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“Oh hell yeah, Brian’s finally
here! Now the party can really start.” My friend Morty shouts out
from across the late night bonfire. “It feels like forever since
the three of us managed to hang out, right? Busy with schoolwork
huh?” I hop down on one of the weather-beaten wood chairs we kept
at the campsite, cracking open a cheap shitty hard cider. I can tell
by the rosey tinge on Morty’s pleasantly plump face that he’s
more than a few deep already. 


“Of course he is. We ain’t
callin’ him Brainy for nothing.” Frank comes out from the parking
lot, carrying a couple bags full of snacks and supplies that were in
the back seat of the car that he picked me up in like they don't
weigh a thing. It’s true that I was busy most of the day, hence why
he picked me up so late into the hangout. Told them it would almost
be over when I got there and that they should just do it without me,
but he replied that we have all been so entirely busy that we weren’t
going to let another opportunity to be together as a group miss us
again. The next time we’d see each other would probably be at the
party in a few days where we wouldn’t really get a chance to hang
out, and then after that who knows when the next time our schedules
aligned again would be.

Even if they’re technically
correct about me missing this because of school, I can’t help but
correct him about my nickname. “I mean, you do remember you
actually did start calling me Brainy for nothing, right? You just
assumed I had to be smarter than I let on.” I take a swig and then
lick my lips, savoring the taste of semi-cold cider pulled from the
mostly watery cooler. Free hand playing with the items in my pocket
for want of something to do.

I met Frank first, back when I moved
here. I had grown up in this community way out in the backwoods at
the edge of the state, gated, completely sheltered life. So when I
left such an insular little town and entered the wider population in
my junior year, I didn’t have much of an ability to integrate with
anyone I didn’t know. Spent the first month in school keeping to
myself, not really trying my hardest to break into any friend
circles. I basically tried out for the football team solely so I
wouldn’t bore myself to death.



Coach picked me up as an
alternate because ‘the spirit and the knowhow is there, but the
physique is limited’, which was code for ‘not enough people tried
out to make a whole team without you’. I never ended up actually
playing more than a handful of games; the majority of them was spent
as a bench warmer. Least I could say I did respectable when I did
play.

Frank was the opposite. Stood out as
basically the star player, jacked as hell running back. Extremely
charismatic, sweet to everyone. Chiseled features to boot. I don’t
know why, but he decided to start spending time with the absolute
loser hanging out on the bench after every game. Eventually I got
absorbed into his friend group, of which the only one he (and thus I)
were actually close to was Morty. 


Morty wasn’t anything like Frank.
Short, slightly overweight (in a pleasant meat on his bones way),
cute cherubic face. I was told he grew up with an incredibly mean
streak in him, but as he grew up it became a lot more of a playful
teasing nature. (Well, from what I hear it got knocked into him
pretty hard, but still. It’s one way to learn a lesson) Sure still
did like to make fun of basically everyone though. I always gave him
as good as he could. Insulting each other was our love language.

He was actually the one who gave me
the Brainy nickname. When we met he was joking about how, if I’m
not great at sports then I must have been great at school, and that
he should ask me for some help in class. Turns out I was pretty
terrible at that too; when your backwater school doubles as a
compound meeting site, it turns out you don’t get the greatest
education in the world. In the end I came to him for help in a lot of
places, and it became a sort of ironic moniker. 


Not like I was mad about a little
teasing from someone who would actually help me. No, there actually
was one thing I was good at, and it was making fun of myself. Being
best friends with the most popular kid in school basically makes you
extremely popular too, and if I didn’t want to disappoint the lot
of them I had to stop being a wallflower and start being something
more entertaining. I found tapping into the beefhead brutish yokel
persona I had built up as a kid worked out pretty well, so long as I
had Frank and Morty to remind me not to give in to my worst impulses
with it. Pretty soon I started getting expected to be the life of the
party. I could out drink, out smoke, out anything anyone wanted of
me. Usually it was girls who wanted to say they had a football
player’s tongue down their throat. Didn’t matter that ‘player’
had an asterisk and that the relationship was meaningless otherwise.
Appearance is more powerful anyways.

“Hey, earth to Brian. Did you
space out on us again?” Morty punches me in the shoulder, spilling
a little cider on my jacket. I took a look at my phone to see yeah, I
was sitting around reminiscing for a good forty minutes instead of
paying any attention. 


I shrug, turning back to look at the
fire. “Yeah, sorry. Thinking about school.” Morty tries to pass
me a joint and I wave him off. “Nah, man, you know I’m trying to
quit.” I picked up a pretty bad smoking habit in my old
neighborhood, one that I couldn’t bring myself to ditch even after
leaving all that behind me. I’ve been free for a good month, which
of course means I’m still jonesing bad. Even though this ain’t
the same, it’s just going to make me crave them harder than I
already am. College is a fresh start though, so a great time to get a
fresh image. And I don’t wanna be seen as a smoker.

Frank leans back over, laughing.
“Trying to quit, but keeping that thing on you still? You’re
jinxing yourself, brother.” I look at what he’s pointing to and…
Ah, yeah, my monogrammed lighter. I guess I had absentmindedly pulled
it out of my pocket and started flicking the hood of it again. I
flick it closed, and rub my thumb over the little F.M.A. carved on
the front of it. It’s a pretty common practice for me. After all,
if you’re going to fidget with something, might as well be
something you have on you twenty four seven. 


I lean back on the chair softly. It
gorans, warps a little under my weight. How the thing is still
standing at this point I have no idea. “Lay up, it’s sentimental.
I’m not gonna get rid of it just because I’m not gonna buy any
more ciggies.” 


Morty gives a little laugh at me.
“You know, thinking about school at a party, trying to get sober. I
was right, you’re Brainy as hell. Should have called you Square.”

Hey! “First off, I don’t think
drinking with a couple friends is really a party. Secondly, no. I’m
really not, man.” I take another deep gulp of my drink to keep from
thinking about smoking anymore. “I mean, college just started and
I’m already behind. I don’t know how I’m gonna handle four
years plus of this.” 


“Hey,” Frank starts, “at least
you’re going to school. You were so worried you wouldn’t make it
earlier this year. You know, you worried for nothing. Morty I wasn’t
so sure about though.”

Morty throws a marshmallow at him in
response to that. “I’m sorry, which of us isn’t in college
anymore? Last time I checked Brainy and I was doing fine. Couldn’t
even get a sports scholarship?” 


He just lets the marshmallow ping of
his absolute mountain of a body, crossing his arms tight. “I took a
bye year. Told my folks that my sister got one, so it was only fair
that I can hang for a bit too.”

“I didn’t hear a no!” Morty
pops the cap of yet another drink, taking a long gulp of it.
“Speaking of your sister, I don’t see her around. What was the
excuse this time, space aliens?” 


Frank rolled his eyes. “She’s in
the middle of her apprenticeship, she can’t exactly leave for a
bonfire.” Frank kept talking about wanting to introduce her to his
group, but she’s always found some kind of excuse to not meet up.
To this day I haven’t met her. Honestly though, considering her
profession, I don’t really mind her taking a while…

“In the craft, right?” I shiver
a little at the thought, and Frank notices immediately. He gives me a
little side eye, and I melt a little under his gaze. “Sorry,” I
apologized quickly. He knows I have a bit of a past about this. I
don’t really mean it, it’s just that it’s easy to fall into the
wrong crowd when you’re young when your entire town is the wrong
crowd. When I was a little kid, my ma caught me repeating some
ignorant things I had gotten from my friends, which in turn they got
from their parents, which they got from the rest of the town. Not
just about how that stuff was dangerous and not to be trusted, but
about all kinds of people who shouldn’t be either. What kind of
people belong on which rungs of the social ladder; straight white
‘real’ men on top of course. Spent a good while drilling it into
me how wrong it was to think that and how they wouldn’t raise me to
be a bigot. It scared me straight, but the next time it came up with
my friends and I didn’t join in, I stopped being a friend and
started being a target. 


I had to be learned real quick to
shut up and just play toadie to any of the awful cruel things they
wanted me to do. Consoled myself that, of course I knew privately
that I was ‘better than that’, on my own time. Learned to excuse
a lot of nasty behavior because it was ‘just survival’. Hurt some
people that actually really mattered to me too. But eventually word
got back to my ‘friend’s’ parents about my sudden change of
heart because of my ma, and of course it turns out they were just as
cruel and controlling as their little spawn. Suddenly she was
ostracized from daily life too, and I’m basically persona non grata
unless I’m seen as in the collective force of the attack squad.
Finally it got to be too much, and that pushed us out back into the
normal world. It’s a good thing we left when we did too; the
atmosphere of that place started getting really dark in the last few
years we were there. And so much worse after we left…

A cheery little ring comes out of
Frank’s breast pocket, once again knocking me out of my mood.
“Speak of the devil right? I’ll be right back, I just gotta take
this.” Me and Morty spent a few more minutes talking about nothing
in particular, roasting marshmallows, if we were actually going to
wear costumes for the party, whatever. Frank comes back over into
earshot, finished with his call. “Ok guys, wrap it up. That was my
sister, we gotta head out.”
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“Dude, remind me why we’re going
out like this again?” Morty grumbled up in the front seat of the
car, banging his head against the headrest, knocking the entire chair
into my knees. It stings a little bit, but I’m a big boy, I can
handle it. Honestly, too big a boy to be sitting in the backseat like
this, but I don’t really want to be a complainer about it. 


“Do I have to go over it again?”
Frank barely lifts his eyes from the road, but still loosens his
shoulders in a ‘come on, really?’ gesture. “My sis needs the
car. She forgot the transports don’t run this late and she’s got
too much to haul home from work tonight on her own.” 


“No, I mean why do we have to be
here for this? I was perfectly happy sitting at that bonfire getting
drunk.” 


Frank goes ahead and flicks him on
his temple, Morty giving the biggest crybaby whine I’ve ever heard
over it. “That’s exactly why Mort. You already showed up high and
you drank basically nonstop since you got here. I don’t trust you
with a bonfire going like this. And it’s not like I’m going to
make poor little Brainy sit all alone on his little stump  in silent
mode all night.” This time he does turn his head over to me. “No
offense man.”

I wave him off. “None taken.
You’re cool.” I don’t mind that they would tease me a bit for
being kinda shy and quiet. After all, I was shy and quiet. But Frank
and Morty were the only two that let me be that around them. Everyone
else was expecting Mr. Center of Attention to keep things lively. I
can put up with some teasing about how out of character it all was.

Frank pulls his head back onto the
road; we’re starting to exit the woods and enter into the city
proper now. “Besides, it’s late enough to wrap this up anyways.
We would have been dropping you two drunkards off at your places
anyways in a few minutes.” 


Morty crosses his arms a little
clumsily. “Whatever dude. I’m not tha… that drunk! You’re
just jealous you pulled the short straw and ended up driving
tonight.” Morty was always that drunk. One of those types that
would typically go months on end without a drop, and then get
absolutely destroyed at every party. On or off, no inbetween with
him. It’s more of a coin flip between me and Frank who stays sober
for the night.

I lean over to try and talk past the
gap in the two front chairs. “If you can manage to say that without
hitching next time we might actually believe you. Maybe I won’t
even have to babysit you then.” He puts a flustered little face on 
and grumbles at my comment, so I just lean back in victory. “Hey,
at least we get to finally meet your sister, right Frank? That’s
worth putting out the bonfire early.” 


“I know, I know,” Frank
apologized. “I keep inviting her to our hangouts but she says she’s
always busy. Honestly, she’s just shy, gets really nervous around
new people. Speaking of, don’t be stupid and spook her, right?”

Morty, still looking frustrated,
glances out the window. “Yeah man, I’m not gonna tease someone I
just met, I don’t care how drunk I am.” He bops the top of his
head to lean against the glass. “And honestly Frankie, shy’s one
word for it. I mean, dude, I didn’t even know you had a sister
until, what? A couple years ago?”

Frank just chuckles and mutters
quietly to himself under his breath. Something either? “You know, I
meant Brian. What with the whole…” He trails off, but I get the
gist of it. 


“No no, I know. Trust me, I’m
not some kind of luddite bigot. I’d just rather not be involved
with it myself, you know? The people who do, they’re totally fine.”


Morty glances back, a smug look on
his face. “Ha, hate the sin not the sinner, right dude?” I kick
his chair hard as he laughs at me, clearly enjoying his revenge for
earlier. 


“Come on, it’s not like that and
you know it. I’m not like those crazies, I’m back in polite
society. It’s just a pretty reasonable concern, right? I mean, in
the wrong hands, it’s pretty terrifying.” I feel like it’s a
reasonable concern to have. They know what happened to my parents,
getting the house broken into by a couple of rogue mages who didn’t
think they were home. Dad trying to defend his newly pregnant wife
from invaders and getting a hole blown in him as a reward. There’s
a reason why Ma’s sister got info on a no-magic restricted town,
she decided to move out for our protection. How were they supposed to
know that over the next decade it would start radicalizing under her
nose? It’s not like every single restricted area becomes a cult
like that. 


“Well,” Frank replies, “you
can ask her yourself if she’s the wrong hands then. We’re here
guys.” He pulls into a pretty nondescript looking building, most of
the lights off save for a few above the main entry doorway. “Brainy,
you come help carry the shit she’s got in there. Mort, try not to
piss yourself.” 


“Dude, fuck off, I am not that
drunk! I’m coming in too. My legs feel dead, I need to stretch
them.” Morty is already up and out of the car, sauntering over to
the door. He turns around as I get outta the car, walking backwards
to the building. “See! Straight line. Need me to say the alphabet
backwards too?”

I roll my eyes as I make it into the
building with him, Frank calling out into the open air. “Hey sis,
we’re here. The guys are with me too.”

“Good!” a squeaky voice yells
out from a few halls down. “They can help with the equipment, it’s
pretty heavy.” I follow the sounds of struggling and grunting
towards the voice into some kind of break room, and am greeted with
an absolutely tiny girl trying with all her might to lift this giant
metal orb and place it into a cardboard box with a bunch of other
junk in it. “There!” she sighs, using both hands to toss her
long, frizzy black hair out of her face behind her shoulders. She
looks kinda cute now that I can see the whole picture. Soft little
face, bright blue eyes. Wearing what I think is a black skater dress
with a big white lab coat open over it. Little bit gothy. 


“Dude, that’s your older
sister?” Morty very tactfully shouts from behind me. “She looks
half your size! Like she could still be a Junior or something.” I
can see her blush pretty hard, and shrink into herself a bit. 


I reach out my hand to her for a
handshake. “Ignore him, Morty’s a moron. Hey, I’m Brian. Nice
to finally meet you.” 


She shrinks into herself a little
more, but gives a little half wave half peace sign motion. “Bianca.”
She runs over to Frank, tapping him on the shoulder. “Hey, little
bro. You mind if I talk to you in private for a minute? By the car?”
She turns back over to me with an apologetic look on her face. “We
just have to talk for a minute and then I gotta make a phone call.
It’ll be, like, twenty minutes at most, I promise. Just please stay
right here and it’ll be fine.” 


I just shrug, pulling my phone out
and sitting down on a chair next to the stack of boxes full of her
take home materials. “No problem here, we’ll be fine. Go do your
thing.” She nods and then basically drags Frank out of the room,
hushedly chatting about something or other on the way out. I start
thumbing my way through social media, giving a bit of a yawn as I do.

