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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.
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        * * *

      

      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-451 looked around for the source of the voice. She saw the outline of something approaching the bed, and then it came into focus; it looked like a floating digital picture frame containing the image of Dr. Ash. Echo-451 sat upright and scanned the room. She shielded her eyes against the bright light that appeared to be coming from everywhere.

      Echo-451 saw that she was in what appeared to be a small bedroom with a single bed, dresser, and full-length mirror. Everything in the room looked out of place—as though someone had added bedroom furniture to a clinical lab. An outfit hung on a hook attached to a wall. Then she closed her eyes again.

      “Too bright,” Echo-451 said.

      I can speak now, she thought. The butler must have fixed me.

      “My apologies,” Dr. Ash said as the lights dimmed. “I thought you might want some clothes before we begin your training.”

      Echo-451 sat up, then took a hesitant step outside the comfort zone of her bed. She kept one hand on the bed to steady herself, but discovered that precaution was unnecessary. She felt rested, stable, and had no problem standing. As she stepped farther away from the bed, her confidence returned. She liberated the outfit from the hook and examined it in the dim light. It was black and made of leather. No pockets or other distinguishing features were visible. It appeared smaller than what she could fit into. She held the outfit in front of her to estimate its size.

      This might be a tight fit.

      She hung the outfit back up.

      She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye; she froze. Echo-451 directed her full attention to the area where she had noticed the movement: it was a reflection of herself, but she looked different. Echo-451 took several moments to examine her curvaceous body in the full-length mirror. She moved closer to the mirror to get a better look, holding her breath.

      Echo-451 didn’t fully recognize the person in the mirror. Her torso and part of her chest were different; the right half appeared to be made of metal. It gleamed even in the low light. Her left breast was missing, and in its place was a rubbery imitation of one. She touched it, and to her surprise, it was warm and smooth.

      What have they done to me? Echo-451 thought.

      Her heart raced; she could feel a wave of anxiety pour over her like a basin of water. She closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing. She concentrated on slow, deep breaths.

      Her eyes moistened as she continued her examination. She inspected the right side of her body until she was satisfied that it was human flesh. Her single breast felt real enough. From the waist down, she looked like any other human female. Echo-451 felt every inch of her legs, groin, and buttocks to make sure. She was glad that those areas were still intact, but an overwhelming sensation of loss still enveloped her.

      “What happened to me?” Echo-451 asked in a shaky voice.

      “I see that your emotional response is normal—that is good,” Dr. Ash said. “I had some trouble with previous generations of my girls. The Delta model was the most distressing—it almost ended up being the death of me.”

      “What girls?”

      “You are not my first experiment; in fact, you are the fourth generation. The Alpha project was made up of primates. I didn’t perfect human trials until the Delta phase. You belong to the Echo generation, the most advanced of them all,” Dr. Ash said.

      Echo-451 gave her a strange look. “Death?”

      “Yes—several of the Delta models tried murdering me, and I don’t know why.”

      “You don’t look alive to me,” Echo-451 muttered.

      Dr. Ash smiled. “Yes, I’m dead in a way, but I still live on within the construct of this digital frame. My human counterpart’s consciousness was absorbed by this form when this lab was built. I just hope my human body can upload its updated life experiences before it expires.”

      Echo-451 had so many questions. “What’s a ‘construct’?” she asked.

      “You are a construct,” Dr. Ash replied. “It’s hard to explain, but your original flesh died, and your essence lives on within the machine.”

      “What machine?” Echo-451 asked as she desperately tried feeling her wrists and neck for a pulse. “What are you talking about? I’m alive!”

      Dr. Ash gave Echo-451 a sorrowful look. “I’m sorry, but you’re not. I tried salvaging what I could, but without my human body, I can’t easily complete your appearance. I need more knowledge and equipment to produce the skin that will cover those exposed metal parts.”

      Overwhelmed, Echo-451 meekly asked, “How did I die?”

      The image of Dr. Ash looked sad. “I know that it involved an unexpected accident, but I’m sorry, I don’t have anything more to tell you. I hope to be reunited with my human self so I can be whole—then I’ll have more information.”

      “Wait . . . I can remember. I was at a place with . . .” Echo-451 strained to remember. “Why can’t I remember?”

      Images of her former life appeared in a torrent. She saw an older man with a kind smile. Another image of a woman dancing.

      She’s familiar . . . How do I know her?

      Echo-451 walked over to the dresser and slammed her fist down on it; the top drawer imploded into itself.

      She was shocked by her own strength. How’d I do that?

      Dr. Ash smiled. “See? You are different now. You are enhanced. You will know everything in time. Just know that you are a part of an artificial intelligence that I built into the systems that are all around you.”

      Echo-451 looked around the room. “What’s a ‘system’?”

      “It’s a supporting infrastructure that makes it possible for me to carry out my experiments.”

      The cyborg’s eyes settled on the black leather outfit again. She walked back over to it, reached out hesitantly, and felt its smooth surface. The leather smelled nice. In her mind, an image arose of herself trying on a leather jacket. A simultaneous feeling of joy, loss, and shame took her breath away.

      “You will feel better once you are in that outfit, I promise,” Dr. Ash said.

      Moments later, Echo-451 was dressed in a black leather uniform that was skintight. She felt the curves of her body—the ones that remained, anyway.

      “Don’t worry,” Dr. Ash said, watching her. “My helpers will make you whole again. You awoke before we could finish the job.”

      “What is my name?” Echo-451 asked. “Why can’t I remember who I am?”

      “Your memories will return—just give it some time. It’s imperative that you complete the exercises I have planned for you. Not only will you remember who you once were, but the process of recall will assist me in seeing how your new self will react under certain conditions.”

      Exercises? Conditions? Not if I escape first!

