surprise, Heart. You have a kind of power over most clockworks, mechanicals and hybrids, with me in the front of the line, as you know.” 

She gave him a hug. “Dear HelperFriend! If I have some sort of power over the Clone, we need to develop a plan to get the most out of him, without him shutting down and refusing to say anything. This is a great start to helping Jackson.”

“True!” HelperFriend agreed. 

Heart and HelperFriend walked among the verdant plants under the warm synthetic light. As the lights gradually darkened to dusk they came up with a plan, finally returning through the little doorway to the Clone.

As they came through the door, they heard him making an awful sound. 

“What is the meaning of this noise?” Heart asked as they approached the Clone.

“I’m trying to learn everything the clockworks man attempts to teach me.”

“You mean HelperFriend?”

“Yes, that one.” He nodded his chin toward HelperFriend. “But I can’t quite get this last bit. Not only do I not understand the value of spewing bits of metal from my eyes, but I cannot understand how the sound he made causes it to happen. I cannot make bits of metal come out of my eyes.”

“No, Clone, you’ll not be able to do that. HelperFriend is quite unique. There are ways in which you’ll never attain HelperFriend’s greatness, no matter how hard you try,” Heart knew that if the Clone considered HelperFriend superior to him, he’d wish to emulate him even more. 

“I shall produce bits of metal from my eyes!”

“First, Clone, you must feel sadness,” Heart said.

“Sadness? Sadness … hmmm. I’m not sure what that is. I know what disappointment is, and I’ve been angry. I’ve been frustrated. But I’m not sure what ‘sadness’ is.”

“How do you feel about being cut in two?”

“Oh! That’s easy. Angry. Quite angry. It doesn’t help that this clockworks man has my legs locked away so that I can’t even call them to me.”

“It’s possible that you might have your legs back. But you have much to learn. You’re remarkably fortunate that you have HelperFriend for a teacher, there’s no one better. You needn’t cry brass and copper. But you do have to feel sadness. Real, true, sadness.”

“I think it’d be easier to cry copper tears, than for me to have a feeling that was filtered out of the initial download of Father Inventor’s brain.”

“Oh!” Heart exclaimed, shocked. She turned to HelperFriend. “Is this true? When the Purists downloaded my father’s brain, did they filter out compassionate emotions?”

“That might have happened,” HelperFriend nodded. “The Clone does not register compassion, empathy, or sadness on any diagnostics,” HelperFriend said. “While I have more than my share.”

“Well, Clone, you must discover how to grow these emotions on your own if you’re to have your legs again,” Heart advised. “Give that some logical thought. You would do well to continue your attempts at imitating HelperFriend. But that awful noise will not do it. You must feel the emotion from inside.”

“From inside,” The Clone repeated, mystified.

“You have your work cut out for you, Clone.” Heart turned to HelperFriend. “Will you join us for dinner tonight? I haven’t thanked you for the wonderful dinners you’ve prepared for all of us lately. And then you come back out here to work with the Clone rather than spend time with us. I think this evening, it would be well for you to sit and chat with my father and me while we develop further plans, following these new discoveries.”

“I would be delighted, Heart,” HelperFriend said graciously.

She waved to him as she headed to the little door in the dark outer circle of the dome.

“Wait!” the Clone called after her.

Heart turned. “Yes?” 

“I thought we were going to chat!”

“I have things to do. And so do you—emotional insight is your assignment.” She turned and as she passed through the doorway, she heard the Clone say to HelperFriend, “she’s quite a delight to chat with, all fire and ice.”

She smiled, amused. If she had power over the Clone, if she could get information out of him, she could truly help Jackson. Together they could prevail against the Purists, save The Darling Undesirables, the people in The Periphery, and all the wondrous clockwork, mechanical, and hybrid beings on Earth, though their lives, at present, were in danger.

HelperFriend was right. Although six powerful clones were considerably less than one thousand, it was quite a bit more than one compassionate genius, Father Inventor, striving to out-wit numerous iterations of himself.
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Chapter 4


“We have important plans to discuss, Father,” Heart said as she entered his room. “You, me, and HelperFriend. I made a point of asking him to come to dinner since he’s been spending so much time with the Clone.”

“Oh dear, I invited Lady Gervi to dinner, as I assumed Helper Friend would be with the Clone. With Jackson gone, I thought it might cheer you to have her join us. But if you have confidential matters to discuss …”

“So thoughtful of you, Father. Well, hmmm, this might actually work out quite well,” Heart said, musing. “I have something I’ve been wanting to discuss with Lady Gervi, away from the general Pink population.”

“Really?”

Heart smiled but kept her mystery to herself.


*     *


Shortly before dinner, the great chimes at the front door rang throughout the castle as Heart passed by on her way to the dining hall. She’d never heard the chimes beyond the one time she’d rung them herself when she first arrived—resounding and ominous, befitting a castle, she thought. 