I look up to show Morty some meme or
whatever that had just come across my feed, only. He’s not there.
Not in another of the seats at the table here, nowhere in the room at
all. “Morty?” I shout out. “Where the hell did you go?” I
creep out into the hallway. “This ain’t funny!”

“Down here man!” I hear him a
bit faintly, down the rest of the hallway that hasn’t been lit. The
building’s got one of those fluorescent light fixtures set ups,
ones that can go on or off in partial amounts for when they’re
needed. There’s really only a few reserve lights left on the half
of the building that we’re clearly even supposed to be in right
now. Instead of fumbling for a light switch somewhere, I just pull up
the flashlight on my phone. Most of the doors seem pretty solid, I
jiggle one and it seems to be locked. When I get to the end of the
hallway though, the last door, it’s not even just unlocked but open
slightly. 


Creaking it open, I find a room
that’s still entirely dark, save for another beam of light coming
from another phone. Where the first room was obviously a break room,
this one couldn’t be anything other than a lab. Tiny twinkling
lights coming from all over, the faint sounds of databases clicking
and clacking through the walls. “Morty, what the hell are you
doing? She said to stay put. I really don’t think you’re supposed
to be in here.” I shout from just behind the door. I really do not
want to be in here if I can help it.

“Dude, were you really just going
to sit there the whole time?” He’s fiddling with something pretty
deep into the room, lifting up some tarp over this big machine
console at the back. “There’s a lot of interesting shit in here.”
He starts tinkering and fidgeting with the buttons on it.

“Yeah, I was going to sit there
this whole time, and you should be too. Honestly, get back here man!
You really shouldn’t be touching things you have no idea of what
they are. Especially magical stuff.”

“How is any of this shit magical?
It looks like a bunch of computers and presses and shit. I thought
she was supposed to be a witch, this looks more like frankenstine’s
lab.” He ignores me and pushes this big red button on the console,
which causes this loud noise to go off under another tarp connected
by a thick cable. “Whoa!”

“Oh my god, Morty, these things
are on? Get over here right now man, stop touching everything!” I
debate running in to pull him out, but I can’t get my feet to cross
over into such an obviously dangerous area.

He just ignores me and wanders over
to the tarp, pulling it off of this massive machine, bigger than
either of us, with tons of little antennas and knobs coming off of
it. “Ahhhh! That’s more like it! Look at this fuckin’ thing!”
He absentmindedly starts mushing on the keypad on the front, when it
starts unexpectedly whirring to life, humming lightly. I immediately
jump out of my skin when the front opens up before him to… some
kind of inner chamber? It looks like some kind of open pod-room.
“Whoa! You see this shit Brainy?” 


Oh screw this, he is actually going
to kill himself. I nearly drop my phone trying to put it back into my
pocket with my hands shaking, rushing over to pull him away from the
machine. “For the love of Christ, Morty, get away from that thing!
You don’t even know what it does!”

The asshole laughs and sticks his
head through the threshold of the machine. “Ooooohh, so scaaaaary!”
I pull him out of the machine as hard as I can, but he just puts
himself back into it. “Oh, be afraid, be veeeeeery afraid! Oh
noooo, it’s going to eaaaat me, what am I goi–” Energy crackles
with a loud bang out of the top of the machine, and it startles me
enough that I lose my grip on him, both of us falling into the
chamber of the device hard. He groans and scootches out from under
me, sitting up between me and the outside. “Ah, fuck, ok man. That
hurt! Watch what you’re doing, you klutz!” 


Suddenly a blaring noise starts
coming from the top of the machine, energy crackling all over, lights
turning on inside the pod. There’s a hissing noise and then… oh
no. “Morty! Morty, the door! The door!”

“What?” He stands around
stupidly rubbing his head, still looking at me, as the bay door
starts closing slowly behind him. Damn it, he’s not even going to
notice it! I make an executive decision and push him with all my
might, knocking him back on his ass outside of the chamber just
before the doors close too much for him to fit. He grunts, and looks
up at the doors sliding shut. “Oh shit! Shit, dude! Get out of
there!” 


“I can’t! There’s not enough
space, the doors would crush me!” God damn it! I see him scrambling
up in terror in the slit of the door before it seals up entirely. 


I can’t see anything out there
anymore, but I can hear him scratching, trying to pull the doors open
with his bare hands. “Fuck! I’m sorry, I’m sorry dude. I didn’t
mean to! I mean, I’m sorry!” 


I pound on the doors from the back
with my open palm. The lights are bright enough for me to see inside
of here clearly now, but it’s not much help at all. Entirely smooth
all around, no console or anything inside. “Don’t be sorry Morty,
that’s not going to help me! Just get me out of here!” I hear the
cracking of the energy up top getting worse, the lights inside are
getting brighter and brighter. I slam into the door with my entire
body over and over again, praying that I’m going to break through
and land on the other side. 


“Hold on, I’m going to go get
the others. Bianca probably knows what’s happening!” I hear him
clamoring away from the machine, running out of the room.

I yell out in frustration,
desperation. “Wait! Don’t go! Help me!” The lights are getting
even brighter, I can see sparks starting to head in from the top of
the chamber too. God, I’m going to die aren’t I? Christ, I knew I
should have never came to this stupid magic lab, I knew how dangerous
all this was. Everything’s getting so bright, so loud, I just sink
to the floor, hands on my ears, squeezing my eyes as tight as they
can be. I’m going to die, and I’m going to be alone. 


I’m shaking. It’s so bright that
I can see my veins through my eyelids, so loud that I can’t hear
anything but my ears ringing. I can feel the energy licking at me
from the top of the machine. I squeeze down tighter so it won’t
touch me as much. It’s sharp, and painful. The pressure in the room
grows thicker and heavier, I feel like I’m going to be popped like
a zit. I scream a loud, primal rage of anxiety, pounding the heels of
my wrists into my temples repeatedly. I hear a klaxon go off, feel an
extremely painful popping throughout my entire body, like every
single joint has released all the gas all at once. The lights
practically explode out, and then… 


Silence. Everything is pitch black.
I don’t see or hear anything. I definitely feel something though;
my entire body is screaming in pain.  I… I don’t think I’m
dead. I’m entirely too sore to be anything but alive. I flop down
onto the floor of the chamber, spread out completely, energy leaving
me quickly. Oh my god, I have got to be the luckiest person in
existence.



Suddenly, the door starts to slide open on its
own again. Mist pools out from the chamber with me onto the dirty
floor. It must have collected when the machine was running. I tried
to stand to run as fast as I could out of the machine, out of the
building. Out of this city? I don’t know. I get about a step out of
the chamber when I realize none of those things are happening; my
entire body feels like it’s made out of jelly, like it’s brand
new and I have no control over my faculties anymore. I only make it a
little bit out before I completely collapse onto the floor, wheezing
and barely getting air into my lungs. Before I pass out, I squint,
looking back up at the machine. I can see the other side of it is
open too, with a secondary identical door on the back. With it open,
yet still pitch black, I can just barely see something moving around
in the mist.

The last thing I thought before the
nausea became too great and I passed out entirely: There’s someone
else in here with me.
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Argh. It’s too bright! Turn that
light down! My eyes squint further shut, pulling my hands up to cover
them. Goddamned hangover.

“Please refrain from rubbing your
eyes like that. Hold still while I check your vitals.” An unknown
sing-song voice with a bizarre cadence speaks up from beside me.
Suddenly, everything comes rushing back; the lab, the machine. Being
trapped. I feel a cool touch pull my hands away from my eyes and back
down to whatever I was laying on, and without my fingers in the way I
can see. I’m in a small, stark room. Looks like a doctor’s
office, save for a large window covering the upper half of the right
wall; this room is sunken into the floor for some reason. I reach
into my pocket to grab my phone, but I totally whiff; no pocket there
at all. All my clothes have been removed, I’m just laying here in a
simple hospital smock. 


I look up to who’s poking and
prodding me, and get a bit of a shock. It’s one of those house
robots that have been showing up here and there. Someone had put
clothes on it, dressed it up like a doctor, with one of those big
white coats and everything. It’s face was all broken up though. It
had this weird pearlescent blue material streaked all haphazard
through it, like someone had broken it apart and then filled it back
in with the wrong material. 


I recoil pretty immediately.
Situation is pretty stressful enough, and I’ve had enough of these
magic… science… whatever machines poking and prodding me for one
lifetime. If I never saw another one it'd have been too soon. I sit
up and scramble around for the walls, trying to find a door anywhere
in this place. 


“Brian, come on. Sit back down,
everything will be fine. It’s just a basic check up.” The
machine… crosses its arms, sitting down on the doctor’s cot thing
I was just on, and starts tapping its foot against the floor. Ok, no,
absolutely not. They definitely did something to that machine that I
want no part of. They’re going to dissect me or something! Rip me
apart to find out what happened in there!

I turn around to look up at the
window; it’s too dark up there to make anyone out clearly, but I
can see a few people milling about, a couple getting into place at a
desk right up next to it. I run up to it, pounding on the wall
underneath it. “Hello! Hello, I’m stuck here! Please, I don’t
know what happened, but you have to let me out!” I slam everything
I have into the wall under the window, trying to get the attention of
anyone up there, hoping beyond hope that they’d actually help me
instead of… I don’t even want to know. “Please! Please, I don’t
know why I’m in here!”

Bzzzt! An intercom goes off above
me, situated right below the observation window. “Brian, please.
You need to calm down. Panicking is only going to make things worse.”
Oh, my god, it’s Frank!

“Frank! Frank, oh my god, it’s
you!” I could actually cry right now. It’s just them up there,
It’s still going to be ok. “Please, you gotta get me out of here!
Talk to whoever put me here, I need to get out right now! There’s
been some kind of mistake or something!”

Again the intercom gives its
telltale ‘on’ noise. “Brian, it’s me, Bianca. The one you met
last night.” I nod, not even sure if she could see me from up
there. If they’ve got an intercom, it’s safe to assume there’s
cameras too. I look around in the upper corners until I can find one,
nodding to it instead. “Listen. You’re not imprisoned or
anything, we’re not going to hold you forever. You’re in a
quarantine room. We just need to get some vitals and know if you’re
safe to be around.” What? Safe!? “That’s why Sabrina is doing
it, she can be sterilized if need be. So please, return to the
diagnostics test.” I turn my head back to the machine as it pats
the bench next to it. 


“Sabrina? Do you mean the robot?
And what do you mean safe?”

Quickly I’m corrected by the girl
on the intercom. “Don’t call her that. She’s an Android.”
Oof, touchy.

I turn my head back to the camera,
trying to bore holes into it with my eyes. I just repeat myself.
“What do you mean ‘safe to be around’? What in the world did
that thing do to me last night?”

A third voice came from the
intercom. “The tests, Mr. Robinson. If you ever want to leave that
room, that is.” This one is cold, acidic, harsh. There’s the
anger that I was expecting from the start. I look back to the machine
again and sigh. I don’t want to, but if it’s the only way out.

“Fine, I’ll let the robot test
me.” 


Loudly and quickly two voices ring
out from the intercom and the machine in tandem to correct me.
“Android!” 


I can’t help but look and feel a
little sheepish as I saunter back over to the bed next to it.
“Sorry.” I sit down, and the rob… the android gets up to hold
my hand in front of me softly.

“Apology accepted.” Suddenly she
pulls my arm back and over onto a outjutting next to the cot, with
several vials and needles on it. “Now, I’m going to need some
blood. Stay still this time.” 


I wince, look away, try not to think
about it. Look back up to the big window of people staring down at
me. “You still haven’t told me what’s going on. I have no idea
why I should be here.”

“That’s the thing,” the angry
voice says, “you shouldn’t have been. Not a single one of you
should have been in here, and what I’m trying to find out is why
did the integrity of my experiment get compromised last night?” 


I clench my fists tight, the nails
digging into the palms of my hands. “Listen, man, I was only here
to pick someone up. If this thing was so dangerous you should–” 


“No, you listen young man. I’ve
already had to explain this once so pay attention. You’re extremely
lucky that you aren’t already dead, that you didn’t walk into
there and electrocute yourself or scramble your brains upon entry. If
you managed to change one value on it you could have walked out of
there half a man, or worse. Twenty of you goddamned brats would be
running around, ruining every other project in the building.” What?
Twenty? This is so confusing, everyone is dancing around what
actually happened.

“Please, I just want to know. What
does that machine do?”

Frank’s voice on the intercom
again, thankfully. The angry guy was wearing me down. “Listen,
Brian. They’re going to explain everything. Just promise me that
you’re going to stay calm about it.” I nod softly to the camera.

Bianca speaks up again. “We’ve
been trying to crack a solution for resource dwindling. What if we
could just make more of it, whenever we wanted? Think of all the good
that could change in the world! No more food shortages, no more fuel
wars. We’ve been trying to use technomancy to control and improve
the fabrication process, but it’s still extremely unstable. We’ve
never been able to get something working out of it yet, but we’re
so, so close to cracking it.”

“No, we are not.” The angry
voice just ignores me entirely. “And we never will be, thanks to
this. You realize the second this gets out we’re finished? And not
just the project, this kind of scandal absolutely destroys people.
Entirely because a witless child drunkard was allowed to wander
around in my laboratory.”  


“Hey!” I yell up at the window.
This asshole doesn’t even know what he’s talking about. “I was
only there because I was trying to keep my friend safe! It was an
accident!” 


He scoffs through the intercom.
“Well, you failed. He shouldn’t have been there either, none of
you should have. And your reward, Mr. Robinson, is that you’re not
safe.”

“He’s safe.” I look over to
the android, who’s spinning my blood around in a vial in front of
her, the blue lines on her face glowing slightly. “No microbials,
no abnormal viral loads, parasite free, no obvious signs of mutation
or degradation. There should be no issue with his reintegration at
this point.” Oh my god, that machine could do all that? I really
did get lucky.  


The vague shape with Frank’s voice
leans over to the other two. “Ok, he’s clean. We should get him
out of there.” 


I perk up at that. “Yes, please!
Let me out of here! I’ll sign an NDA or whatever, I promise no one
will ever, ever, ever hear about this!”

“Maybe we should wait,” Bianca’s
voice calls out. “Clear out the room first–”

“No.” A vaguely familiar voice
that I can’t place, not any of the three at the console. “I want
to see it.”

Bianca sighs, and I see her moving
her fingers in the air and then, suddenly, the door is where it
should be, a big hermetically sealed one. I shudder a bit; it reminds
me of the doors on the machine. It didn’t mark its arrival with a
pop into existence or make some tear in the universe. It’s just as
if what should have been there the whole time had finally come home
to roost. 


God, I hate magic. 


I climb the stairs slowly, the
android hot on my heels. As I reach for a large ‘Open’ button on
the side of a second set of doors at the top, I feel a soft hand on
my shoulder. “Breathe for a second. This is going to be a shock,
but we’re going to figure it out.” I nod, close my eyes. Breathe
in deeply. And then open the door.

First thing I feel is Frank giving
me a massive, bone crushing hug. Bianca is still in her seat,
fidgeting like mad. She looks like she hasn’t slept yet, poor
thing. Behind her is an older man, I’m assuming the angry voice.
Shaggy salt and pepper hair, thick glasses, a few days worth of
stubble. He’d be almost handsome if he weren’t currently staring
me down with a huge scowl on his face, and contempt in his eyes.