      Echo-451 walked around the room, looking for an exit. She would not allow an image of a crazy old woman to control her life. She didn’t see any way out of the room.

      “I need to leave,” Echo-451 said in a shaky voice.

      “There is a way out, but you need training before you can see it,” Dr. Ash replied.

      “What does that mean? What if I need to eat or use the bathroom?”

      “You can eat or drink small amounts of human food, but our primary nutrient system is delivered another way. Go to the mirror and follow my instructions.”

      Echo-451 begrudgingly went over to the mirror. Following Dr. Ash’s instructions, she removed the top part of her leather outfit. On the metal portion of her torso, she pressed an indentation. A cartridge ejected, revealing a metal tube with a small glass window. As she removed the metal tube and held it up to the light, she noticed it contained remnants of a pinkish-looking material. It reminded Echo-451 of something she used to enjoy as a kid, but she couldn’t remember what.

      “This tube is your nutrient cartridge,” Dr. Ash explained. “The biological components of your body still need nutrition, and this is your primary source. You must still drink water, just as any human would. Your cyborg components include a recycling system, so there is no need to use the bathroom to expel waste. I have kept your genitalia intact for certain strategic missions.”

      “Missions? And what do they have to do with my genitalia?”

      “You shall learn all of this in good time, my dear.”

      There is something about her I don’t trust.

      “Yes, but for now you can think of them as tasks. When you are trained, you will take on a series of tasks, which are known as ‘missions.’ I believe you accepted one already.”

      “I don’t remember . . .”

      Dr. Ash smiled. “That’s okay, dear. You can review information about your missions. Before you do that, I need you to replace that cartridge.”

      Echo-451 looked around the room for a cartridge but couldn’t locate one. A moment later, a robot—white and about four feet tall—appeared from a small opening in the wall. Echo-451 could hear tiny motors humming as it moved its limbs and head about. The robot was holding a fresh cartridge in one of its hands, which consisted of three metal fingers. She gently took the new cartridge and inserted it into her open side panel. The robot snatched the used one from her other hand and sped away; it was so fast that she didn’t see where it went, but when she tried to find the door it had come through, she couldn’t locate it. She sighed and put her clothes back on.

      “How do I review these missions?” Echo-451 said.

      “Look in the bottom drawer of the dresser,” Dr. Ash said.

      When Echo-451 examined the contents of the drawer, she noticed a pair of oversize glasses. The frames were thick.

      “Put them on, please.”

      She followed Dr. Ash’s instruction. The glasses overlaid her field of vision with a heads-up display (HUD) that divided the interface into smaller panels. On the lower left was a status indicator revealing vital statistics such as health and stamina. Other panels around the edge of her peripheral vision included mission details, alerts, reminders, and communication prompts.

      “What are these?” Echo-451 asked, overwhelmed.

      “These glasses contain vital information about any tasks you are working on. It also tracks your vital signs. You can still feel pleasure and pain to a certain degree. These glasses have an early warning system that reduces the likelihood of you suffering any fatal hits. In time you won’t need them.”

      Before Echo-451 could ask any questions, a panel behind the dresser opened, revealing a darkened passage.

      “You are ready,” Dr. Ash said. “Enter the passage to discover your destiny—your first mission.”

      Echo-451 pushed the dresser out of the way with ease.

      I can’t believe how powerful I’ve become.

      She walked into the passageway. As she allowed herself to get lost in the darkness, images of other cyborgs suddenly entered her mind. She saw a cyborg completely dressed in white with a knife; her outfit was splattered with blood as she slashed an unseen victim. Although Echo-451’s heart rate increased, she took a few deep breaths, and then her uncertainty—as well as the horrific image—faded away. A new image—a memory from her previous life—emerged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Tomiju stood just outside the arrivals area as the passengers of New English Airlines Flight 24 from Los Angeles started shuffling off the plane and through the gates; most looked like they were about to fall asleep while moving. Then she saw Misato, her twin sister. Misato looked well rested and was dressed in her favorite blue miniskirt and platform boots.

      She must have slept on the plane, Tomiju figured. She will want to go to a club tonight for sure.

      Neither Tomiju nor Misato were very tall: just over five feet without shoes.

      As soon as Misato was in the public area of the airport, Tomiju ran toward her. Both girls screamed with delight.

      “Sister, I’m so glad to see you!” Misato said in Japanese.

      Tomiju nodded. She wanted to tell her sister about all the exciting things that had happened to her since they had last seen each other all those months ago.

      “Come on. Let’s get you settled,” Tomiju said. “I got us a room in a nice hotel.”

      “I want to go dancing!” Misato exclaimed.

      “We will, but we need to get you settled first, and you must be hungry.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the sisters found themselves in a nightclub illuminated with neon. Everyone was wearing light bands that reminded Tomiju of glow sticks. Tomiju didn’t want to wear one, but the bouncer at the door insisted as he attached it to her wrist. One woman appeared to have a dozen glowing rubber bands around one of her legs; the colorful effect was dizzying as she danced.

      The sisters danced to a fast-paced techno beat. Then Misato broke away to dance with some other people. Tomiju stepped away to use the restroom, which was at the end of a long hallway. A brute of a man stopped her just before reaching it.

      “It’s occupied—wait here,” the man said.

      “Is there another restroom I can use?” Tomiju asked, confused.

      “No, this is the only one, and it’s small.”

      Who is this guy? Tomiju thought bitterly. He must be the bouncer.

      She needed to use the restroom, but she wanted to get back to her sister even more. Misato was known for attracting unwanted attention from men who weren’t good for her.

      Tomiju spotted Misato on the dance floor, then frowned as two men approach her.

      I can’t leave her anywhere alone, Tomiju fretted. She will get into trouble—if she hasn’t done so already!