She slid the locks to let Lady Gervi in. Tall and statuesque, the clockworks woman came through the environmental door baffles, holding her little clockworks dog, Yippee in one arm, and a bouquet of beautiful, metallic flowers in the other.  

“I hope you don’t mind my coming to the front door,” she said as the locks shunted and shushed shut behind her.

“Of course not!” Heart exclaimed. “I love it, very nice to have a bit of formality now and then.”

“That’s what Yippee and I thought. But I apologize for bothering you, Heart. I assumed HelperFriend would answer the door.”

“I was right here, dear lady, and it gives me pleasure to invite you in ….”

“Oh, my, oh my!” HelperFriend, exclaimed, hurrying toward them. “I apologize Heart and Lady Gervi. Truly, I apologize. I ought to have answered the door! I’m completely remiss.”

“Not in the least,“ Heart reassured him. “I happened to be passing the door when the chimes rang. It’s my pleasure to welcome our guests.”

HelperFriend’s swirling facial gears slowed. “Really?”

“Of course!”

Lady Gervi extended the bouquet of flowers to Heart. “I hope you’ll accept my humble gift.”

“Oh, Lady Gervi, thank you! Where did you find these gorgeous flowers, made from bits of metal and little gears—how perfectly exquisite!”

“I made them,” Lady Gervi said in a soft, shy voice. 

“No!” Heart exclaimed.

“Oh dear, she doesn’t mean ‘no!’” HelperFriend said hurriedly. “She means, ahm … let me see, ahm ….”

“I believe she means, ‘that’s impressive,’ or something like that,” Lady Gervi said. “I’ve come to learn that human exclamations are often not to be taken literally.”

“Precisely so,” Heart nodded. “And HelperFriend is quite literal.”

“I am, it’s true, as you’ve said,” he agreed proudly. “Quite literal.”

“But getting back to the flowers, Lady Gervi, they’re amazing! Goodness, such talent!”

“Thank you, Heart. You are too kind. They are my humble attempt to duplicate a few of the real flowers in your greenhouses. I do hope my efforts are worthy of them.”

“They’re amazingly faithful reproductions of some of my favorites. And these little leaves here, and these tiny petals? Are they not HelperFriend’s tears?”

“They are,” Lady Gervi said. “He said if I could use these bits of metal, he would be honored.”

HelperFriend looked away, embarrassed. 

“Not as honored as I am to have them part of this amazing creation. Thank you, HelperFriend.”

“I didn’t want you to know, I only wanted to … to ….”

“I understand, dear.”

Yippee suddenly had something to say about it all, and launched into a speech of some sort. HelperFriend and Lady Gervi listened attentively.

‘So true, so true!” HelperFriend agreed, reaching up to pat Yippee between his little mechanical ears.

“What’s holding things up?” Violet squealed, hopping from the dining hall toward them. “Hungry rabbit here. Dinner’s waiting. Well, you know that HelperFriend, as you laid it out, ever so long ago! Goodness, gracious, dawdling in the doorway as if there’s no tomorrow ….”

“We’re coming, Violet,” Heart laughed. “Look at the amazing flowers Lady Gervi made!”

Yippee again launched into a soliloquy, and Violet listened with rapt attention, one foot raised in mid-motion.

“Oh, my! Really? Fascinating. Well, all right then. My, oh my! The flowers look like the real ones. Very good, Lady Gervi. Quite excellent, I must say. Impressive, magnificent, breathtaking, awe-inspiring and furthermore,” Violet turned and hopped back toward the dining hall, not waiting to see if she was being followed, “quite skilled, expert, accomplished, and masterly in workmanship,” she concluded—or so they assumed, as she disappeared into the dining hall.

“Shall we join her?” Heart asked, giggling.

“We shall!” HelperFriend offered Lady Gervi his forearm, and Heart followed, fascinated by the halting-yet-graceful gear-driven movements of Lady Gervi’s exceptionally tall, black, clockworks frame.

The wall sconces bathed the dining hall in warm, flickering, golden light, and the long dining table was covered in tantalizing fare from one end to the other. 

Heart smiled affectionately at her father, who approached them as they entered. “Lady Gervi, thank you for accepting my invitation to join us for dinner.” He took her hand warmly. 

“The pleasure is mine,” she replied graciously. Father Inventor led her to the chair to his left. She put Yippee down, and he scooted across the room to Violet, where they had their own little place, with a shining variety of brass and silver bowls, overflowing with their favorite goodies.

Equuleus had already settled in his place by the mantle, a generous serving of his preferred greens before him.

“Look at the flowers Lady Gervi gave me, Father. She made them!”

He took in the beautiful bouquet Heart held. Surprised, he turned to Lady Gervi. “Oh my—amazing! That’s quite a talent. How did you learn this?” 

“I looked at Heart’s
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