“Sure you should be touching that
thing, Frank?” The fourth voice, the eerily familiar one. I look up
to the back of the room, at a guy leaning against the wall,
semi-hidden behind some stack of databases or something, his head
down. Thumb fiddling with a little… 


“Hey! What are you doing with my
lighter? Who said you could touch that, give it back!” It’s bad
enough that they’re going to lock me in some room and talk down to
me all morning with these vague threats, but now they’re going to
steal my stuff? What gives any of these people the right!

“Oh, I didn’t take jack from
you.” He stands up straight, heads out from his little hiding spot.
Wait. Oh my god, he doesn’t just have my lighter, he’s got all my
clothes on too! He’s got my shoes, my jeans, my coat, my… My…








He’s got my face.








“What the hell?” He… He
hunches back over, crossing his arms, looking like he doesn’t want
to be here any longer either. If I thought that mean voice was giving
me a death stare, he’s giving me a look that screams ‘I would
tear you down cell by cell if I could’. He. I. He’s… “Wait.
Wait, wait, wait. You… You wanted to make more of something… It’s
a duplicator! So you… the machine made a clone of me? He’s my
clone?”

I… He scoffs.“That’s cute. And
pathetic. It thinks I’m the copy.”

The angry man leans back into his
chair, pressing his glasses up to his face. “Use your brain, boy. I
told you, this is the second time I’ve had to explain all this.”
I feel Frank’s arm squeezing me even tighter, but the wind was
knocked out of me before he could even get started.

Oh.

Oh.

Oh Christ.

I slump down against the wall, onto
the floor, clutching my heart. My breaths come out hot and heavy.
“Hey, Brian. Look at me.” I look up to see Frank leaning over,
hand on my shoulder, holding my arm. “Hey, you’re going to get
through this, ok? We’ll figure something out, right?”

“Figure something out?” I spit
it out at him. I can’t help it, what an absurd thing to say. “How
in the world do you ‘figure out’ being some… fake, clone thing!
What is there to figure out! I’m just supposed to go on with the
rest of my life knowing that I’m some kind of freak accident? Some
sort of magical chincery wearing a me skinsuit?”

“Pfff,” the other… real me
scoffs. “Like you’re going to have that long to worry about it.”


“Brian!” Frank gets up and roars
at him. “What is wrong with you! We’re supposed to break it
slowly!” 


“What’s wrong with me! It’s a
fake! Just more magical bull that only makes everything worse. You
heard what that thing said, it’s just some cheap thing running
around with my–”

“What does he mean?” I interrupt
their argument, I don’t need to bother listening to either side of
that display. I don’t care about Frank defending my honor or the
other me screaming. I don’t blame him anyways. What matters is…
“What else aren’t you telling me?” 


The angry man huffs and turns
around, clacking at a keyboard for the computer set up next to his
seat at the table. “The experiments haven’t come out correct in
any capacity. We had thought they had for a while. So we moved on to
animal testing, exactly one time.” 


“Professor!” Bianca leans
forward, covering one hand over her mouth. God, is it really that
bad? “He doesn’t need to actually see that! He shouldn’t have
to see–” 


“No,” I again interrupted. “I
need to see. I want to see. Something bad is happening to me, I
deserve to know.”

The professor nods and pulls up a
video file of some kind of monkey on a big monitor above him. The
monkey looks completely emaciated, not a spare ounce of fat on it.
Bored as hell too, sitting in the same room I was just in (albeit
fitted for housing an animal rather than being a doctor’s pad; I
wonder how much they moved into there last night?) “This ape was
the one animal trial we attempted going into the duplicator. It had
been a few months of copying books and files, printed test objects,
and the like. We even attempted to copy some food, some ears of corn
and some harvested rice. And then this poor fellow here,” he points
to the monkey playing with a few blocks in his room, “goes through
the machine. Things seemed fine at first. But then it grew lethargic,
sickly. Its weight started to rapidly fall. No matter how much we fed
it, the thing just kept dropping pounds. Its condition deteriorated
slowly. I eventually did a scan of it, and had readings of it
necrotizing from the inside out. This is the final recording of it.”


The animal in the video’s eyes
seem to glaze over, its movements slow down. It seems like it’s
falling asleep for a moment, starting to crumple over in front of its
wood blocks. Until a rumbling growl starts to come from its throat.
Suddenly the monkey juts back up, whips its toys at every wall in the
room, and starts screaming. I’m not talking loud animal whoops, I’m
talking primal, horrifying screams. Like it was in the kind of pain
it didn’t even know could exist before this. It starts tearing huge
chunks of fur from its skull, from its body. It’s trying
desperately to get something out of it that won’t leave. And then
chunks of flesh come with them. It's… just ripping itself apart,
chunk by chunk, screaming its death wail the entire time. The exposed
skin on its face goes ashen white, and the hairless skin at its feet
go bright red, like the blood had broken free and pooled out entirely
in one spot. And then, just as abruptly as the start. All sounds
stop, it closes its mouth. Flesh starts sloughing off in large chunks
on its back and side. A bone in the leg is exposed, and soon snaps
with a brittle loud crunch. It topples to the floor, where it just
starts… rapidly melting. Its flesh is boiling away, turning to
slime, its bones are drying and blowing off as dust. Its eyes roll
around in the sinew pit, looking up at the window, before they too
are consumed by entropy and dissolve into the viscera, little jets of
ocular fluid squelching out in desperate arcs before merging with the
puddle of once-ape.

The entire video was barely ten
minutes long.

“Of course, an event like that
halted testing. We went over everything else with a fine tooth comb.
We found the food had been rotting much faster than its original
components. And even a few of the earliest duplicated objects had
worn, missing patches on them. We found what was happening was that
the duplicated items had mana interlinking them. For solid, inanimate
objects that might be fine, at least for a while. But anything with a
cellular structure would test those bonds, wearing them out. After a
while the mana would just give out entirely, and then nothing would
stop total cellular degeneration, a complete breakdown from the atoms
on up. The more complicated a duplicate was, the faster it would
fail.” 


Thank god I was already sitting, my
head felt heavy and yet hollow at the same time. Pin pricks went off
around every surface of my body. A pit didn’t so much form at the
bottom of my stomach as it did overtake my entire abdomen. I didn’t
even feel like I was in there; it was as if I floated over my own
self, looking down on this thing made of cotton and lies. 


My mouth was dry, my tongue was
thick in my throat and heavy on my jaw, but I managed to ask. “I’m
dying.” Most of the people in the room look away. The other me
hadn’t been looking at us at all, seemingly tuning us all out back
in the corner. The professor just nods at me. “How long.”

He adjusted his thick glasses on his
face. “The objects made it several months, the food a handful, the
ape the majority of one. I’d be surprised if you made it past a
week.” 
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The freak practically fainted. It
must have hit him entirely at once, because it was out for the count
entirely. The professor launches up from his spot. “Get him out of
here, bring him some water or something. There’s a couch in the
break room he can lay down in.” Frank picks not-me up by the scruff
of its neck, getting it barely standing. Bianca moves to help but;
“Not you Bianca. Stay back, I need to talk to you for a minute.” 


She dutifully closes the door behind
them, turning back. “I know I screwed up, professor. I wasn’t
expecting them to poke around in the lab, I truly thought I locked
it. This is all my fault.” She looked sullen, her small frame
shrunk even further down. 


He huffs haughtily. “Well at least
you know. You know what you’ve done? If this ever gets out, not
only am I ruined. You are too. You know what they’re going to say?
‘Freak causes freak accident’. They’re going to drag you
through the mud for it. You better hope this stays quiet. You know
what people like that would do to poor girls like you.” 


She looks utterly frightened.
Completely shell shocked. “Sir, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I don’t
know what I can do…” 


He sighs. “What you can do is stay
with the subject. Get as much data as you can, get information out of
him. Keep an eye on him as closely as possible. You’re the one that
created this mess, you’re the one who’s going to have to look
after it. And if we can’t solve it right away, you’re the one
who’s going to have to clean it up. I hosed enough rotten corn and
ape off myself for one lifetime.”  She looks flush, like she’s
going to faint. “Look. Take a few hours, go collect yourself. Go
get lunch or something. And then when you come back, you’re on
duplicate duty. Got it?” 


She scurries away, tears nearly in
her eyes. Closes the door behind her again. Her creepy robot pipes up
next. “I’m going to see her out, and then bring my charger here.
I feel like I’m going to be needed for the long term, no?” He
waves it off, turning around to type on his computer. It does the
‘I’m watching you’ fingers at me behind his before turning out
of the room too. What did I do? Besides getting nearly killed to save
my dumbass drunk friend.

“And then there was one.” He
slides his glasses up and stares at me. “You know how to keep your
mouth shut boy?” I grit my teeth, flick my lighter. I knew a lot of
men like this. He turns back to his computer. “Good. Next time we
talk it’ll be in my office, at the bottom of the stairs, nice and
private.”

“Sir? No offense, but can’t I
just go home? Be alone? Why did you even let it get this far? Why not
just get rid of it before it woke up? It’d be easier to hide
everything.”

He scoffs. “What do you think? I
need to get as much data as I can. You know what a once in a lifetime
opportunity this is? Human testing this early?”

“And all it takes is violating my
privacy.” 


“Boy, you waved that when you
walked into my lab. If you’re so mad about it, go ahead and kill it
yourself when I’m done. If I can crack the code off of this sample
I can skip years ahead on my research. I’d be the biggest name in
the scientific community for my breakthrough work.”

I cross my arms, leaning back
against the wall. “You mean hers. Didn’t you start this project
when she joined? I thought exposure would kill her reputation.” 


He laughs. “Don’t you get it? I
own her, boy. Anything she makes here is mine, anything she breaks is
hers. It’s a perfect system. And I’ve been waiting decades for
someone who can work at the speed that I think. Her little witch
quirk is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. In the last six months
here we’ve moved at a clip faster than the last six years on my
own.”

I huff. “So you just hate women,
then.” 


“Who told you that was a woman?”
He puts a predatory smile on his face. Mine scrunches up in
confusion. “I admit, he’s gotten pretty easy on the eyes as of
late.” Oh. Oh she’s one of… those. And he’s one of these.
“All you have to do is say ‘oh what a good girl you are’ when
he does something right and they stick to you like a puppy dog. Way
easier to control than a real girl.”  


I feel sick to my stomach. This guy
is disgusting. Are all magicians slimeballs like this? “I’m going
to go.” 


He waves me off. “Yes, go check on
the sample. And remember, I need to see you in my study. Tomorrow.”

[bookmark: _lu6iyhv8atfb]Impact








It barely registered what was
happening to me for the next few minutes. I feel like I had entered a
fugue state. I could feel Frank grab me, motion me out of the room
somewhere else. Professor what’s-his-name asked Bianca to stay
back; I could hear some loud, terse words almost as soon as the door
shut behind me, but I couldn’t grasp onto anything that he said. I
couldn’t even make out what Frank was saying next to me, my brain
was fogged over and slippery like it had just been soaked in olive
oil. 


Before I knew it we had stopped
moving. It looked like we were back in the break room. A room we
never should have left, in a building we never should have entered.
Frank gently guides me over to a comfortable looking couch tucked in
the back corner. I just let myself be pushed over onto the plush
fabric seat. 


A lump on the other side starts to
stir, a murmuring and a creaking coming from under some kind of
uncomfortable looking blanket. I wouldn’t be shocked if none of
these items existed more than a few hours ago, and these kinds of
conjured things can’t be comfortable to be in. “Gruahhhh,” the
lump protests. “Whazz happenin, why am I…” Morty’s head pops
up from the arm of the couch, bleary eyed and worse for the wear.
Eventually recognition must have hit him, because his eyes bugged out
with one look at me. “Brainy!” He lunges forward, gripping me
tight. Almost instantly starts sobbing into my shoulder. “I thought
I lost you dude. I thought you were gone.”

“He was inconsolable last night,”
Frank starts from across the room. I just sort of awkwardly rub his
back while he cries into me. “Me and my sis are in the middle of
talking when he comes running out of the building shouting about you.
Brought us back to find you laying on the floor totally unresponsive.
When he called and you didn’t answer, he assumed you died and it
was his fault. Ended up staying in here and worried himself asleep
before the professor arrived.” 


Well, he wasn’t wrong, was he? I
am dying, and it is his fault. Part of me wants to yell at him, to
push him over, to drive in just how much he’s ruined everything for
me. Make him hurt like he’s just hurt me. But I look down and I see
him clinging onto me for dear life, wailing softly between sobs, and
I don’t have the heart to twist the knife. Especially with
everything draining out of me so fast. I just pat him softly on the
shoulder. “It’s ok Morty. I’m fi…” I shake my head. “I’m
not dead.” 


“Yet.” Ugh, the prick-me comes
through the doorway, arms folded, hovering above us. Morty screams at
the sight, scrambling over towards the wall, arms crossed over him
like he’s just seen a vampire. “Good choice. You don’t know
what you could get by touching that thing.” 


“What the fuck?” Morty whips his
head back and forth between the two mes, clearly confused. “What
the fuck! When did you get a twin? What happened to you?”

“You! You happened to me, Morty!”
Prick-me squares up his shoulders, leaning over. Exactly like I
remember I used to, how I had just wanted to a minute ago. “You
finally did it, you messed up badly enough that things are crashing
down around me.” He squared right up to Morty, sticking his face
right up against his. “You better pray I forgive you.”

“Hey!” I yell out at the
other-me, jutting up from my seat. “Leave him alone! What do you
have to be mad about, you’re not the one going through any of
this!”

“Are you kidding?” He gives up
on Morty and marches over to me instead. “Who cares what you’re
feeling! We only have to pretend you matter for another few days, and
then what huh? I’m the one who has to live with what you’ve done
to my life! I’m the one with the violated boundaries, I’m the one
who got experimented on. You’re just the skuzzy byproduct.” I
narrow my eyes at him, puffing my chest up the same as he does. It’s
harder when you see eye to eye with your opponent, but it’s not the
first beating I’ve taken or given.

“What… what does he mean a few
days?” Right, Morty. Still mostly in the dark. What a show this
must be to him; one minute his best friend might be dead, the next
there’s two of him and they’re fighting. 


Prick-me flares his nostrils before
sitting down on the couch, flicking my lighter open and closed
repeatedly as he does. “That machine you were futzing around with
made him, that’s what it does. That is why I was so adamant you
stay away from those things, that they could do literally anything
and you wouldn’t know. Maybe next time you could actually listen to
me from the jump instead of acting like a moron and putting yourself
into danger for zero reason.” He huffs again, looks in my
direction. “And maybe show me a little gratitude huh? If I hadn’t
jumped in to save you, it’d be you sitting over there, dead in a
week.”

A week. I have been given the
ultimate terminal diagnosis. Just long enough to stew in it, but too
short to do anything about it. I had no affairs to put into order.
Everyone that really mattered to me anymore was already in this room,
already knows. All that’s left is… “Oh my god. What are we
going to tell mom?”

Other-me sighs and pinches the
bridge of his nose. “Are you kidding me right now? Nothing. No one
can know about this! That would destroy my entire life. Yours too. If
anyone found out about you, this whole thing would be shut down and
the professor hauled off and then there’d be no one looking after
you. You’d have a squad of wizards or whatever hovering over your
body watching you turn into stew. Or worse, ripping you apart
themselves. If you stay here and put your head down, who knows. Maybe
he can figure out how to keep you around a little while longer.”
What? The professor is actually going to try and… help me? It
seemed like he hated me there. 