      Several moments later, an older woman with white hair and rose-tinted glasses exited the restroom. She gave Tomiju a long and uncomfortable stare. Tomiju felt like she was under examination. The brute followed the older woman back into the club.

      Who was that woman? She must be important if she needs a bodyguard.

      After Tomiju finished her much-needed business, she found Misato on the dance floor with five men huddled around her. She waved for Tomiju to join her.

      Soon the dancing got more intimate. Three of the men were pressed against Misato and were touching every part of her. She seemed to enjoy the attention a little too much for Tomiju’s liking.

      Misato should more careful. These men may desire more than Misato is willing to give.

      The other two men started dancing with Tomiju. She batted their greedy hands away when they got a little too close to certain parts of her body.

      Tomiju only went dancing when her sister did. Their father disapproved of her sister’s indiscretions and had made Tomiju promise that she would keep a close watch on her sister when he wasn’t around. His primary residence was in Los Angeles, but he often traveled to visit his various offices worldwide. Tomiju loved Misato, but she resented becoming her sister’s keeper.

      “I’m thirsty—get us some strong alcohol and meet us at a table,” Misato said, pointing at one of the men she was dancing with.

      “Which table?” the man asked.

      “You’ll find us,” Misato laughed.

      The man smiled, then disappeared into the crowd. His four friends joined him.

      Misato grabbed Tomiju and headed toward the first empty booth she found. It was in the back.

      “It’s good to see you, sis,” Misato said in an inebriated voice.

      Tomiju sighed. “I just wanted to have a quiet dinner so we could catch up.”

      “We will have plenty of time to do that tomorrow. If we get lucky, perhaps we will have company.”

      Tomiju rolled her eyes. She was not a fan of Misato’s habit of sleeping with random men.

      “There’s plenty of time for that too,” Tomiju said.

      “Come on. Stop being a bore. Let’s have a little fun.”

      Four of the men Misato had been dancing with came back with several drinks. Tomiju’s nose was assaulted with the pungent odors of vodka, whiskey, and several other smells she couldn’t recognize.

      A handsome Asian man handed Tomiju a drink. She took a sip to be polite. Misato downed her drink in two enormous gulps.

      “Take it easy,” Tomiju said.

      “Don’t worry. There’s more where that came from,” one man said.

      That’s exactly what worries me, Tomiju thought.

      The bartender announced the last call for drinks. Tomiju noticed that several people rushed the bar.

      Two of the dancing men wasted no time getting refills for the sisters. When Tomiju looked back, she found Misato taking turns kissing each man. One of her hands had made its way into one man’s trousers.

      “Meeka, we should go—now!” Tomiju said sternly.

      “Oh, come on! I want to stick around and have some fun, Treeka,” Misato said.

      The sisters always used nicknames when they went out; it wouldn’t be good if one of their companions looked them up or found out who their father was.

      “Yes, we are all here to have fun with you, Treeka,” the Asian man said as he kissed her.

      She tried pushing him away but couldn’t.

      A wave of nausea overcame Tomiju. Her eyes blurred, she couldn’t focus on anything, and then there was darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Echo-451 returned to the present. She was still in the dark passageway, leaning against a wall. She shook off the unpleasantness and confusion of her memories.

      I have a sister? Where is she?

      The cyborg felt very alone and confused. The sudden memories of her sister had stirred up something in her.

      She suddenly felt like she was being watched. She turned around to find the floating image of Dr. Ash but nothing else.

      Echo-451 continued down the darkened hallway. Her glasses evidently featured some sort of automatic low-light setting because she had no trouble finding her way into the next area of the complex. The hallway opened up into a wide area, and overhead lights lit up as she entered the room. She saw exercise equipment, punching bags, dummies, and training mats.

      “What is this place?” Echo-451 asked.

      “This is the training area,” a woman’s voice said.

      Echo-451 followed the voice; a young Asian woman about the same age as her stood motionless as she watched Echo-451 enter. She was wearing a sleeveless leather outfit and holding a bamboo staff. Her hair was olive green: the same color as the wig her sister sometimes wore while clubbing.

      “Hello, Treeka. Are you ready for your training?” the woman asked.

      Echo-451 stood there for a long moment, trying to take in all of this additional information.

      “Are you my sister?” the cyborg asked.

      The woman smiled.

      “I’m glad you remembered me. Do you know my name?”

      “Meeka?”

      “Yes—these are our real names now. Dr. Ash thought it would be good if we trained together. Hopefully all your memories will come back before we need to leave.”

      She looks like Meeka, but something is off. Her nose is not quite right.

      “When do we leave, little sister?” Treeka said, giving Meeka a suspicious glance.

      “Little? We were born at the same time.”

      “Oh? Do you know what the 505 is?”

      Meeka gave her a confused look.

      Meeka knows “505” is one of our codes. We were born five minutes and five seconds apart. She narrowed her eyes at the woman. You would know that, little sis.

      “You are not who you claim to be,” Treeka said.

      The woman identified as Meeka spun the staff with the precision of a master and lashed out, just missing Treeka’s head by a centimeter or two. Treeka remembered the fighting stance that her jujitsu teacher had taught her long ago.

      “You can do more with indirect force than your opponent can with the deadliest of weapons,” her teacher would say.

      Treeka crouched and readied herself for battle.

      “What is the name of our first nanny when we were children?” Treeka said.

      “Hatsu?”

      Wrong—that was the second nanny. The first was Chiyo. This Meeka is an impostor!

      “Stop trying to guess,” Treeka snarled. “You have done such a poor job imitating my sister that it’s pathetic.”

      “Pathetic? I think you need a lesson in pain, sister.”

