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        Some see them as identically birthed twins. I see them as weapons of choice.

        —Dr. Elizabeth Ash

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The cyborg awoke in a small and dark place. From its vantage point, it appeared to be lying on a table. A bright light shone overhead. As the cyborg filled its lungs with the room’s cold, stale air, an acrid smell forced the cyborg to turn its head away.

      Where am I? the cyborg thought. How did I get here? Who am I?

      The cyborg tried sitting up; its arms were weak and started shaking. After a few moments, the cyborg rolled off the table and fell onto the floor. It reflexively tried extending its arms, but a pang of extreme pain shot through its body as its palms struck the concrete floor.

      The cyborg started shivering.

      Rest some more, it told itself. I must find something to cover my cold skin—then find a way out.

      The cyborg curled into a ball on the floor and rubbed its chilled skin, trying to gain a bit of comfort. Then the darkness returned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sometime later, the cyborg awoke again, back on the table. The room was dimly lit this time. It lifted its head, trying to gain a better vantage point, but it was too dark to see beyond the table.

      Is this the same room? it wondered. Who put me back on the table?

      Its right side felt numb; the other portions of its body were cold. It slowly slid off the table and onto its hands and knees, and then crawled to a hard, vertical surface.

      A wall—that’s what I think it’s called.

      The cyborg slid up the wall; its legs were weak, but it managed to stay upright. The wall felt warm with a smooth texture. Holding on to a small shelf, the cyborg took its time feeling every inch of the wall as it tried to find something to illuminate the room.

      I need to see where I am—who I am.

      Several paces later, the cyborg felt two small levers protruding from the wall. The cyborg grasped one of the tiny levers and tried pressing it into the “up” position. The first switch wouldn’t budge, but the second one did. A flood of light filled the room. The cyborg’s sudden surge of sensory input caused a painful retinal sensation. It shut its eyes for several moments.

      I’m blind!

      Several moments later, the cyborg reopened its eyes. Everything in the room looked fuzzy. It took some time, but gradually, everything came into focus.

      A bare metal table stood in the center of the room. Above the table was a circular metal object emitting the bright light. No other furniture was visible.

      The cyborg held out a hand to inspect itself; it was petite, smooth, and had an olive pigment. As she examined the rest of her body, she noticed the hairs on her arms were raised—and then slight bumps spread across her body. She felt very odd. An unusual burning sensation—one that wasn’t unpleasant—settled between her legs.

      I’m a female. I need to see my true self.

      The cyborg strained to stay upright as it slid across the wall. Several moments later, it stumbled upon a metal indentation in the wall. It was cold to the touch. She tried pushing it, but it wouldn’t budge. Further examination revealed the frame of a metal door. She tried pulling the metal indentation; it slid to one side, revealing a small handle. She pulled the handle, and a door popped open, revealing a dark room beyond.

      The cyborg felt her way through the passageway and into the new room, using the hard surface of the wall as her guide. Eventually, her fingers found a raised smooth surface with two switches. She fiddled with the switches for a long time before the room filled with light. Her eyes adjusted more quickly this time.

      On the other side of the room, an enormous, lifeless, smooth rectangle occupied most of the opposing wall. Light reflected from its shiny, smooth, black surface. A keyboard and mouse were sitting on a small metal desk below, and a black metal chair stood nearby.

      The cyborg rested her naked body in the chair and examined a flat touch pad on the wall just below the large rectangle. She touched it.

      The rectangle illuminated, and soon it was filled with green text on a black background. The cyborg could not read the text.

      Several moments later, an image of an older woman appeared. She had short white hair and stared directly into the female cyborg’s eyes.

      “Hello, Echo-451,” the woman said.

      The cyborg opened its mouth and tried to speak, but no words came out.

      “You cannot speak yet, as your systems are still coming online,” the woman said. “My name is Dr. Elizabeth Ash, and I’m your creator.”

      The cyborg known as Echo-451 jumped, knocking the chair backward and stumbling forward, but caught herself on the table. Then she slowly looked up and shot the image of Dr. Ash a wary look.

      “Sit, before you fall over,” Dr. Ash instructed.

      Echo-451 pulled the chair back and collapsed into it. A wave of exhaustion settled in; she found it difficult to control her movements.

      “We have much to discuss, dear,” Dr. Ash continued. “But your systems will be online very soon.”

      What’s wrong with me? the cyborg fretted. Why can’t I speak?

      Echo-451’s vision faded to black, and then there was silence.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, Echo-451 awoke from her restless slumber. She was still sitting in the chair. An image on the giant screen read:

      
      
        
        <<>>

        New Mission: Identity

      

      

      
      
        
        Primary objective: Discover your true identity.

        Secondary objective (optional): Figure out what the yearning sensation is.

      

      

      
      
        
        Do you accept?

        Yes/No

        <<>>

      

      

      
      Echo-451 opened her mouth and tried speaking again: nothing. Her vocal cords wouldn’t obey. It was like someone had turned off the parts of her that controlled her body. She concentrated her gaze on the “yes” response. Moments later, the prompt appeared to glow as an animated hand tapped on the “yes” button.