“But,” I can’t help but
counter, “what if he doesn’t? I mean, it’s not very likely,
right? He’s not going to have some sort of breakthrough now where
they all haven’t in the last however many years he’s been working
on this.” I look up; Frank is looking away from me, Morty is
staring with his eyes watery. “What if this is my last week on
earth. I don’t want to have died never saying my goodbyes, having
sat alone and unloved and unaccomplished in anything. I want to go
out and live, I want…” I feel a familiar cool ache in the back of
my throat, my mouth dry from all the talking I’ve been doing. “I
want a goddamn cigarette.” 


“Dude, seriously?” Morty leans
over from the wall. “That’s what you’re worried about right
now?”

I lean back, crossing my arms. “It’s
not like I have much of a future to worry about at this point. I’m
not going to go out with my last thought being ‘I wish I had bought
a pack for this’.” 


“Look,” other-me starts, “I’ll
go get you a carton if you just promise to stay here and keep a low
profile. Please. Think about it from my side, think about your
potential future. Don’t make our life more difficult than it has to
be with this whole thing.” He gets up, walks to the door. “Come
on Morty, let’s go.” 


“Wait!” I cry out before
other-me can leave. “I want my lighter too.” I nod to the piece
he’s flicking in his hand over and over, and he sharpens his eyes
at me. “I need something to light them with, right?”

Other-me huffs. “What? No! You
know how much this means to me. I’ll buy you a Bic.”

I sit down on one of the folding
chairs in the room, propping my head up by my elbow on the table,
hand on my cheek. “It’s not like you’ll not be getting it back.
Just wait a week.” 


Frank walks back over from where he
was hovering. “Brian, come on.” I whip my head over towards him,
and so, I notice, does other-me. “Just give him the lighter. He’s
going through a lot.”

Other-me pulls a hand to his heart.
“What, and I’m not?”

“You both having the same name
isn’t going to work.” Morty pulls up behind other-me, apparently
ready to follow when he asks him to come along. “It’s already
confusing…”

Frank nods along. “I agree. You
should have heard the headaches we were having in the control room.
You,” he points at other-me, “can be Brian, since you’re the
original. And he can be Brainy.” 


Brian freezes up at that. “You
want to give him my…” I see his eyes harden, his shoulder creak
upwards. “Fine! Have it, have the fuckin’ lighter. You can be
buried with it for all I care. I don’t need to be reminded anymore
anyways. I don’t need any of this, I don’t need anything.” He
whips it at me, slamming my square in the chest, and then stomps out
into the hall. “Morty! Come here, I need you!” we can hear him
yelling from down the corridor. 


Morty jumps practically out of his
skin, before rushing to the doorway. He stops to peer back over at me
quickly. “I’m sorry man.” And then out the door he goes.
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I cough, sitting on the stiff bed
here in the observation room, taking another drag from my cigarette.
God, I don’t know why I missed these things so much. They’re
awful. I greedily draw in another mouthful of minty death, and stare
up at the large window over the room.

Apparently while I was sitting off
in the waiting room, everyone that mattered had a little pow wow and
decided it would be best if I stayed here. That they wouldn’t keep
me locked up, but it would probably be for the best so they could
‘monitor and study’ how I’m doing. Of course ‘hide you from
the world so you could die quietly where it wouldn’t be
inconvenient for anyone’ got left unsaid (aside from the other me).

Doc and Bianca spent the afternoon
converting this room yet again into something like a half decent
sterile little sleeping quarters. Doctor’s seat to a bed, a little
desk.  Brian got for me a handful of clothes in a trunk and a weak
apology overnight. ‘Cameras off for my privacy’ the professor had
said, he won’t watch me and I probably won’t ever see him. But
that giant window basically puts me into a zoo enclosure anyways.
Ladies and gentlemen, boys and ghouls, come see the incredible
melting man! One time only, you don’t want to miss this chance of a
lifetime, folks!

It’s not like I did much sleeping
anyways. I mostly stared up at the ceiling. Threw up once or twice.
Couldn’t help but just think over and over about what else I have
left to do in my life. It’s not like I’m set up to be able to do
much anyways. Hard not to feel like you’re wasting my time when you
know exactly how little you have left to waste. 


A soft knocking at the glass inner
door. Bianca waves her arms through it, lifting up a bag of tacos.
“Yeah, come on in.” I wave her in with the two back fingers my
cig is in, scooching over to put it out. In she comes with Sabrina
hot on her heels. She really was a tiny thing, easily a head shorter
than that android of hers. Granted it’s also bigger than I am, but
only by a hair. I think they make them about six foot or something
ridiculous like that?

She sits down and tosses one of the
bags at me. “Hey there. Me and Sabrina got us some lunch. Figured
you’d be pretty hungry since you basically didn’t eat yesterday.”
Well, it wasn’t for a lack of them trying. Frank stayed basically
until he couldn’t any longer since he had work today, Bianca and
Sabrina I’m pretty sure slept in the control room up there. All
three of them offered to go get me something roughly every fifteen
minutes, but I kept turning them down. Eventually gave in and ate a
granola bar from the break room to keep them from pulling out the
force feed tube or something.

“Ugh, yeah. Sorry. I never had
much of an appetite anyways, and last night wasn’t the way to get
me to have one, ya’know?” I pick up one of the greasy little hard
shells and bite into it, getting crumbs all over the floor. I’d
prefer a soft shell, but whatever. Beggars and choosers. 


Sabrina sat there, softly tapping
her fingers against her thighs, watching the two of us eat.
“According to your friend Mortimer, the other Brian did much of the
same last night. He messaged in earlier. Said he was worried about
his actions last night. Other Brian’s behavior seems to have gone
back to normal now, although apparently he is now trying to ignore
that this happened at all.” 


“God. Yeah, that sounds like me.”
I shove the rest of the taco down my gullet at once so that I can be
over with eating it. “Honestly, having got an hour or two around
the guy. How could any of you all stand being around me so long? I
could barely handle that.” 


“You know,” Bianca glanced over
at me softly, “you really should be kinder to each other. I’m
sure he didn’t mean most of those things. He’s kinda going
through a lot of shit right now, you know?”

“What, and I’m not?”  I see
Bianca wince at that, bouncing her leg up and down pretty heavily. I
realize I had already started to hunch into myself, standing off the
couch, squaring up. I crack the tension in my fingers, and then slump
back down into my seat on the bed, breath in a few times. “Sorry. I
didn’t mean to yell. It’s just, I know what he’s like, I’m
like. The kinds of shit that I’m capable of. Maybe it’s justice
that I’m getting a taste of my own medicine. If you knew the kinds
of things I did you wouldn’t want to sit here with me.” 


Sabrina nudges against my shoulder
softly. “You told Franklin and Mortimer. They seem to stick by you
even so.” 


“Yeah!” Bianca yells, getting up
from her seat to sit next to me on the other side of the bed. “If
my little bro likes you then you have to be a good person, that’s
the rules.” 


I fidget, clicking my lighter’s
hinge over and over again. “I didn’t tell him everything. Not the
things I did, the people I ran with, the people I left behind. Just
enough to explain why I didn’t like…”

Bianca grins at me. “You can say
it, I won’t get offended.” 


“Uh, yeah. Sorcerers, or whatever.
Lives get ruined,” I throw my arms up to gesture around me, “even
when magic is in good hands. Imagine how much better things could be
if we could get it out of the bad ones.” 


She laughs and shakes her head,
smiling up at me. “There’s plenty of bad people who have never
touched magic, you know. Can’t solve the world by shutting it down.
If we follow that thought process to its logical end we may as well
go join the anprims in throwing ourselves to the big cats.”

I think back to all the people in
the town, the abject hatred they had for anything or anyone that
wouldn’t fall in line with their beliefs, about what they were
turning into when we fled. “Yeah. Plenty of bad people of any
stripe.” 


Sabrina tilts her head to the side
with a little bit of machine noise, little pistons exposed on her
neck extending and contracting. “Excuse me, what does F.M.A. mean?
The initials of a relative?” I freeze, blanching a little. Quickly
throw my lighter back into my pocket. “Oh, no! I’m sorry!” She
throws her hands up in a defensive wave. Wow, she even blushes a
little? It’s blue, freaky. “I didn’t mean to pry, if it’s
personal you don’t need to share! It’s fine!” 


I move to get up and leave the room,
but… I don’t know. I freeze. Lick my lips. Who am I keeping this
secret for anymore. What’s it going to hurt if they know? Not going
to be my problem soon enough. I sit back down, scratch the back of my
head.

“It means Find Me Again.” I
pause to pull out another cigarette. Light it, take a long drag. “His
name was Raimi. Only god damned person in that entire place that
actually cared about me. He could see right through all the bullshit,
all the walls and fake personas I built up. He got certain leeways,
since his dad was one of the town elders. Everyone knew what he was,
but they were also too afraid to do anything to his face. He knew,
though, it wasn’t smart to be friends in the open. For me, I mean.
I’m just a shitty little nobody who’s on a short leash already,
there’s no way I’d survive his orbit. So we never once made
plans. We would just run into each other, out on the street, in the
dead of night, or off in secluded sections of the woods. And we would
end every meeting with the same promise, that we would just so happen
to find each other once more.”

Bianca bites her lip, looking over
at me softly, twiddling with her hair. “‘Friends’, huh?” She
makes the gentlest hook with two of her fingers with her free hand a
few times to emphasize the word. 


“Yeah, ‘friends’,” I grunt,
blowing up a cloud of smoke toward the roof. “Of course, things
went from bad to worse in the town. His family started being a little
too foreign for the way the wind was blowing, and his dad lost the
influence around town. Dad stayed loyal to the cause though, and
people like that love having their little human shields if they know
their place. He was still stuck, but had no protections that he
thought he’d always have. Long and short, it became open season on
Raimi. The kids were extra cruel after all the years of denial
against attacking him. Physical beatings, constant verbal torment. I
had to do it sometimes. He begged me to, in order to keep me from
getting an even worse treatment. That it would be ok if I found him
later and made it better. I should have told him no.”

Sabrina ticks her fingers against
her legs. “That must have been awful to go through, for the both of
you.” 


I sigh, nodding. “It ended, of
course. I could leave, he couldn’t. When he heard I was finally
getting out, he was overjoyed. Not sad that he was stuck, not sad
about the distance, that we might never see each other again. He was
just happy one of us made it out. All he wanted was one more chance
to meet, and a gift to hand over.” I shake the lighter out between
my fingers. “‘Something to remember me by’, he said. I knew it
was a promise, but one that neither of us were likely to keep.  So I
took it, and I left, and I tried my best to forget everything that
happened. Another thing I’m not very good at.” 


I let my story sit in silence,
taking another minty drag. “You know, first thing I did when I got
to this city was switch from cloves to menthol. I wanted to taste him
again.”

Bianca nods at me, smiling softly. I
feel Sabrina’s hand on my shoulder too. She scootches to sit on her
side, so she could be facing me. “Thank you for telling us. That
seemed like it took a lot.”

“Well, you two’re the first. I
never told anyone that. Not Frank, not Morty, not even Ma. I just
keep saying vaguely that it’s important, you know? Let them fill in
the blanks.”

Bianca gets up, pacing over to
behind Sabrina, putting her arms around her neck. “Well, for what
it’s worth. You picked pretty good for your first time. Trust me, I
have ‘friends’ I can’t tell people about either.” Again, the
finger quotes for emphasis. 


I scratch my head softly behind my
ear. “Huh? Really, you too? But I thought this city was supposed to
be really liberal?”

She just laughs, leans over, and
kisses the top of the Android’s head. “B… Bianca!” Her
faceplate goes nearly entirely blue, she’s flushed so bad. She does
nestle into her some though, clearly comfortable.

“Oh.” I give out a little
chuckle and smile at the two of them. 
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“Ok, you have to get out of this
room Brainy. You’re withering away.” Frank nudges me off of my
back, laying up staring at my phone, browsing the trending topics.
Other-me was convinced to lend me the little device since I’d
basically be locked up for the week. Said he’d come collect it with
the rest of his stuff. It wasn’t exactly the most stimulating
thing, but it at least kept me occupied. Right now there’s buzz
about some anti-magic rally that got announced for a few months away.
Thinking back, a few years ago I would probably be forced to attend.
Not sure why I’m bothered to get worked up about something that I
won’t live to see, but it’s there.

I just push back against him. “I’m
withering away no matter what. The only thing going out will do is
complicate a lot of things. Too far away from the professor and he
can’t figure out what to do next, too close and Brian will have to
clean up the mess.” True to their words, I haven’t spoken to the
professor once since that first time I woke up. Sabrina brings him
fresh blood samples and biometric scans basically every morning
though, so it’s clear he’s actually working on me in some
capacity. 


Other-me, Brian. Still weird to
think of someone else as ‘Brian’. He hasn’t bothered to see me
once. He dropped off his clothes, his phone, some cigs, and another
warning to keep my head down, and then he’s pittered out back to my
actual life. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already filed me
away as another horrible event to pretend never happened. Morty has
apparently been glued to his hip since they left too. He texted me
once or twice that first day, but then said that Brian told him to
leave me alone and hasn’t responded to any of my messages since. 


No, it’s been Bianca and Sabrina
keeping me company, basically 24/7 on call. I mean, they’re
essentially my hospice nurses now, but it’s been nice to have the
company. You can definitely tell Bianca and Frank are related. Well,
not so much by looks, but by the way they act; both sweet, willing to
drop anything for people they care about, and a little too cocksure
(after she got over her nerves meeting me that first night). Speaking
of Frank, he’s come by at least once a day too. He offered to stay
longer, like his sister, but I told him that if he loses his job over
this he’d be dead to me. Brian would probably mean it too. 


He reaches over and dings me on the
nose. “Is this really how you want to spend what could be your last
few days? In a sterile room browsing twitter?” 


“Why not? It’s how I spent the
rest of my life.” He gives me a sour look and I stick my tongue out
at him. “I mean, of course not. No offense to you or your sister,
but I’m bored out of my goddamn mind. No one told me dying would be
so excruciatingly boring. But, I mean, what exactly am I supposed to
do?”

“Look, man, I don’t know. Go
out! Do something! Go see a movie. Fuckin’, minigolf or whatever.
Just something.”

I scoff. “That’s the best you
could come up with for a bucket list? Minigolf? It’s October,
Frank.”

He scratches his head softly. “I
don’t know, man. I just want you to get out of here.” He sits for
a second before snapping his fingers at me. “Wait, no no, you have
that party tonight right? That one at the frat? You and Morty have
been talking about it for a while now!” 


“Yeah, that’s not happening.” 


The door unseals, lifting up.
“What’s not happening?” Bianca and Sabrina come on in from
their drink run. Sabrina throws a couple of ciders out towards me and
Frank; Frank catches, I don’t. 


“Brainy here,” Frank starts, “is
going to a party tonight. College kids throwing a halloween thing. He
needs something to get his mind off all this, right?”

I shake my head no. “Frank, I’m
already going to that party. Don’t you think it’s going to be a
little strange when a second Brian shows up at the door? Questions
are going to get asked that can’t get answered.” 


He scoffs. “Then don’t go as
Brian. It’s Halloween, get a costume. Go as a bedsheet ghost for
all I care. You know how college parties go. If you wait a half hour,
they’re all going to be so buzzed they won’t even notice anything
off.” 