      Meeka let out a battle cry, charged, and tried to knock Treeka off her feet with the staff. Treeka was expecting the move and dodged it. For a while, she let the fake Meeka attack with the staff. None of the blows landed—but several came close. During one of these attacks, Treeka used fake Meeka’s attacks to get close to her. The staff whacked Treeka on her metal side. Then Meeka maneuvered close enough to strike Treeka just above her armpit. Although her blow landed true, it failed to hit her intended target: the brachial plexus, which would have caused intense pain. Treeka remembered the training her father had provided, and she was ready for anything.

      Treeka dodged another thrust of the staff by ducking; then, using her fist, she landed a blow to fake Meeka’s midsection. Meeka dropped the staff. Treeka grabbed Meeka’s wrist and applied pressure. Meeka screamed.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Dr. Ash asked, intervening.

      Treeka turned to find the disembodied screen with Dr. Ash’s head floating mere feet away.

      “She’s a fake!” Treeka yelled. “She’s not my real sister. She doesn’t know the things she should—details only the real Meeka would know and would never forget.”

      Dr. Ash’s image gave Treeka a pained look.

      “When were you sure that she wasn’t your sister?” Dr. Ash asked.

      Treeka felt the blood rush into her face. “She answered all of my questions wrong. Meeka also has a slight scar just above her left nostril; the woman’s face is too perfect.” She pointed to the fake Meeka.

      Then the woman posing as Meeka started peeling something off her face. It was more than a mask; it was some kind of prosthetic. She kept tapping different parts of her face, and then continued peeling; after several moments, another woman’s face appeared beneath. Finally, the woman removed her green wig, revealing snow-white hair. She was pretty—even with the reddish goo all over her face.

      She looks familiar . . . I’ve seen her before, Treeka thought.

      “Your sister is alive, but I cannot wake her,” Dr. Ash said.

      Treeka gave Dr. Ash’s image a wary look.

      “Why not? And who is this impostor?” Treeka demanded.

      “Meeka is not responding to any stimuli. The operation was a success, but her brain won’t respond. I’m still trying to figure it all out. This is Nozomi, and you will train with her.”

      Treeka aggressively shoved the floating image of Dr. Ash. “Not good enough. I want Meeka . . . Now!”

      “How dare you touch Mother!” Nozomi snarled. She walked up and hit Treeka with the staff. The blow landed on her back. Treeka spun around; Nozomi had a mischievous grin. Nozomi twisted a bracelet on her left wrist and disappeared.

      Treeka couldn’t see her, but she noticed a slight shimmering of light, almost like a reflection. The reflection appeared vaguely humanoid in shape, but it was subtle and would be impossible to notice in dark lighting conditions. Treeka made a mental note to find out how the wrist device worked because she could only see the shimmering reflection from certain angles. As she approached the reflection, she noticed that it moved away too; it was mirroring her movements. With this knowledge, Treeka moved and positioned herself until the shimmer was between two pieces of exercise equipment. Treeka took a five-pound weight off a stack and ran toward the shimmer. The shimmer mirrored her moves, and Treeka tried anticipating the shimmer’s right flank. The shimmer moved to the left, just as she expected. With the grace of an Olympic discus thrower, Treeka threw the weight in the direction she thought the shimmer would move; it struck its intended target. Nozomi let out a yelp. Treeka was about to grab another heavier weight when Dr. Ash’s image rammed into Treeka’s back. She spun around, ready to battle.

      “Stop this! I just thought of a way to revive her—your sister,” Dr. Ash said.

      Treeka swung back, ready to smash the floating monitor into bits; she was ready to rage against the thing who had trapped Meeka. Nozomi reappeared and grabbed for Treeka’s hand, who deflected the movement.

      “Wait!” Dr. Ash blurted. “Listen to me! I think I know a way to help Meeka—but I require your help,”

      Treeka froze. “Explain yourself.”

      “Meeka’s mind is in a metastasis, which is blocking the synapses from firing.”

      “What are you saying? I don’t understand any of that,” Treeka demanded.

      Dr. Ash’s image gave Treeka a patient look.

      “It means that we cannot wake her until I can repair the synapses, but I don’t have the genetic material required to do so. That is where you come in.”

      “You want me to get the material? I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

      “I think I know where the material is—I just need some time to find it. You need to train with Nozomi until I do.”

      Treeka shot Nozomi a hateful glance.

      “If it will help bring back my sister, then I will do it,” Treeka said.

      A prompt suddenly appeared in Treeka’s field of view, which read:

      

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      YOU HAVE COMPLETED THE MISSION: IDENTITY: REWARD: YOU ARE ONE STEP CLOSER TO LEARNING YOUR TRUE IDENTITY.

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      

      I’m not in a video game. Why do these messages keep popping up? Treeka thought bitterly.

      “Before you can begin your training, I need both of you to report to the medical bay. You think you can do that without killing each other?” Dr. Ash asked.

      Treeka gave Nozomi a contemptuous glare, then smiled.

      “Yes—I will play nice,” Treeka said.

      For now!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Treeka followed Nozomi into another lit room, which was about half the size of the training area. Medical robots milled about, performing tasks at several workstations. It appeared that individual body parts were being assembled at different areas. Another robot shaped like a cart transported the body parts to the appropriate workstation for assembly. Treeka noticed that one robot was putting together a male cyborg; it looked like skin was being stretched over a metal part of his midsection. She rubbed the left side of her torso. Its hard surface was a reminder of what she had become.

      So, this is where people are reborn into killing machines, Treeka thought. I’m not sure how I died, but maybe I should have stayed dead. She shook her head. No—you have Meeka to protect.

      The robots started giving the male cyborg commands. When he stood up, it reminded Treeka that she also looked real from the waist down. Treeka remembered Dr. Ash saying something about using her genitalia for strategic purposes.

      Dr. Ash better not send me on any sex missions. I’m not that sort of girl—and I won’t let Meeka be, either.

      While Treeka was examining the construction of the male cyborg, Nozomi was being examined by a cyborg that looked more human than Treeka. The cyborg was applying some sort of compress on her bruised area as Treeka approached. She noticed that Nozomi had striking blue eyes similar to Meeka’s, but darker.