      “Mission accepted—good,” Dr. Ash said. “I’m glad you’re learning. Soon you will accept many missions—some you will be provided a full dossier for, and others you won’t. Understanding will come in time.”

      Echo-451’s head felt so heavy that she could barely keep upright. It drooped forward, and then the familiar blackness returned.
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        * * *

      

      Echo-451 awoke once again—and the room was now dark. She started shivering. Suddenly, red lights flashed and a siren blared throughout the room. The sound was so loud she covered her ears. The enormous screen suddenly filled with Dr. Ash.

      “Warning . . . The subject known as Echo-451 is failing. Attempting to stabilize,” a robotic voice said.

      She looked in the direction of the robotic voice but could not see anything.

      Moments later, the room was illuminated with a harsh, white light. A white machine—one that resembled the automated personal butlers that had helped her father with mundane tasks—rushed toward Echo-451.

      I’ve seen those before! she thought. But where did this one come from?

      It stopped just short of hitting Echo-451. A small panel opened on the side of its metal torso. It held a hypodermic needle in one robotic claw. Before Echo-451 could process any of this, the robot shoved the needle into her upper arm without warning. A red-hot burning sensation enveloped her. She closed her eyes and then saw herself lying in a comfortable looking bed. She appeared to be in a hotel room.

      This is odd . . . Who is this person who looks like me? I have no memory of this.
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        * * *

      

      Tomiju Kiyomizu awoke as the sun was rising. Rays of sunlight extended into her hotel room, creating an odd kaleidoscopic effect. Brilliant colors of every shade imaginable flooded the room and bounced off the white walls and ceiling. The array of light and colors was dizzying.

      Where are these colors coming from? she thought.

      As she lay in bed looking at the ceiling, the colors began to fade.

      Nothing lasts forever!

      She got out of bed and headed toward the window. The rising sun was causing the light effect; a colorful pattern that resembled stained glass filled the window.

      I need a few more hours of sleep, she thought. Misato is coming in tonight, and she will want to party. I hope there are some real men at the club tonight.

      These thoughts of being reunited with her twin sister made her heart ache.

      It’s been too long, little sister.

      Tomiju had no problems when it came to her studies or work, but with having a good time—and meeting men—she was hopeless. Misato was much more outgoing, and with her as a wing woman, Tomiju felt empowered.

      A wave of fatigue overcame her. She climbed back into the comfortable bed and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      A loud knock awoke Tomiju.

      What time is it?

      “Housekeeping,” a male voice said.

      Tomiju sat up and rubbed her head, trying to wake herself.

      The door to her hotel room opened, but the chain caught.

      “Do you need your room made up?” the male voice persisted.

      Tomiju ran toward the door and saw a young man through the small gap that the chain allowed. He was about her age—perhaps a year or two older—and was wearing a hotel uniform.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know anyone was here. Do you want me to come back . . .”

      Tomiju looked down and realized that she wasn’t wearing any clothes. She grabbed the nearest thing she saw to cover up: a thin yellow rain jacket resting on a nearby chair. She felt ridiculous being naked in a rain jacket, but modesty had always been one of her weaknesses.

      “Oh—I will come back,” the man said.

      Then Tomiju did something that surprised herself—and the young man. She unchained the lock and opened the door.

      Why am I doing this? she wondered.

      The rain jacket wasn’t long enough to hide her entire body; the man could see her nakedness from the waist down.

      “Are you okay?” the man asked as he stepped back.

      The man looked bewildered and shocked. He looked like she felt.

      This is not like me, she thought frantically. I’m starting to act like my sister.

      “Can you come back later?” Tomiju asked as she tried pulling the jacket below her waist.

      She followed the man’s gaze down to an area that made her feel uncomfortable.

      “Can I give a word of advice?” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Next time put the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the outside of the door if you want to sleep in,” the man said as he closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the door closing resonated in Tomiju’s head. She sat up, panting as if she had been exerting herself. She pulled the covers off and was relieved that she was still wearing her pajamas. She felt flushed, and a tingling sensation passed through her body. She looked out the window; the sun was fully up now, the kaleidoscope gone.

      What a nightmare!
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        * * *

      

      Echo-451 awoke to a harsh light. It was so bright that she could barely keep her eyes open. A white-hot burning sensation coursed through her body. She trembled.

      Several moments later, her eyes were still trying to adjust to the brightly lit room. She ached all over like she had been hit by a truck. A foul metallic taste was in her mouth.

      Echo-451 raised her head and looked around her; she was lying in a bed.

      The electronic butler that stabbed me with the needle must have put me here, she figured.

      From her vantage point, she could see that the ceiling and walls were painted white.

      Her body ached everywhere, but her arms hurt most.

      I must have bruised something—did I fall out of the chair?

      “Are you feeling better?” Dr. Ash said.

      Echo-
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