Bianca leans over, laughing.
“Costume! Oh that’s going to be fun, turning Brainy here into a
little dollie! Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you!” I
blush kind of hard at the idea. She must have seen, because she just
squints her eyes a little at me and keeps laughing.

Frank tosses something over at her.
I’m not sure what’s even in the room to toss. “Glad that you
think it’s so funny, big sis, because you’re going too.” 


She flips almost instantly out of
laughter. “Wait, what? Me too? Around all those people I don’t
know? I… Uhh… I don’t know…”  She’s back to acting all
shy, like she was on the first night I met her. She must not do well
meeting strangers. Is that why she never came out to meet us whenever
Frank invited her?

Frank takes a long swig out of his
can. “Yes, you too. You need to keep an eye on him anyways, right?
And god forbid something bad does happen, what better back up to have
than a witch and an android? Hell, Sabrina would be able to stop even
a fist fight in a few seconds.” 


She whirs up in pride. “Yes, I
could. If anyone attempts to accost you I would simply snap them in
half. I am rated for at least a half ton of lifting torque after
all.” 


I shake my head. “Damn. Remind me
not to get into a fight with you.” 


She gives a little digitized musical
chuckle. “Okay, reminder set.” I hear a little beep coming from
my cell phone. Did she actually send that to my notes? She turns
towards Bianca and pokes her upper arm. “We’re going. This will
be good for you too. You need some more practice meeting new people.”

Bianca scrunches her face up,
frowning. “I meet new people all the time. I met Brainy.” She
raises a hand up at me, and then lets it fall back by her side
quickly. 


Frank laughs. “Yeah, after years
of begging you to. And only because you decided to take your
apprenticeship early instead of going to college, again.”

She blanches. “It’s just for one
semester! The professor basically begged to be able to study Sabrina
anyways, and said it would help with the actual education to do it
first.” 


“Yeah, and it had nothing to do
with you being able to hide from people for another entire year.” 


She gives him an absolute death
glare. “You know why it’s taking me so long to be ready to do
this, little bro. Don’t be a jerk.”

Sabrina hums softly. “Franklin is
only trying to help. You really could learn to be around people
again. Plus… while we’re there, we can get some real world
testing done on that new device?” I feel like if she had eyebrows
she would be raising them right now. 


I bite my lip, crush my by now empty
can and toss it into a little garbage pail near me. “What device?
No offense, but I would like heads up about any devices for the next,
say, half a week.” 


Bianca snapped right back to her
giddy usual self, shaking her hands in front of herself a bit. “Oh!
You don’t know, that’s right! Me and Sabrina have been tinkering
with all different kinds of ideas lately! I’ll be right back, it’s
just upstairs in the lab!” She practically skips out of the room,
running up.

I shake my head softly. “Well,
that was a fast turn around. She certainly can be energetic when she
wants to, can’t she?”

Sabrina nods, soft whirring sounds
accompanying the motions. “Tell me about it. Try being her
girlfriend and her special interest at the same time. Sometimes I
have to remind her that at least one of us needs to breathe.”

Not even a minute later she comes
bursting through the door again, a fairly big pin with a screen and a
button on it in her hands, huffing and puffing. “Alright! So you
know how the whole stigma around familiars is ‘oh no they’re all
animals what are those witches doing white woman dog moment’ right?
Like, we don’t exactly want to play into that whole thing,
especially because we’re going to have enough scrutiny at us when
more people start finding out about all the other ideas we’re
already breaking. Plus the whole sentient AI idea is new territory
for people and we have no idea what the social taboos of this are
going to be on it’s own, which is fascinating by the way if we can
figure out how to reverse engineer Sabrina’s processes into a
working reploid, bec–”

“Darling,” Sabrina interrupts,
spinning her fingers in a little circle. “Short version.”

Bianca blushes, slapping the pin
onto Sabrina’s button up shirt under her lab coat. “Right, sorry.
Uh, I wanted to kiss my girlfriend in public. So we built this.”
She taps the screen a few times, and it starts making a little
beeping noise. “It takes the high reservoirs of mana naturally
building up inside her body to create a visual distortion layer
around her. We’ve gotten it to basically be fully believable to our
eyes. Now we just need to put it into practice.”

Sabrina presses the button on her
pin softly, and waggles her fingers at me and Frank. The blue lines
crossing around her face start glowing incredibly brightly, enough
that I can’t look at her anymore without hurting my eyes. I shield
them until the glowing from behind my hand subsides. “So boys, how
do I look?” It no longer had that artificial, sing-song tone to it.
Instead it was as if her voice were natural, low and throaty. I lower
my hand and; whoa, she looks like a person. Skin, body, moving face,
everything. Full, nearly white hair falls around her shoulders. Blue
lipstick is a pretty nice touch.

“That’s amazing,” I say in a
little disbelief. “I wish I could have one of those.” I can’t
help but notice Bianca squinting her eyes at me again.

Sabrina, for her part laughs,
sitting down on the desk surface across from us. “Sorry! Only works
for me, needs a lilium level power source and an inanimate frame to
build the illusion in. Shame it’s wasted then, as soon as we go
public I’m tossing the thing. You know, if it were up to me I’d
never wear this. It’s just an image projection, so if anyone
touches me they can tell immediately. Besides, I like how I look.”
She poses with her hand on her chin like a model. I swear, for just a
second, I could see the blue lines shimmer from under her illusion.
“But as a stop gap, to get around in public without drawing too
much suspicion, it works.” A large, toothy grin spreads on her
illusory face like a faceful of fangs; her demeanor can sometimes
make her seem shy, but she seems almost predatory when you can
physically see her emote to match that voice.

“Besides, isn’t that the point
of halloween? It’s fun to get to wear a disguise.” 


I scoff. “Yeah, when you get to
take it off.” I realize from hearing the tail end of Bianca
speaking that she and I had said nearly the same thing at the same
time. She and Frank share a glance that is a little too long for my
comfort.

“Okay,” Frank starts, getting
up. “You three figure out how you’re making up Brainy, I’m
going to go get in contact with Brian and Morty so they’re not
blindsided tonight.” That’s weird, he’s not going to be staying
with us? I thought they weren’t going to meet up for another few
hours? 


We all sit quietly for a few minutes
after he gets up. “So,” Bianca breaks the silence, “what do you
want to dress up as? We have a few hours to get some basic costume
stuff.” 


I shug. “Don’t know. Something
that’ll disguise me, I guess.”

Sabrina leans over, hand on her
cheek. “What she meant was, is there anything you ever wanted to go
as that you never got to?” What a weirdly specific thing to want to
know. 


“I never got to go as anything as
a kid. We didn’t celebrate Halloween in my town. It was ‘godless’
and ‘part of the magical agenda’. Ma did a few years at home for
me as a really little kid, but with no one around that would be
involved it eventually just fell by the wayside.” 


Bianca just nodded. “So it’s a
cult thing, and not a,” she makes the air quote motion with her
fingers again, “thing.”

“I’m confused? How could it even
be the other thing?”

She waves her hand above her head.
“Oh, you know. Not living up to the masculine perfection that
people demand you be. If you fail in one aspect, maybe you’ll fail
in others, maybe you aren’t the kind of man they want at all.”
Ah, that’s what she’s getting at.

I shrug. “I don’t know if it was
ever like that. I just didn’t want to be me much as a kid. I don’t
exactly like who that me was very much at all.”

She nods softly. “And who did you
want to be?” 


“Not me. Someone else.” She
titters her fingers on her thighs for a second, looking a bit
frustrated. I don’t know what she wants, I’m answering the
questions as best as I can. This convo’s gotten pretty personal for
such a simple task.

She bites her lip softly, and then
looks up at me more determined. “Ok look, I’m going to be blunt.
I’ve only known you a few days and you’ve set off a bunch of
flags in my head, so I’m asking it straight. You said you wanted to
use Sabrina’s cloak. Was that because you wanted to look like her
too? Like her.” What. “Say no, I’ll drop it. Be honest.” 


I shake my head enthusiastically.
“Of course…” I trail off. I mean, of course I don’t want that
right? That’s absurd! That’s a stupid thing to want. I just
wanted to not have to be me for a few hours, right? The awful toadie
cum awful meathead loser. Not have to have people look at me and
assume everything about me. I just don’t want to be that kid who
hurt all those people only to get out and do nothing with his life.
Right? “I… I don’t…”

So why can’t I say it?

I press my fingers into my temples,
rubbing softly, really digging in. Maybe it’s because I had already
shared (some) of my actual secrets with these two, maybe it’s
because I only had a few days left and the energy to lie to myself
just isn’t there anymore. “A little.” I bury my face into my
arms, trying to hide the blush creeping up onto me. 


I feel a soft rubbing on my upper
arm. Uncurling from myself to see Bianca standing in front of me with
a gigantic smile on her face. “I have an idea in that case, ok
Brainy? Give me a little bit to put a costume together for you, and
I’ll grab a backup if it’s too much or if you hate it. Sabrina,
you come too, I need your help.” She pats me on the head, and walks
over towards the door. Before opening it, she looks back at me with a
wink. “Girls like us have to look out for each other.” Wait,
what? What does that mean? Before I could ask, she’s out the door. 
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After a good couple hours of
waiting, the dynamic duo return. Briana has a bag full of clothes and
makeup and the like, Sabrina with her hands in her pocket. Both have
found the time to change out of their lab coats too; Bianca in a cute
little white dress a lot like a color flipped version of the one I
met her in, Sabrina in these tight shiny black leather pants, a biker
jacket, and a blue silk blouse open scandalously low. 


“Wow, all dressed up? What are you
two going as?” 


Bianca turns around, showing off
crappy little costume wings strapped to her back, digging a toy halo
out from one of the bags. “I’m an angel! Isn’t it cute?” 


Sabrina digs a horn headband out
from her inside coat pocket. “Hot.”

Bianca chuckles. “Aren’t you
more excited to find out what you’re going to go as?” I shrug,
sitting down at the desk. 


“If I look stupid, I”m not
going. Fair warning.” They both laugh and I blush hard. 


Sabrina pulls another headband and a
little tail out from the relatively light shopping bag. “You’re
going to be a little kitty cat!”

I squint at them, crossing my arms.
“That’s what took so long, needed so many probing questions to
get for me? How’s that even going to hide my identity?”

Bianca pushes me gently onto the
bed, dragging the desk chair in front of me to sit down on herself.
“It’s not. That’s what the rest of the outfit is for. But
first: do you agree to test something for us? If you do, I’ll work
my very metaphorical magic on you!” 


I look around, a little nervous.
Getting to know these two might have eased a little bit of the fear
being around magic had on me, but considering how much it was raised
by being experimented on that night I’d say I was only at the
baseline of where I was before any of this started. I.E.: extremely
cautious. “It… can’t hurt me, right?” 


She smiles softly, shaking her head.
“I promise that this can’t do anything permanent or harmful to
you, it’s entirely external.” She pulls out a little ribbon with
a box in the middle of it. “It works when you put it on, it ends
when you take it off, just like any other tech. It can come off in
literal seconds if need be.” 


That doesn’t sound so bad,
honestly. “It can come right off?” I ask. She smiles and nods.
Whatever. What could it do, kill me? I shut my eyes, nodding softly.
I feel her clasping it around my neck, hitting a button on the box. A
sting of electricity jolts me awake, but it passes in a few seconds.
Any more and I’d have probably ripped the thing off. “So what
does it do?” I attempted to ask, but it came out garbled, throaty.
I’m not sure I made any words come out at all. It was a clash of
machine noise and phlegm.

She shushes me, sticking a finger to
my lips. “We won’t understand anything you say until we calibrate
it for you.” She waves Sabrina over, who stops close enough to grab
her hand softly, Bianca’s other one placed against my throat.
Again, the illusion on Sabrina’s cloak fails, the lines on her
faceplate becoming visible from under the projection, shining bright
and blue, a gnarly discordant face tattoo that completes her biker
look. And then it fades, Bianca removing her hand from my throat.

It doesn’t much seem like anything
has changed with the device from the outside. Bianca holds her hand
out, fingers moving upwards, clearly a sign for me to go. “You
didn’t answer, what exactly… does it…” My hand slowly reaches
up for my lips, my sentence crawls to a stop.

That isn’t my voice.

Bianca gets the biggest smile on her
face, and starts flapping her hands excitedly in front of me. “That,
my sweet Brainy, is a voice changer! I knew you would need some way
of changing your voice for this to work, but I didn’t think an hour
or two of voice training was going to last you the entire night, it’s
a real bitch to keep up at first trust you me.”

“You… change your voice too?”
She laughs and slaps me on my arm, like what I said was some kind of
joke.

She keeps going like I hadn’t said
anything. “Luckily for you we had already thought ‘well if only I
could just download that work into someone for the short term’ and
have been toying around with this bad boy for a while now! Me and Seb
based a lot of it around the work we did on her digitizer to create
her disguised voice. We just took a manalarynx device, retrofitted it
with a few basic voice changer settings from a child’s toy,
programmed into it what I knew about voice work, and then calibrated
it to your actual vocal box to stimulate the muscles with a mana
current to properly adjust your speech!” 


I’m a little stunned, my mouth
falling open a bit. “You built a voice changer? But… What did it
do to me? How did you make my voice sound like this? Why is it so
high? And…” 


She waves me off. “Don’t worry,
it’s not doing anything you couldn’t do with your own vocal
chords.” I… what? “Trust me, a few months and I could get you
sounding like this all the time, instead of using that crutch.” She
unbuckles the ribbon from my neck. “By the by, say something now,
see? You’re totally fine.” She fidgets with the device, clicking
something onto it.

“But, why?” She’s right, my
voice is exactly as it’s always been again. I cringe slightly at
the sound. I never realized how… harsh it was before.

“To go with the rest of your look,
duh.” She clicks the ribbon back on me, and I see that she’s
fitted it with a little cat bell under the vocal box. “Now! You’re
pretty close to Sabrina’s sizes so she’s very graciously allowed
you to borrow some of her clothes. I hope you don’t mind a little
bit of a butcher look then. I think she owns, like, two dresses
tops.”

Sabrina leans over, laughing,
mussing Bianca’s hair. “You wouldn’t have it any other way,
angel.” She blushes bright red, digging out a relatively cute
outfit. Tight black tank top, tighter black jeans with some rips in
them, and a flannel shirt that seemed too big even for the android. 


“Okay,” Bianca starts, “of
course we had to get you your own bra since mine wouldn’t fit and
Seb doesn’t really wear them. Luckily I do have the coup de grace
to hand down!” She pulls out a couple of silicone looking things
and… oh, puts them inside of the bra. “I officially do not need
these anymore, so I am bequeathing them to you.” 


I just stare at the fake boobs for a
second. “Why do you have those? What would you need them for?” 


She just tilts her head at me askew.
“Seriously? You haven’t caught on by now?” Caught on? “So
Brainy is an ironic nickname, huh?” Wait. 


 The voice stuff. The disguise
comment. Her hiding away for years. ‘Girls like us.’

My mouth falls open a little. “Wait…
you, you’re–” 


She cuts me off, before I could say
anything stupid. “The same thing you are. Been through a lot of the
same feelings and experiences you’ve been through. And here to
help, if you want me to.”