      Why do these other cyborgs look so human? I don’t see metal anywhere. Why did I get left out?

      Nozomi turned to Treeka. “A few cuts and bruises, but I just got cleared for our next training sessions and the missions to follow.” She smiled. “I’m sorry that we got off on the wrong foot—Dr. Ash thought it was best to test your resolve. I’m sorry about your sister’s condition. I hope we can be friends someday.”

      Treeka responded with a grunt. She didn’t feel motivated to train with this imposter, but she relished the thought of hurting her again. She was surprised by the violence of her thoughts.

      As soon as Meeka is awake and we are able, this place will burn. Only then will we be free.

      “I’m ready for you now,” the realistic cyborg said.

      The robot removed Treeka’s shirt and started feeling the side of her metal torso until a panel opened. Treeka had another flash of memory: a man’s hands tearing her clothes off. Her head throbbed as blood rushed into her face. She batted the cyborg’s hands away and looked down at the metal side chest.

      “What is that?” Treeka said, pointing to a transparent cable that the robot held.

      “It’s a diagnostic that tells me if you are damaged,” the cyborg explained. “Fighting may cause some internal bleeding that may lead to death. You are tougher than a human, but you are not invincible. Sit still and let me do my work.”

      Treeka allowed the cyborg to plug a thin, glass-looking cable into a port near her feeding cartridge. The cable began to illuminate.

      Several moments later, the cyborg confirmed that she was fit to train.

      “How do you feel?” the image of Dr. Ash said, approaching the trio.

      She keeps sneaking up on me!

      “I’m ready to begin the training,” Treeka said.

      “Excellent,” Dr. Ash said with a smile. “I look forward to sending you on your first solo mission.”
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        * * *

      

      It seemed that Treeka and Nozomi had been at it for days. The training area was equipped for physical exercises. It contained weights, punching bags, obstacles, and dummies. Dr. Ash’s image would watch from afar, and sometimes she would direct them. When this happened, Treeka would get annoyed at the interfering. She was starting to anticipate Nozomi’s moves, but every so often she would surprise Treeka with a sucker punch or an unexpected kick.

      Nozomi has some skill—but I’m better.

      “Almost got you that time,” Nozomi said in a playful tone.

      “Not on your life,” Treeka replied.

      She was beginning to appreciate her lessons with Nozomi as she was an adequate partner, but she yearned to be reunited with her sister. Despite her faults, Meeka always took her exercises seriously.

      The image of Dr. Ash entered the training area. “Girls, I have a trial mission for you. It’s a lead on the genetic material needed to bring Meeka back online,” she said.

      “Treeka has been working hard. It will be good to put her newfound skills to the test,” Nozomi said.

      Yes, it will be good to pound some heads. It might be Dr. Ash’s if she doesn’t get results soon, Treeka thought. Again, her aggression surprised her.

      “I’m ready for some real action,” Treeka said.

      “Get ready and meet back here in half an hour,” Dr. Ash said.

      Both women left without another word, heading to their living quarters, which Dr. Ash had shown Treeka the day she arrived.

      Treeka ran in the direction of her room. When she arrived, the door slid open automatically.

      Just like in those old science fiction shows that Dad liked.

      Her room consisted of a bed, a small dresser, and a preparation area that contained cosmetics, wigs, and a gigantic mirror. Sitting on her bed was an outfit that looked like a gray schoolgirl’s uniform with blue trim. A note was pinned to the outfit that read: “Wear this for your mission.”

      About twenty-five minutes later, Treeka reentered the training grounds. To her annoyance, Nozomi was already waiting for her. She was wearing a white robe with black-and-gold trim. It had a light snowflake pattern on the hood.

      “You will need this,” Nozomi said as she tossed Treeka a blue wig; it matched the gray uniform and navy-blue tie that she was already wearing.

      “What’s this for?” Treeka asked. “Are we going to a costume party?”

      Dr. Ash floated up to them. “A man who goes by the name Jackson is meeting another man at a hotel bar. I want you to listen in on that conversation,” she said.

      “Won’t he notice us in these ridiculous outfits and wigs?” Treeka asked.

      “There is a cosplay convention being held in the same hotel as our target, so many people will be wearing similar outfits. You will blend right in.”

      “If it gets us closer to getting my sister back, then I’m in,” Treeka said.

      Meeka loved cosplaying—especially when it came to performing it with men. Treeka also remembered that Meeka liked anime, especially adult anime. Her favorite involved a female lead character named Mio who always seemed to have a lot of men around her. Mio would often wear a costume that looked like a cross between a doorman’s uniform and a chiffon dress. The accompanying hat looked like something a doorman would wear. Meeka would dress up like Mio, go to a club, and just like the character in the show, she would attract all sorts of men, both young and old.

      “Nozomi knows her way around the complex,” Dr. Ash explained. “It is imperative that you are not seen exiting or reentering the facility. We don’t want anyone to get curious and check on this place before we are ready to be found. Go now.”

      Nozomi turned and led Treeka through the subterranean complex. The twists and turns of each passage reminded Treeka of a hedge maze. It took forty-five minutes to get to the exit. Treeka didn’t know what city the complex was in, but she intended to find out. Nozomi stopped just short of an escalator leading up to glass doors, which, from Treeka’s point of view, were covered with paper, making it impossible to see outside.

      “We need to exit from the side entrance—it’s less conspicuous. And more secure for us,” Nozomi said.

      Treeka nodded.

      Nozomi led Treeka up the escalators, and then instead of going through the glass doors, she turned left toward a wall. She hit the wall with her fist; it popped open, revealing a dark secret passage.

      There’s more to this complex than I thought.