The same. “No, no I’m not, I
can’t be…” 


She rubs my shoulder softly. “Why
can’t you? Who’s going to stop you now? The kids, the old town,
they’re all behind you. You don’t have anyone to answer to but
yourself.” 


“But, but… It doesn’t suit me.
You’re small, cute, you can pull it off. I’m big, I’d just have
too many people…” 


She shakes her head. “I promise
you you’re not. You’re not even as tall as Seb, and there’s
women way taller than her too. I don’t know what your body image is
telling you, but you’re not some hulking monster. You’re pretty
average, actually.” She ruffles my hair softly. “Plus, it’s
halloween. Anyone who would think otherwise would just think it’s a
costume. You don’t have any reason not to try it out tonight,
honey.”

I sit there, clicking my tongue
against my jaw, thinking. I… I really don’t, do I? The entire
point is that no one will notice me tonight. And even if they did, I
won’t be around long enough for it to have mattered…

I blush, looking down at my feet.
“Are you sure it’s going to be ok?” She nods softly at me.
“Then… I’ll try it tonight.”
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I feel stupid, walking behind the
girls on my way to the party. I try to hide myself behind them, so
less people look in my direction. Well, hide behind Sabrina at least.
Two gorgeous women walking together is plenty of camouflage for me to
melt away behind, at least. 


I tug nervously at the tank. It
doesn’t quite reach the top of the pants, and it leaves me very
self conscious that people are going to look at all the little lines
on my stomach and instantly see ‘that’s a dude there, let’s get
to hog tying boys’. Bianca assured me I looked fine, but I still
shaved my entire stomach at least three times over to make sure I
hadn't missed anything in the gap between them. Legs too, since the
pants had little rips in them. 


“Are you sure I look ok in this?
That people aren’t going to spot me immediately?” God, that voice
sounds so weird coming out of me. I involuntarily touch at my cheek,
even though Bianca specifically told me not to. She had done my face
up pretty heavily (and then slightly ruined it by drawing a little
cat nose and whiskers on me in eyeliner), including this slightly
tacky feeling lip gloss and very heavy cat eye. Told me that it
should hold easily, but not to touch or rub at it too much in case
she couldn’t fix it with her carry-with supplies. I run my hand
through my hair instead, borrowed plastic bangles clacking on my arm
as I did so. It wasn’t particularly long but it wasn’t like it
was a crew cut either. Sabrina had cut it just a touch to transform
it into a bit of a pixie style. Another benefit of AI precision. 


Sabrina looks back at me, tossing
her hair over her shoulder. Very impressive, considering it wasn’t
really there. God, the stuff they make is crazy. “You do not need
to worry, Brainy. You look stunning. And besides, this city is pretty
open to most everyone you could think of. I would so appreciate it if
you didn’t worry your little head off unnecessarily like Bianca
here.” She reaches over and ruffles her hair softly, bending her
halo out of center and putting a giant red blush over her cheeks. 


We get to the front of the frat.
There’s a few people drinking out front and chatting, but no one I
particularly know, thank god. I’ve met a few people in college so
far, but no one I would particularly say I knew outside of Morty.
Honestly, going to this party was supposed to be about making those
connections in the first place. I fiddle softly with the headband
holding my ears; it’s a touch too small for my head and squeezes it
a little. Wait… the people here might or might not have met Brian,
but no one knows me.

I nervously pull on Bianca’s arm,
trying to get her attention before she opens the door. “Wait, hold
on. None of us got invited. Are you sure we should even be here?”

Bianca slows down, but Sabrina
essentially grabs the both of us and forces us through the doorway.
“Nope, you’re not getting out of it that easily. This is a
fraternity party. Trust me, I could comb through the internet and not
find a single example of one of these being disappointed that more
beautiful women came than expected.” I blush pretty hard at that,
despite knowing she’s just trying to butter me up. Allow myself to
be pulled into the building. 


Honestly, not the most crowded party
I’ve ever been to. Probably a good thing for me and Bianca. People
milling in the common area here, and upstairs. Kitchen across the
hall with plenty of drinks set out. Looks like a serve yourself
situation. A single radio is blaring from a room over loud enough to
hear in the rest of the common area, playing one of those halloween
song mixes. They’ve tried to gussie it up as a dance floor with a
few laser lights in the corners and some streamers coming down, and
to its credit a few people were grinding together near it. Most of
the people, though, were milling about, chatting with a drink in
their hands. I peer around to seek if I could see what’s up on the
balcony above the stairs when–

Crap, that’s the guys standing
around looking down at the door. Frank and Morty are laughing with
each other, Morty dressed as a pirate and Frank in no costume at all.
Brian just lazily staring over the railing, leaning against it,
wearing my old football garb with the little eye paint marks added to
it that we never actually wore. Oh crap, crap! We made eye contact! I
scramble to hide behind Sabrina, praying that he didn’t recognize
us. He eyes up us two, mild disinterest on his face, before he flicks
over to Bianca… and his eyes squint together for a second before
they get saucer wide. Oh god, he regozinsed. His jaw opens a little,
before he looks around. His expression goes hard, and he starts
marching right towards us, Morty hopping up and following on his
tail.

He quickly pulls up, grabbing me by
the upper arm pretty hard, around my rolled up sleeve. He turns to
Bianca and mouths off terse. “He and I have to chat. Don’t
follow.” 


He marches over to the kitchen,
expecting me to come with. Sabrina starts to reach for me, but I
shake my head no. “It’s ok, I can handle him myself. Don’t
worry. Tend to Bianca, get her going.” Morty’s coming in hot too.
Before he can say anything to me, I bolt off after myself. 


The kitchen is quiet, the radio not
quite making it to us over here. Luckily no one is in the kitchen
right now. I would much rather not have to walk far out to be alone.
Brian nearly throws his beer onto the counter, getting right up into
my face, hunching over. “What the fuck are you doing here? I
thought we agreed you needed to stay at the lab so they could cure
you? And why are you dressed like that?” 


I try squaring up back against him,
but he’s puffed up his chest, barreling right down on me. “Frank
told you, it’s his idea for us to come. And I’m in a disguise,
duh. I thought you didn’t want people to know it was me.” 


He rears back finally, acting like
he got slapped in the face when I spoke. “What did you do to your
voice? Why do you sound like that?” Right, that must have been a
shock to him. 


I rub the choker with the little box
softly. Thinking about it, yeah. He’s got to be feeling the exact
same as I did when I first heard it, huh. “It’s part of the
costume. You know, I could let you wear it, you could sound just the
same.” I step forward, he steps back. Poor fella is afraid. 


“I…” his face softens for a
second, before it hardens back up. He takes a step back towards me.
“No, what? We can’t do this, you can’t be doing this Brian. You
don’t think every single person here isn’t going to see right
through that shity little costume? What, do you have a few rolled up
socks in there?” He pushes me against my chest, and I have to take
a step backwards. I don’t remember being that strong before. “You
think people can’t tell you’re a giant thug under that, like
you’ve always been? And then what. You prance around like a sissy,
in public, and then I have to clean up your fucking mess. Everyone
looking at me for the rest of my life as that little nance from the
frat party. Did you learn nothing over the years?” 


I don’t know what to say. I can’t
help but stare at him while he talks. His face is large, covered in
stubble. Chest seems almost gigantic in that football getup. Large,
hairy hands, pressing his knuckles over in my direction to enunciate
how he speaks. It seems like he actually has cut his hair incredibly,
military short, football jock short. I try not to picture him wearing
my outfit, because I know it’s an ugly picture. I can’t reply, so
I shakily reach for a cigarette instead. Click the lighter open a few
times, not really catching a light, him gritting his teeth at the
sound of every noise. He scoffs. 


Before he can open his mouth for
more attacks, Morty comes into the room, skidding to a halt. Looks
around softly. “There you are Brian, Where’s Brainy? Why are you
yelling at this chick? I thought you said that he got… here…”
His slowing to a crawl pretty much confirms he put two and two
together too. 


Brian cricks his neck, rolling it
around on his shoulders. They look massive in those pads. “I was
telling this fruit fly that he needs to leave. Before anyone else got
the wrong idea about us. Hey Morty, maybe you should say it too? Go
on, tell him how awful that costume is.” 


I look up, pleadingly into his eyes.
Morty walks forward, quietly speaks to me, barely a whisper. “Look,
man, you shouldn’t be here. Brian and I were talking and we agreed,
someone could put it together seeing the both of you. I don’t know
what Frank was thinking, but this whole thing is a bad idea. You two
at the same place? Dude, what are they going to think?”

I mumble, “I don’t know, that
we’re cousins or something?” from behind my breath softly. I
don’t even know if it gets out past my lips, certainly not from the
cig hanging from it. I back up slowly until the small of it is up
against the countertop. Who in their right mind would think that
we’re the same person as their first guess? Morty backs away,
looking down at the floor shamefully. Brian though, he comes right
back up, grabbing me by my open flannel shirt. 


Before he could do anything drastic,
I hear a stranger's voice coming from beside me. “Hey buddy, you
think you can leave the little lady alone?” I look over to see a
guy basically my height, slim but with an athletic build, hard look
in his eyes. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to overstep yourself,
right?” 


For a minute I can see Brian
squaring up against him too, maybe thinking about calling Morty over
again. I don’t know what’s happened, but in a few days he’s
turned him into a little whipped dog. But then, the girls come into
the kitchen, noticing me and scrambling quickly over to the mystery
man’s side, faces on alert. 


Now the math’s changed. There’s
zero way he could think he would take all of us on. “Whatever. Have
fun with the ‘little lady’, I’m done here anyways.” He pops
another beer, and then stomps out of the room.

Morty for his part, gives me a sad
little look. “I’m sorry, dude,” he mumbles quickly. And then
out the doorway he goes, chasing after Brian.

The mystery man nudges against me.
“You ok? Those two guys didn’t give you too much trouble, did
they?” I look up at him. I’m still having trouble getting my
words out, so I just shake my head, focus on breathing better. “Bad
blood in the family then?” 


Sabrina leans against the counter,
speaking up for me. “Yeah. We don’t know why, but her cousin is
going through some stuff or whatever, he’s being a real brat.” 


He nods at her, and then turns over
to me. “Well, if he tries any more shit like that, he’ll get his
ass thrown out fast. I’ll make sure of it.” He leans forward,
waving a hand out to me, flashing a bright brilliant smile. “I’m
Andre.” 


I mozy over to the drink table, pour
myself a cup of punch, and throw a bit of vodka into it. Down it
immediately in one go and make myself a second right away. Hand a
beer over to Andre, who takes it gingerly from me. “I’ll keep
that in mind. I’m Briii…” Shit. I didn’t think of a name. He
looks a little puzzled that I can’t give my own name. Ugh, what do
I do?

Bianca comes up, grabbing me by the
arm. “Yeah, thank you for taking good care of Bree here! I don’t
know what that guy’s issue with Gabriella is, but I feel like she’s
gonna be safer with you around!” Phew. Thank you for the save. 


He tilts his head slightly, flashing
his pearly whites. “And you are?”

She blushes a little, clearly
forgetting that no one here knows her either. “Right, yeah! Uhhh,
I’m Bianca.” She sticks her hand out for him to shake, which he
chuckles and does. “Like I said, this is Bree. And this,” she
motions towards Sabrina, “is the bad bitch I pulled by being
autistic.” 


She bows slightly from her position
half seated on the counter. “Sabrina. Charmed to meet you.” He
looks up slightly at her and nods. Maybe a little intimidated at a
woman taller than him? “Aww, don’t look too disappointed that
we’re taken. Bree’s still free after all.” I blush hard at the
insinuation. That’s not fair!

He laughs, nods his head. “Well,
I’ll keep that in mind. It was nice to meet you Bree. Maybe we’ll
run into each other later?” He smiles again, little fangs hanging
in his mouth. I blush and nod a little, and he laughs and leaves the
kitchen. 


Sabrina comes closer, laughing. The
natural digitized edge of her voice worms its way back in through
with the sound. “Aww, what a cute little meetup! He’s perfect for
you!” I grumble hard, face flush, kicking at her leg; big mistake,
as I pull away with a sore foot and her not moved an inch. 


Bianca just laughs at me, so I turn
my gaze over at her. “Gabriella? Really?” 


She just keeps chuckling, throwing
her hands up. “Hey! You didn’t give me very many options there!
Brianna is too close, and then what else gets down to Bree? Was I
going to name you ‘Breatrice’?” 


“You could have just said it was
Bree. That’s a name on its own!” She giggles again, and I get a
little crooked smile on my face. “Fine, ‘bestie’, but just know
that I give my friends nicknames too… Bebe.” 


She blanches almost completely at
that. “What! No! Ew! What am I, four? I refuse!” She pouts and
crosses her arms.

Sabrina chimes in, voice fully
robotic. “Bebe has been registered to your list of aliases and
akas. Would you like to add another?” She leans over and winks at
Bebe, giving her a wicked smile, she just groans in response.

Eventually, we got back out onto the
party proper. All it took was another shot or two for me first to
really get some fire in my belly and some courage back. Not a ton of
courage, mind you. I still tailed behind Sabrina and Bianca, trying
to hide myself away behind the tall woman. But at least we didn’t
bolt off immediately. 


We passed another android on our way
out of the kitchen, handing out appetizers and picking up drinks.
Sabrina gave it a bit of the stink eye the whole time. "Jealous
of the competition?" I asked.

She shakes her head no. "Jealous?
Of having to be a maid? No thank you, been there, done that. I don't
like seeing other models that haven't had the opportunities I've
had." She looks back over at Bebe. "Eventually, we'll get
there."

We tried our hardest not to cross
paths with the guys again. Frank basically immediately got the vibes
that were being put out and spent his time keeping Brian and Morty
away from us, bless him. Still, that left a lot of strangers to
mingle with, and getting off on the wrong foot was already putting me
on edge. I couldn’t fall back into my normal party persona like
this. Brian had that covered anyways, surrounded by a couple meathead
guys and at least one woman already hanging off of him. 


I feel a soft tapping on my
shoulder. “Hey! I love your hair!” I turn around to see this kind
of hippy chick, very obviously stoned, hanging out in this floral
patterned kinda tie-dye crop top thing. I’m not sure if that’s
her costume or her personality. “It looks sooooo good! I’ve
always wanted to, like, go short, ya’know? But I’ve always been
too afraid to, cha?” 


I reach up, scratching at my head,
readjusting the cat ears headband. “Uhhh, thank you? I don’t
know, I’ve always kinda had it short…” 


She laughs, spilling a little beer
on the floor. “Well, you rock it girlie! I looooove the skater punk
chick look you’ve got going! I’m Allyson,” she shouts a little
too loudly over the not quite that loud music. She sways a little to
it, spilling a little more beer. “So you going to the magitek
academy? Or the normie college?” 


“Oh, uh,” I stammer. I look
around to find Bebe and Sebrina but they seemed to have vanished into
the crowd. “Uhhh, neither actually. I’m visiting my cousin,” I
motion over in Brian’s direction, “and sorta crashed his party.
I’m Bree.” 


“Rock on sis!” She looks over to
where I motioned, seeing Brian and Morty drinking in their little
impromptu circle. “Whoa, you can deeeefinitely see the family
relation huh. He’s, like, a big hunky dude version of you!” 


I wince, taking a big swig of my
drink. “I don’t know if I’d say big. We’re basically the same
size.” 