      Less than a minute later, they were at a rusted metal door that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. Nozomi opened it with ease. Upon looking outside, the first thing Treeka noticed was a brick wall.

      Looks like we are in an alley.

      Nozomi urged Treeka to follow. Soon they were on a busy street in London, heading toward a square. Several modern-looking, high-rise buildings could be seen in every direction. People who resembled tourists were milling about taking pictures and selfies, and thus impeding most foot traffic. Nozomi ignored them and kept heading toward the square. Moments later, they were entering an entrance to a hotel. One woman resembled some sort of fairy, and the man next to her was dressed as a bumblebee. Nozomi maneuvered around a crowd of people lining up to check in. Treeka almost tripped over a piece of luggage that was in the middle of the floor. Nozomi cut through another line leading to the cosplay registration area.

      “Where are we going?” Treeka whispered.

      “Look,” Nozomi said, pointing to a pair of men sitting down for a drink at a nearby lounge table at a bar called Scooters.

      The older man was dressed casually but looked like he belonged in the military. He had a thick mustache and was wearing a leather jacket. When he spoke in his American accent, he exuded confidence. The other man was younger—perhaps in his late twenties. His black hair was wispy, and his face looked pale and gaunt. His appearance suggested that he hadn’t eaten properly in weeks. His round glasses kept slipping down his nose, and he spoke with a British accent.

      Scooters had a traditional bar and several other sitting areas. Nozomi took a seat at a nearby table.

      “Listen. Don’t talk,” Nozomi whispered.

      Treeka took her lead and sat there examining the remains of a cocktail. She wondered what the previous occupant had been drinking.

      “Ron is doing so much in Munich,” the younger man said.

      “Will he have it?” the older man said.

      “Yes—he has the sample for Project Longevity, but promise me that no one gets hurt.”

      “I can only say that I have no interest in harming the innocent,” the older man said. He took a phone out of his pocket and handed it to the other man. “I will be in touch, Jackson.”

      Jackson nodded and looked away as he accepted the phone.

      Nozomi waited until the men had left the bar before leaving with Treeka following close behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Nozomi and Treeka trailed the older man at a safe distance. As they entered the hotel’s lobby, the man paused for a long moment; he seemed to scan the area for threats. He left the hotel and headed away from the plaza.

      Several vans stopped on the street in front of the hotel and opened their doors. At least a dozen people in costumes emerged. They appeared to be in their early twenties like Treeka.

      “Hey, are you Misoshema?”one of the male cosplayers asked Nozomi.

      When Nozomi tried to go around the man, he blocked her path.

      “Hey, babe, you look pretty good as Miso. I’m free later⁠—”

      In a flash, Nozomi tapped on the man’s chest. It looked innocent enough, but the man fell to his knees holding his chest. Nozomi quickly and discreetly walked away, trying to find her target.

      Treeka stopped and looked at the scene, stunned.

      “Kaito, you okay?” a woman said, rushing over to the fallen man.

      Kaito looked up at Treeka in disbelief, still holding his chest like he’d just suffered a stroke. The woman tried assisting Kaito; she looked like an insect with her butterfly dress. Treeka turned around and picked up her pace, catching up with Nozomi.

      “What did you do to that man?” Treeka demanded.

      “He was in the way, so I took care of him,” Nozomi said as she shot Treeka a mischievous grin.

      “Will he survive?”

      “He wouldn’t move, so I used his own power against him,” Nozomi said matter-of-factly.

      Treeka scanned the area. No sign of the older man with the mustache.

      “We lost him!” she said.

      Nozomi shot her a hateful glance. “We would have caught him if you weren’t so slow.”

      “You’re the mission lead. I’m just tagging along. What now?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Let’s return to Dr. Ash,” Nozomi said as she turned around.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Nozomi and Treeka made it back to Dr. Ash’s underground facility. The image of Dr. Ash was waiting for them in the lab like a worried mother. It looked like the monitor that held Dr. Ash’s construct was pacing the room.

      “Judging from the looks on your faces, I take it you had some trouble?” Dr. Ash asked.

      “The intel in the dossier you gave me was perfect. I was able to locate Jackson without any trouble. He mentioned something about a sample and Project Longevity,” Nozomi said.

      The high-definition image of Dr. Ash smiled. “Perfect—it’s all going according to plan.”

      “What plan?” Treeka said.

      “In a matter of days, Dr. Ash, my human counterpart, will have the genetic material to complete Project Longevity,” the image of Dr. Ash said.

      “How does this help my sister?”

      “Just trust me. We will be able to restore her. Great job, girls.”

      What’s this crazy bitch up to? Treeka thought.

      “I will prepare for your first actual mission. For now, just keep training,” Dr. Ash’s image said.

      “What now?” Treeka said to Nozomi as they walked back to the training room.

      “We train—nothing changes that.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later

      
      After a longer than usual training session, Treeka made an excuse to leave the training area—something about checking her cartridge fluid levels. Nozomi would have had her train all day, but she had to investigate the image of Dr. Ash.

      She is up to something.

      As Treeka approached the door leading to Dr. Ash’s private room, she heard Dr. Ash speaking. She just had to get closer. Treeka was careful not to make a sound; she felt exposed in the hallway, but she had to know what Dr. Ash was doing to save her sister. She was trying to make sense of the one-sided conversation.

      “Jackson, it’s imperative that we get our hands on that sample. I know it’s bound for Jeremiah’s compound in Edinburgh, but it’s imperative that I get at least part of a sample. Can you arrange it?” Dr. Ash said.

      A long pause. Jackson was saying something because the image of Dr. Ash was silent.

      “Thank you, Jackson,” Dr. Ash continued. “I know this was unorthodox, but the real Dr. Ash will thank us later. Also, make sure that Delta-51 uploads Jeremiah’s AI to the central command server.”

      Another pause.