She laughs, swaying poorly to the
music. “Nooo, are you kidding? Look at how big his chest is, he’s
swole A.F.” She bites her lip playfully. It’s a little cute, in
that delusional horny not-sober girl way. “Well, Bree, next time
you visit, hit me up! Maybe you can introduce me to your cousin?”
She gives me a hug, picks up her phone, and I kinda dazedly smile and
give the peace sign while she snaps a photo of us.

I make my way over to the seats by
the ‘dance floor’ in a bit of a stupor. I sip my drink softly
when it hits me; that girl just saw me as another girl. She didn’t
give any qualms about touching me, complimenting me. Immediately
talking boys with me. I was so worried about standing out when… I
don’t. I don’t have to worry about what they think of me, do I?

Oh my god, no one cares! I feel so
light, this is amazing! I get up, do a spin on the ball of my foot.
Whoaa… ok, maybe a little too buzzed for that move. God, how much
have I been drinking? I stumble for a hot second, before catching
myself, giggling wildly. Hey, this is kinda fun! I close my eyes,
moving my neck, my hips to the beat. Some silly dancy halloween song
is playing, and it just catches me. I down the rest of my drink, and
shmove my way to the center of the floor. 


I’ve never danced at a party
before. Hell, I’ve never danced at all before. I must be drunk,
because that doesn’t matter right now. I’m a golden goddess and
people will witness my incredible moves. I run my hand through my
hair, very gracefully almost knocking the cat ears I forgot about off
my head. Hands run over my body softly, twisting and moving to
whatever complete cheese is playing over the speaker. It works for
me. 


When the song rolls over, some big
guy comes over to dance with me. I don’t like his vibe though.
Square head, tombstone looking dude. Dressed like frankenstien (in
the barest sense, in that he is already a brick of a man and put a
couple bolts on his neck). I try to push him away, dance on my own in
the corner of the room, but he follows. Grabs my hips. I try to
smoothly push them off me with a dance move, but a minute or two
later they’re back on me. 


God, this is really killing my mood.
I’ve talked to enough guys like this in locker rooms and the
backwoods to know he’s not going to respect anything besides me
leaving entirely, or finding someone else to replace him. I scan
around to see if there’s any– 


Oh shit, it’s Andre! I quickly
rush over to him, striding across the floor. “Hey!” Tombstone
yells behind me. “I thought we had a moment! Whore.” Pff.
Whatever, he’s going to move on to some other girl in a few
minutes, I don’t need to worry about this shit. I want to dance! 


“Dre!” I come up quickly and
excitedly. He’s sitting with some other guy I don’t know, but
they’re not really talking so I don’t feel like I’m
interrupting anything. “Do you dance? Come dance with me!” 


He looks over to the guy he’s
sitting with, and just winks at him. Turns back to me. “Well Bree.
Having a better time now? Glad you stayed?” 


I groan, tug on his vampire cloak.
“We did small talk in the kitchen, let’s dance now!” He laughs,
gets up, follows me into the floor proper, and starts moving with me.
It’s nice. One or two songs go past with us just vibing across from
each other, dancing while facing each other. I’m not quite sure
what to do with my hands, how to approach him; I’ve never done it
from this side before. Luckily at the start of the next song, he
makes the move, grabbing at my hips. I let his hands fall there,
guiding my movements. It feels electric, being led like this. 


Before I can even realize what’s
happening, he’s pressed up tight against me, teeth on my neck. I
think my back is up against a wall. His hands are roaming around on
my hips, toying with the hem of my jeans, and… Wait. No, no, I…
His teeth scrape against the small of my neck and I shudder. “Dre…
Dre, stop, stop.” 


He backs off, looking into my eyes,
hands still on my hips. “What is it? Too fast?” 


“No, no, we can’t. I…” God,
I don’t want to say it. I don’t want it to be true! Just say I’m
just visiting, and that I can’t get his hopes up, or something. I…
“You know I’m a guy, right? This is just a costume.” 


He stops for a second, looks me up
and down, thumb still hooked into the seam of my jeans. “No.
Tonight you’re not.” Fuck. He leans back in, bites my lip,
reaches down and rubs my pubic mound over my jeans. I think I moaned
a little. Running my hands over his head, his back. Greedily taking
his tongue into my mouth. I just want more. 


“Woooo! Get it girl!” I look up
to the balcony and see Allyson cheering me on. She’s about
equidistant between Brian’s little misery corner and Sebrina and
Bebe. Seb seems to be surrounded by every other lesbian in the party,
swooning over her. Allyson looks over to some other girl that I am
sure she doesn’t know in the least either. “That’s my bitch
there!” Pff, drunk girls. 


As it goes, we never got much
further than heavy petting. I did just meet this guy after all. He
did get my digits though. How could he not! I slipped out of the
building, out what looks like a back exit, to stand on the yard for a
smoke to cool off a bit. 


A crunch of leaves and twigs coming
out at me causes me to look up from lighting my cig. Brian’s coming
out of the woods, wiping his mouth. Did he follow me? “Good, you’re
finally alone. Listen, Brainy, you need to go back, get some more
samples–”

“Oh, you can have Brainy back.
That’s not my naaaaa-aaame.” I tease, putting on my best
sing-song tone. I don’t really care what he has to say anymore
tonight.

He grumbles, put off. “Are you
drunk? What does that mean?”

I give him a big plastic smile. “I’m
going by Bree now! It’s so much more me, right?”

He practically stumbles. “No, she
didn’t manage to make you think…” He backs off for a second,
before clenching his jaw. “You know what, whatever. It doesn’t
matter. What matters is you need to go back, now.”

“Why.”

He groans, tapping his foot hard.
“Because, you’re sick. You’re sick and you need to be cared
for. It can happen at any minute now. The professor said so. Your
cells are starting to die, it’s going down now.”

I scoff. “Oh Bull. Like you ever
talk to the professor. You just want me to leave so you can keep
pretending I never happened. You’re doing a terrible job of it, by
the way.”

He growls. “I speak to the
professor almost every day. He needs control samples. I help bring
him all your stuff every time. Look, I’m trying to find a cure for
you too, right?”

I wave my hand around at him,
letting the smoke trail around. “Oh come off it. You’ve been
nothing but hostile to me, and now you want me to think you care? Let
me smoke in peace.”

He mumbles, picking at his ear with
his finger. “What? Didn’t get enough fags in you for one night?”


I throw my cig down on the ground,
stamping it out. “Ok, let’s go. What is your problem tonight? Why
are you still acting like this?” 


“My problem,” he emphasizes with
a jab against my chest, “is you. You want to talk about odd
behavior? What the hell was any of this tonight? Did something not go
right when they aborted you out of that machine? Or is it just that
your brain is the first thing to turn to goo?” 


I grit my teeth. I’m about to yell
back at him before… I see the sadness in his eyes. He’s not mad
at me. I breathe a few times, calm my nerves again. I’m not going
to lash out. He knows that I know why he’s doing this. “Look,
Brian. You saw how tonight went. No one said a thing about me. You
don’t have to put up this front anymore.” I step forward, look up
into his eyes. “You know that they’re not going to care that you
want him, you know that.” Screw it, no lying to myself either.
“They’re not going to care you’d rather be like this all the
time too. No one here cares. You’re safe.” 


He freezes for a short little bit,
before pushing me back, hard. “You’re gone, dude. You know that I
don’t want any of that, that none of that suits me. You’re
already starting to go bad. I mean look at you, wasting away.”

I look back up, about to argue,
when… It strikes me. I’m looking up at him. It’s only slightly,
but we should be the same size exactly. Instead, he’s slightly
taller. His chest is broad, wide, powerful, how I remember it being.
Broader than mine. Shoulders are bigger. Hands are bigger. I mean,
he’s not some sculpted adonis, he’s pudgy. Or… or am I just
thinner? Not eating much this week shouldn’t have caused that
dramatic of a difference. 


“Look, just becau… bec–” I
hack, coughing up a storm. Feeling like I’m going to vomit super
hard. When I pull my hand away, little specks of red cover my palm. 


He’s right. It’s started. 


He looks at me, glaring. “Go back
to the lab. I’ll talk to the professor, see if there’s anything
else we can do. But start preparing yourself.” 
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Bebe paced around in front of me.
“So you coughed a little. You’re a smoker, you’re going to
cough. And how much punch were you slamming back all night? There’s
plenty of explanations why that’d happen, it doesn’t have to
mean…”

We’re back in my makeshift room at
the lab. I didn’t get much sleep last night, after I got back from
the party. Took all kinds of samples from me. Very much felt again
like the first night here. Tossing and turning. It just… feels so
real now. It’s happening, and it’s going to happen soon. 


I roll over to my side, watch her
pace back and forth. “Even if it isn’t happening today. I have a
day or two more max, right?” She stops, standing. She hasn’t said
anything about me still wearing my costume from last night (sans ears
and makeup), thank god. Honestly, at least this gives me a little
comfort while knowing I could die at any second. My eyes just drift
down to the floor, staring at the slight stain she was standing on. 


She puts her hands on her hips,
sighing slightly. “We just don’t know. The professor’s still
doing everything he can to fix it. The tests to pump more mana into
the field seemed promising, but it’s not solving the degeneration
between fluctuations and then… Hey, are you listening?”

Sabrina hums softly to her, touching
her shoulder. She’s taken her disguise off, but still hanging
around in the outfit from last night. Unusual for her, since I
haven’t seen her wear the same thing twice yet. Didn’t really
have time to change though, since she stayed with me overnight. She
kept me company basically the entire night, since she doesn’t
really need to sleep, only recharge semi regularly. “Darling,
you’re not helping. Let her stew, ok?” Bebe huffs, crossing her
arms, but complies. 


I point to the darker splotch around
where she’s placed. “You’re standing on it.” She looks down
to where I’m pointing, the stain. I spent the last night staring at
it. “That’s where that monkey was when it died. You can tell that
it never quite came out of the floor.”

Bebe involuntarily jumps back from
the spot she’s in. Sabrina just quietly hums, tilting her head
slightly. “Is that what you’ve been thinking about all night,
Bree?”

I nod, deflated. “How much do you
think my body is going to stain? Should I stand over the same spot to
keep from making too big of a mess? Or should I go claim my own
corner, say I’ve left at least some mark on the world.” 


Bianca walks up to me, kneeling
down. Petting my hair softly. “I’m sorry. We still have time to
figure–”

“No, don’t.” I sit up sharply,
clenching my teeth. “I don’t care what’s being worked on. It’s
not going to be in time, is it.” She sits blankly for a minute,
before shaking her head no. I sigh, and then, put a wide smile on my
face. I don’t know if it reaches my eyes, and I don’t care. “It’s
ok. I’m almost ready to go. You and Sebrina gave me at least a
wonderful night. And now I don’t have to go out without knowing,
right? If only Brian could figure out what I did, his life is going
to be so much better. If I could convince him, maybe that’ll have
been enough for me.” I look up, over to the window out to the lab
room. “That’s not what I want though.” 


Bianca looks up at me, pity on her
face. “What is it? What do you want?”

“I want to see Mom. I need to say
goodbye.” 


She nods, hugs me tight. “Okay.”

The plan is simple. Frank is keeping
tabs on Brian, asking him and Morty to hang out this afternoon,
giving me updates on my cell. After he leaves, I’ll slip into the
house, and talk to Ma. Then slip back out before he can even realize
that I’ve come in. 


Bianca took point on driving,
letting Sabrina charge for a while in the back room. I didn’t need
to prep much, just took the falsies and the makeup off, but otherwise
left the outfit the same. I fidget with the pull string on the hoodie
Frank lent me that I threw on ontop of everything else. The fact that
it’s two sizes too big and pretty thick material helps hide how
I’ve gotten so much smaller than Brian is. Hopefully she won’t
suspect a thing. 


Bianca parked a few houses down from
mine, waiting for the all clear. She leans over from the driver seat.
“Are you going to be ok in there? You don’t think it’s going to
be too much?”

I shake my head. Focused on clicking
random things on my phone, not really paying any attention at all. “I
have to be ok. The only people I know that I would want to say
goodbye to are the guys, Ma, and… Well, I’m never getting a
chance with him. I can’t miss this one too.” She leans over, rubs
the top of my arm softly. My notification sound goes off. A message
from Frank.

> ENTERED BAR. GETTING APPS. HERE
FOR LONG HAUL.

“Alright, it’s go time. Wait for
me here.” I unbuckle myself, get out of the car. Throw the hood
over my head, and briskly walk up to my house. Flick my lighter open
and closed on my way over, nervously tittering. I calm myself at the
front door, take a few breaths. Ring the doorbell. I can hear a bit
of shuffling in the background. Grit my teeth.

“Hello? Oh Brian, why not go
through the garage? What are you doing home so soon?” God damn it.
Her face is warm. I never noticed how many little wrinkles there are
on it now. Crows feet lining the edges of her eyes. God I really
don’t want to cry… 


I push into the foyer, shut the door
behind me. “Sorry. Forgot my wallet.”

Her face immediately screws up
weird. What is it? God, am I too obvious? “What’s with your
voice? Do you have a cold? Is that why you’re back?”

Oh shit, I forgot to take the
changer off. I pretend to cough, put my lighter down on the foyer to
clear my hands, click the choker off my neck, let it fall into my
shirt. “Sorry, frog in my throat. I’m fine, I’m fine. I really
just forgot my wallet.” I try my hardest not to wince at the sound
of my natural voice again. 


She shrugs. “Ok kiddo, if you say
so.”

I shuffle into the house, her
turning her back to me, walking away. I take the moment to shove the
choker into the front big hoodie pocket while she’s not looking. I
guess she’s cooking or something. I look over. Meatballs. My mouth
salivates. I tail her into the kitchen, seeing the little orbs
floating in the pasta sauce. “Can… Can I have one of those?”

She looks at me funny again.
“They’re for dinner. You know they’re not done yet. You can’t
wait?” I can’t help it, my lips quiver a bit. I bite at it,
trying not to show how ruined I am at the idea of not getting to
taste her food again. “Oh, ok. Get a plate, you can have one.” I
nearly skip over to the cabinet, grab one of the small side plates,
and grab a couple out of the pot. “Hey, one!” 


I sit down at the island counter,
taking a small bite out of one. I’m determined to savor them. It’s
still a little pink on the inside, the sauce must be freshly started
because it has that harsh acidic canned tomato flavor to the whole
thing. It’s perfect. I close my eyes, let an involuntary little
moan out of my mouth. 


“Well, I’m glad you like it.
Kiddo, are you sure you’re ok? You’re acting kind of strange.”
I… This isn’t working. Why am I even bothering to hide
everything? For Brian’s sake? I should just say everything, right
now… And put her through losing her kid too, when he’s going to
be here the next day. 


“No. I’m… I’m thinking about
the old town.”

 She sighs, pulling up a chair next
to me. “The news of the rally, right?” I pretend to nod, agreeing
about that. “I thought you were acting pretty strange lately.
You’ve been so hostile, like I remembered you being as a kid.”
She wraps an arm around me, holding me tight. “Hey, you’re safe.
No one is coming for us, no matter what a bunch of backwooders
bussing up for a rally in the big city means.” 


I reach over, touching her hand on
my shoulder. I can’t help it anymore, I lean into her and start
bawling. I didn’t really cry about the things that happened growing
up, about anything after that especially. I just can’t hold it in
anymore. She seems alarmed for a second, but then pulls me in tight,
shushing me, petting my back. It just makes me cry harder. “Shhhh,
shhh baby, it’s ok. You’re ok.” She pets my hair softly as the
snot and the tears finish leaking out. 