      “Because it’s important—you are not betraying Dr. Ash because I’m her.”

      Treeka had heard enough; the image of Dr. Ash was clearly planning something big. Treeka raced to her room to process the new information. She had to plan her next steps.

      I wonder if Nozomi will help me free Meeka.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Treeka looked at the clock in her room: 12:28 a.m.

      Although she no longer required sleep, she found some pleasure in resting and clearing her mind. She sat in the center of a mat she’d taken from the training area. She wedged it between her bed and the dresser. A chirping sound emitted from her glasses.

      I should have taken these bloody things off.

      “Ready to train?” Nozomi said.

      “You are speaking through my glasses?” Treeka replied.

      “Yes—Dr. Ash didn’t give you the AR glasses for their looks. They serve multiple purposes, including communication. In noisy areas you will need to wear an earpiece,” Nozomi said as if explaining this to a child.

      “No. We’ve been training endlessly since the recon mission. I need a break.”

      “You don’t require sleep, silly.”

      “No? But I like it, so I will see you in the morning.”

      She would train me all day and night if I’d let her. I want to protect the humanity that I have left, Treeka thought.

      Her visor chirped again. She was about to rip off the glasses and throw them across the room when she saw the system message:

      SYSTEM MESSAGE: THE PROXIMITY ALERT FOR DR. ASH’S COMPUTER HAS BEEN TRIGGERED. DR. ASH IS ONLINE NOW.

      Treeka made her way back to the lab, which extended into a much larger area that the cyborgs used for training. Dr. Ash’s room was just beyond that area. She just had to get past Nozomi.

      Treeka crept several feet behind Nozomi, who was hitting the punching bag with such intensity that the bag lifted as she struck it. Treeka slipped behind some exercise equipment and sneaked into the hallway leading to Dr. Ash’s office.

      I don’t think she detected me.

      As she neared Dr. Ash’s office, she thought she could make out words such as “Delta,” “Leviathan,” and “Jeremiah” coming from Dr. Ash’s side of the conversation. Treeka crept closer. She needed to see what Dr. Ash was up to.

      “We have an unexpected surprise,” Dr. Ash said. “A cyber hunter has been activated, and initial testing is better than we could have hoped. Nozomi thinks she shows great promise. The problem is that I think she will become a liability if we don’t get her sister online. That is where I need your help,” Dr. Ash said.

      Treeka concentrated on listening to the other side of the conversation. A message appeared in her line of sight.

      SYSTEM MESSAGE

      
        
        It appears that you are attempting to access your enhanced auditory receptors. Would you like me to enable this feature?

      

      

      
      Treeka nodded.

      “I’m afraid it requires a verbal yes or no,” her virtual assistant said.

      “Yes,” Treeka said in a low voice.

      It displayed a graphical representation of a human ear with some text. Treeka followed the instructions. She pressed the bottom of her right earlobe three times. A faint ringing sound could be heard; then it was like someone had turned on a radio at full volume. She could hear Nozomi hitting the punching bag. She also heard Dr. Ash communicating with a male voice. Treeka focused on the conversation, trying to gain something useful.

      I can now hear both sides of the conversation, Treeka silently noted.

      “Dr. Ash, the real one, is flying back from Munich. Norris has secured the samples,” the male voice on the phone said.

      “Just make sure I get one hundred milligrams of that sample,” Dr. Ash replied.

      “That is too large of a sample . . . I don’t think I can get you that much.”

      “How much can you get me without attracting attention?”

      “About half of that.”

      “I suppose that will have to do. The usual amount of Digibit will be transferred to your account.”

      A hand grabbed Treeka’s shoulder and spun her around. She threw an arm up, ready to deflect any blow. Nozomi stood there. She was wearing a simple white robe with a hood, which didn’t provide much of a contrast with her white hair. She motioned for Treeka to follow her. Before long, they were at the training area.

      “Are you satisfied now?” Nozomi asked.

      “Satisfied? What are you talking about?” Treeka replied.

      Nozomi gave her a disdainful look.

      “Don’t play with me, girl. Now, answer the question. Are you satisfied that Dr. Ash is doing everything she can to help Meeka?” Nozomi said in a cold, mean-spirited voice.

      Treeka’s heart raced; she couldn’t think of a response. Her chest pounded like a racehorse. She couldn’t breathe. She tried controlling her breath, but it didn’t work. The lab faded away.
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        * * *

      

      Treeka was standing in the kitchen of her father’s house. He was scolding her for taking the last anpan: a Japanese pastry that Tomiju loved. She remembered the shame she had felt then, believing she was selfish and didn’t think of anyone but herself.
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        * * *

      

      The memory faded away.

      “Sorry—I didn’t mean to take the last anpan,” Treeka said.

      Nozomi looked confused.

      Treeka shook her head. “Sorry—I just had a memory. I thought I was someplace else.”

      Nozomi gave her a wary look. Treeka described the memory and the shame she felt.

      “How often do you have these memories and associated feelings?” Nozomi asked.

      “I’m getting them several times a day now.”

      “Dr. Ash would know for sure, but I think you are remembering.”

      “Remembering what?”

      “Your past. It was like that for me too. It will fade.”

      “What if I don’t want it to fade?”

      Nozomi gave Treeka a thoughtful look.

      “Mother will know what to do,” Nozomi said.

      “Mother . . . you mean Dr. Ash?”

      “Of course.” Nozomi smiled. “I just want you to know that we are on your side, Treeka. I know you were eavesdropping on Dr. Ash’s conversation.”

      Treeka just stared at Nozomi.

      “But that’s okay,” Nozomi continued. “Dr. Ash is doing her best to help your sister. You will be with her soon. But, before that can happen, we have an important mission to finish. Get ready and meet back here in ten minutes.”

      Nozomi turned and left the training area, leaving Treeka alone with her thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Treeka went back to her quarters and checked her nutrition cartridge and fluid levels; Dr. Ash had warned her about the importance of not getting malnourished or dehydrated. Then she selected a fresh black leather outfit and returned to the training area. Nozomi was there, dressed in a white leather outfit that left little to the imagination.

      She held out a sword to Treeka and said, “You will need this for tonight’s activities.”

      “Won’t you need a weapon?” Treeka asked.

      With her free hand, Nozomi took out a small dagger hidden in her belt. “I am a weapon myself—and besides, I have this.”

      “What is the mission?”

      “A hacking group called the Dark Angels needs our help. We need to eliminate a rival. The target is old and weak—it should be a simple job for the two of us. I would go alone, but you need some more field experience.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “If your sister doesn’t get the help she needs, maybe she doesn’t wake up at all.”

      Did you just threaten my sister? Treeka gritted her teeth. You will pay.

      Treeka snatched the sword from Nozomi’s hand and swung it toward Nozomi’s neck—but stopped herself before harming her. Treeka saw a drop of blood trickle onto the blade. Nozomi didn’t react to Treeka’s sudden movements; she was expressionless and unperturbed.

      “Either you help with tonight’s mission, or you risk losing your sister. The choice is yours,” Nozomi said flatly.

      Treeka pulled the sword away. Nozomi sheathed her dagger and wiped the blood off her neck.

      “Your regular black leather training outfit covers most of your body, but we need you to wear something special for this mission,” Nozomi said as she turned and motioned for Treeka to follow her.

      After traversing a few corridors, Nozomi led Treeka to a side room that was a walk-in closet. Nozomi selected another scantily clad outfit that looked like it would barely cover the metal on the left side of her torso.

      “Wear this—you will also need to look the part.”

      “What are you talking about?” Treeka asked.

      “Our target is expecting a woman of the night⁠—”

      “A prostitute?” Treeka interrupted.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t have sex. He is looking for something else. Look, we don’t have time for me to explain everything. Just follow my lead,” Nozomi explained.

      A feeling of shame arose as Treeka put on the provocative leather outfit, which showed all of her skin and barely covered her private areas.

      Nozomi handed her an overcoat and a leather bag. “We will attract too much attention with these outfits, so you will wear this until we get to the target. The bag contains items you will need later,” she said.

      Treeka buttoned up the overcoat, which stopped just above her knees. Nozomi examined a red leather satchel, then strapped it to her waist. Then she put on her own overcoat just before locking the room.

      “We have fifteen minutes to get to the alley—let’s make it in ten.”

      Nozomi darted toward the exit before Treeka could respond. Treeka gave chase, and moments later, they were running together at a high rate of speed, opening doors and running through them faster than any human could. A map of the complex appeared on Treeka’s HUD. She remembered that it had taken them over half an hour to reach the alley before, while walking at a brisk pace; this time, the duo made it there in four minutes.

      A black van with four men in black ninja-looking outfits greeted them in the alley. It was still dark outside, but the men wore black sunglasses.

      “Who are these guys?” Treeka asked.

      “Nothing more than the hired help. Don’t speak. Follow my lead.”

      “There she is!” a man with a British accent said. “Are you going to show us those leathers, like you did for the target in Belgrade?”

      Nozomi smiled and opened her overcoat to show the man as he approached. He responded with a long whistling sound.

      “It’s good to be working with you again, Noz,” the man said.

      “Malcolm, I wasn’t expecting to see you this evening,” Nozomi said.

      “I’m breaking in a new crew.” Malcolm pointed to a man who was at least seven feet tall with a stone gaze. “That is Rocco Surrelli. He just arrived from the States to assist us.”

      The man nodded in response.

      Malcom pointed to a much smaller man. “That small mousey-looking fellow is Teddy. He will provide your getaway car.”

      Teddy was much shorter than an average man; Treeka estimated that his height was less than five feet, since he was shorter than her. He wore a hunter’s cap that covered most of his greasy hair. He lowered his glasses, winked at Nozomi, and then blew her a kiss.

      “Don’t be fooled by her good looks,” Malcolm told Teddy. “Noz is as deadly as they come, and she’s brought a friend.”

      Malcolm then pointed to a large brute of a man; he looked to be the most formidable in the group. “That balding bloke with the beard is Stump. He will accompany you to the target’s room.”

      “Who is our target?” Treeka asked.

      “Does she even know what’s expected of her?” Teddy laughed to the other men. Then he looked back at Treeka. “You can practice here.” He pointed to his crotch.

      The other men laughed. Nozomi gave Treeka a look of annoyance; Treeka decided it was best not to inquire any further.

      I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do—are we going to kill or torture this man?

      “The target’s name is Ioann,” Malcolm said to the group. “He’s a high-value target in a Russian crime syndicate known as the Collective, and he has critical information that Noz needs. He has ordered a lady of the night to pass the time. Nozomi and her friend will help Ioann in his time of need. He’s into a lot of kinky stuff, so he will be expecting those leather outfits.”

      Stump opened the van door. As soon as Nozomi and Treeka were seated, the driver floored the vehicle.

      The Thames was visible on Treeka’s side of the van as they drove. She could see also Big Ben and the London Eye in the distance.

      About thirty minutes later, Treeka noticed a familiar glow to the east.

      The sun is rising.

      “We will let you ladies off at the back entrance to the Mecco Hotel. From there, you will take a lift to the tenth floor. Ioann will wait for you at the end of the hall.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Treeka and Nozomi knocked on Door 1004 in the Mecco Hotel. Stump waited for them by the elevator. At the end of the hallway, a window showed a picturesque view of London’s east side. Treeka gazed upon the most beautiful sunrise she had ever seen. The pinkish clouds contrasted with the golden rays of the sunlight, bathing her in a wash of light. Nozomi
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