I sniffle, slowing down. I don’t
know why this thought comes to my head, but it does. “How did it
feel? When you lost dad?” I never really thought about him much,
since he died before I was even born. We never much talked about him
either; by the time I was old enough to think about that we were both
dealing with bigger problems. 


She pats my back softly. “I was
scared. And angry. That someone could be so selfish to take the man I
loved away for a few piddly bucks.” 


I lean in to her. “People can be
cruel. Anyone can be cruel when they get desperate. I’m sure they
thought they were going to die in that second, and had to save
themselves.” 


She sighs, still holding me close.
“I know, but that doesn’t make it feel any better. I can’t help
but hate those men still. Thank god I still had you, that I wasn’t
alone. I don’t know what I would have done then.” She looks down
at me again, petting my hair softly. “As if what I did was great in
the first place. I was scared they would take you away too. That’s
why I let myself be convinced that place would be safe. I’m sorry I
was so wrong kiddo.” She squeezes me tight, rubbing my back softly.

“Mom?” I look up to her, rubbing
my eyes softly. “Don’t let me clam up again, ok? I’m going
through a lot right now, but just… Keep pushing me. Make me admit
the things I don’t want to. Ok? Don’t let that place make me what
they want me to be.” Maybe I still can do some good. Maybe I can
make Brian stop being that cornered man, thinking it was him or the
world. 


She looks at me side eyed. “Ok. I
promise you. Is there… is there something you want to tell me?”
God, she must think I’m insane. Maybe I am. 


I should. Force Brian to backtrack,
to think of a reason why he has to hide from her. But I know that’ll
just hurt him more. I shake my head no. “It’s just the rally
bringing up bad memories. I’ll be ok, I promise.”

I feel a buzzing in my pants pocket.
I pull my phone out to see a new message. 


>HUGE FIGHT HEADING HOME. GET OUT
OF THERE!!!!

God damn it, no. I don’t want to
go yet! I sniffle, pulling my way back out of her arms. “I have to
go.” I get up, backing away from the kitchen. 


“Are you sure kiddo? You didn’t
finish your meatballs.” I shake my head softly, trying to prevent
my tears from coming back. 


“I love you mom. I always did. You
did everything you could, you know.” I bolt out the door before she
can say anything. 


Running right to the car, hopping
into the passenger’s seat. “Go, go, go! They’re coming back!”
Bebe books it out of there, tires squealing on the way out.
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Early morning. Another damned stop
at the lab from hell. Pound on the door to the professor’s lab.
Pound. Pound. “Samples!” 


“Come in, boy.” Grit my teeth,
like every time he calls me that. Unfair. The little subhuman monster
gets to have a perfect little time huffing around the place like a
little princess. And I’m feeling the worst I’ve ever felt. Open
the door, push my way through. Dump the samples on the desk. “Good.
I see you’re not ending up like my little assistant.” Grit my
teeth. Gnash them. “You know, there’s research out there that it
spreads like a contagion. Rapid Onset I think they said? Fascinating
stuff. If only I can get the sample to stick around forever, we could
use you two as the perfect control and experiment unit. Really blow
the doors off this whole thing, yeah?” 


Huff, cross my arms. Pull at my ear,
it’s been hurting bad. “Yeah. Sure. Or maybe it’s because he’s
going. Brain is melting out his ears and the first thing that goes is
a sense of shame. I thought you were going to fix it.” 


A frown comes across his face. “Bah.
All the samples I have, and I can’t crack anything. I tried juicing
them with mana, electricity, god damned energy drinks. It always
breaks down. The only thing we ever tried that seemed to work at all
was my little assistant using her witch magic to siphon the mana
directly from the original to the copy.”

Keep scratching at my ear. “Then
why don’t you just do that?”

He laughs. “You wouldn’t like
that, boy. It saves the subject by killing off the original. Starts
dying instead of the copy. Something with the duplicated mana field
just stays connected to the original. I’m pretty sure the mana
breakdown is just the field going back to the original. Maybe
duplication is just the wrong project, we should convert it to a
teleporter or something. The Robot can do that pretty fast.”

Grumble, huff. “Why do you keep
that thing around here? It’s dangerous. It could crush you in a
second.”

He waves me off. “I need it to
keep using my witch. They’re a twin package. Besides, if it ever
gets too bad I built this.” He waves a stick with some electrodes
on the handle. “One poke with it will kill the battery of any
magitek device like that. Then it’s useless until it gets charged
back up. Not even a freak like that thing could survive it.” He
places it on the table behind him.

“Whatever, doc. Samples are here.”
I kick at the table. Knock a bunch of stuff off. Quickly lean over to
pick them back up for him.

He frowns pretty heavily. “Klutz.
And look at these! I have told you every single day that I need these
labeled! Again you didn’t do it!” He looks like he wants to smack
me. I just square up, make myself look even bigger than I am. He
takes the hint. Sits his ass back down. “Whatever. You can tell
which sample is which now just by sight anyways. Look how dead this
side is getting when pulled from the host. Frankly, I wouldn’t give
him another day. It’s happening tonight.” 


Grunt, pulling out of the room.
Stomping my way down the hallway to meet up with Morty. Have to stop.
Feel woozy. Leaning against the wall. Things have been feeling worse
and worse since… 


Since the two fruit flies started
hanging out together. Since the witch got him to start acting like
her. What if she actually did decide she liked the little degen
version of me? What if she…

Morty comes walking up to me outside
the building. “I saw you huffing and puffing all the way out,
through the glass. Are you ok?”

“No. Head is killing me. Sore.”
Pawed at my ear again. “Something’s in my ear.” 


Morty perks up. “Oh! Dude if
that’s it, I’ve got some tweezers in my pocket knife. Hold
still.” Sit down on a bump in the curb. Let him dig into my ear.
It’s searing hot pain for a second, and then sweet pressure
release. “Dude, grooosss. There was a bug in there!” He holds the
tweezers up to my face. A tiny little worm pulsates up and down on
it. Disgusting. Reach out and crush it in my hand. 


“Thank you. You know how much I
need you. You’re the only one there anymore.” He smiles a huge
smile at me. 


“Are you heading home then? No
more reason to be out.” 


“No. I have something to do first.
Frank demanded I spend time with him today. Probably to scream at me
more, the little traitor. Likes the weak broken version of me more, I
guess.” I look over to him. “You have something to do too.” 


He looks puzzled. “I do?” 


I pull the rod out of my pocket. Hit
the switch on the bottom, watch electromana arc out of the stick.
“Yes. You do.”
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We got back to the lab quickly.
Didn’t see hide nor hair from Brian on the way out, so we lucked
out pretty completely in that regard. 


A few hours passed laying in my
room. Bianca had redid my makeup for me, and I had replaced the
oversized hoodie for the blue flannel shirt I had originally been
given. And from there we just kinda sat. And waited for it to happen.


“Do you know when it starts? What
are the other signs?” 


Bianca just sighs, fidgeting with
her legs. “We don’t really know. It only happened the once where
we could see it. It just kinda… happened.” 


I sigh back, reaching around for my
cigs. Damn, empty pack. I’m out of everything, huh. “Do you think
Sabrina’s going to mind if I get Bree all over her clothes when it
happens? I could change out of it if she really wants me to.” 


“I’m sure she won’t mind. You
wouldn’t know it from when I first met her, but she’s a bit of a
little fashionista. I swear she has more clothes than I do.” That’s
true honestly. I’ve never seen one of her brand of androids wear
anything at all, let alone as many different outfits that she had.
Well, to be fair, I had never seen an android like her before period.

I look around, scratching my head.
“Where is she, anyways? Does it usually take this long to charge?”


She shrugs. “Sometimes if she’s
been up too long. It’s like sleeping.” 


I lay flat on my back, throwing
something up in the air a few times. The door opens while I’m doing
so, and I hear someone shuffle in. “Ah, speak of the devil right?
Hey Seb.” 


“No. It’s me.” I jolt up,
staring at Brian. Why is he here? He hasn’t come in here once since
that first night. He doesn’t look particularly angry or anything.
If anything, he’s worried. He looks terrible, flop sweat covering
his face, eyes sunken in deeply. Bundled up heavily in a coat and an
old winter hat I barely remembered owning. A shamed look on his face.
Maybe he’s finally ready to listen to me? He leans over to Bianca,
tapping her shoulder. “Hey, the professor needs you in his lab.
Says it’s important, about the cure.” What?

Bianca’s eyes open up wide.
“You’re kidding. He cracked it?” She jumps up giddily, waving
her hands wildly in front of her. “Oh my god, oh my god! I’m
going right now!” She bolts up the stairs, turns off out of sight. 


I spring up too. “Oh my god, this
is amazing. I need to go too!” 


He holds his hand in front of him,
stopping me from going anywhere. “No, they need to talk science.
It’s not going to mean anything to you. Come with me instead. We
need to talk, and I want to do it in private.” 


I get quiet, stand still. “What do
you have to talk to me about?” I try not to be accusatory, sound
harsh. Maybe I can help get through to him.

He nods to get on the move, and I
start following him. “I need to apologize to you, right? I’ve
been incredibly harsh to you over the last few days, and I should
make up for it. We cool, Brainy?” 


I grumble a little bit. “I need to
know you’re sincere. And it’s Bree.” 


He winces, but keeps marching out of
the building. It’s gotten dark out already, and a little chilly.
“Ok, Bree. I’m sorry. I don’t know how to make that sound more
authentic than that.” 


I nod, try to give him a smile. Just
that shows he’s trying harder to fix things. Maybe because I’m
going to be around longer he’s come to his senses? 


We reach where he’s been walking
to; my car. He opens the door to the back seat, gesturing into it.
“Go ahead, get in. We can talk more on the way.” 


I stare at the open doorway, the
seat messy with papers and the like. Why the back seat? Wait, why the
car at all? “On the way to where?”

“Somewhere private. Where we can
talk more.” He motions to the inside of the car again, very
insistently. I’m getting really bad vibes from this.

I back off a step. “Why should we
go anywhere else when they’re discussing a cure? Shouldn’t we be
getting that done immediately?” 


His face falls, and he screams at
me. “God damn it, get in the fucking car!” I turn around to bolt
back to the building, but he catches up to me in a few strides. “No
you don’t! You’re coming with me!” He tackles me to the ground,
pressing on top of me. He easily dwarfs me at this point. His chest
is huge, arms are massive, he’s holding me down easily. I claw at
him, catching his button up shirt with my hand, ripping a few buttons
off. His chest is badly bruised, a deep purple swelter edging off
from under his shirt. “No you don’t, you’re done! You should
have made this peaceful!” I try to scream but he holds his hand
over my mouth, muffling the sound. God, I’m trapped! He reaches
behind him, pulls something out from under his coat. Oh christ, it’s
a pipe wrench. He holds it out long enough for me to see before he
smashes it straight into my skull, and I’m out.

The world is black. Empty. It’s
peaceful. You know, I didn’t expect the end to be like this. It
seems a less painful way to go out at least. One strike and I’m
gone. It’s cold though. I shiver more than I was expecting. The
side of my face feels wet and slick. I can hear the soft crackle of a
fire going off besides me. Blurry shapes move around it, stepping on
twigs and leaves. 


“Oh good, you didn’t die yet. I
wasn’t lying when I said I wanted to talk to you.” My eyes focus
more; we’re in the bonfire pit. I move to stand up, but I can’t.
My hands are tied behind my back, onto the chair I’m sitting on.
Each foot around the legs too. 


“What… what are you doing? Stop
this.” I start struggling against my bindings. No good, they’re
zip tied together. 


He walks up to me, placing something
down next to him. “I’m putting an end to this. I should have
never let you go this far. You’ve endangered everything I care
about.” 


I continue struggling, feeling the
ties digging into my skin. “What are you talking about? How in the
world have I endangered you?” 


He kicks my shin, hard. Argh! I yelp
out in pain. “You’ve turned both of my friends away from me.
Frank chose you day one and then pretended to try and worm his way
back to me. Don’t think I didn’t know you’re the one who sent
him to do that little pow wow lunch this afternoon. Manipulating him
into thinking all these twisted things about me. I thought Morty was
staying with me. But look around! I told him I needed him to meet me
here when he was done breaking that stupid robot.” I take a sharp
inhale. He couldn’t have, right? Brian waves to the empty air
around us. “Well guess what! He bitched out at the last second too.
Do you see that little toadie anywhere? You wormed your little
subhuman tendrils into him too. That’s fine, I don’t need either
of them. But now, now you have the balls to go after my Ma?” 


Oh shit. “Brian, no, what do you
mean?” 


“I mean, I come home, and I get a
call. From some guy, asking where my cousin was.” God damn it, I
must have gave Dre the home number. “Don’t worry, I took care of
that too.”

Dread overtakes me. “What did you
do?”

“Told him you were drunk and took
advantage of you. That you never wanted to see him again, and would
press charges if we ever did. He took the hint.” I feel my teeth
clench. “Whatever, that isn’t important. What’s important is
that this was next to the receiver,” he says, flicking my
lighter open, the engraving shimmering in the light from the fire. Oh
my god. “I realized that the little freak accident came into my
home. I ask ma if she remembers what we talked about earlier on a
hunch. She starts sobbing! Saying she’s sorry, that she’d be a
better mother in the future! I realized! The monster tried to turn my
fucking mother against me too!” He kicks me again, the other leg. I
scream out in pain, he’s really trying to make me hurt. Gets right
into my face. “What did you tell her? Try to convince her that I
like sucking cock, huh? Make her think I want some butcher to come
rip me apart to get used better? Get it through your fucking skull!
You’re broken, a complete cellular degenerate! You are a deformed
little monster that has no bearing on my life or how I am going to
live it!”

I spit in his face, he snarls and
wipes it off him. “You’re the one living in a fantasy world,
Brian. You felt all those things I did, we have the same memories.
That lighter is all the proof you need of that.” 


He scowls, holding my lighter up to
my face so I can see it. “What? Some shitty little fifteen buck
zippo a fag we used to bully gave to us out of stockholm syndrome?
Probably got off on us kicking him around like he’s nothing. He
literally begged for more. You freaks always get off on the sickest
shit, right?” He glints the lighter around, catching the light of
the fire off the engraving. “I should just toss it right now,
right? Get rid of the trash.” 


I scream, hopping towards him. I
barely move, the chair creaking and groaning with each hop. One of
the hops gets my right leg loose, tied too low to the chair to
prevent me from slipping out a little. I lose my balance at that,
almost toppling over. “Give that back! You better not dare!” 


He laughs at me, picking up the jug
of what he put down earlier. “Don’t worry ‘Bree’, I’ll give
it back to you.” He opens it up and splashes the liquid straight
into my face, letting it pool in my lap, over my head. It’s the
gasoline/oil mixture for the lawnmower, leftover in the garage from
the summer. “I just have to light one more fire with it. Faggots
get burned, right?” 


I panic, screaming. “Why! Just let
me go! I, I’ll move away! When they cure me, I’ll just–” 


“There is no cure you moron! I
just needed to get you alone!” No. No, no, no. There’s no cure?
What the hell are we doing then? I feel tears welling up in my eyes.
He crosses his arms, haughtily. “God, you even cry like a bitch now
too. They completely ruined you.” 


Why won’t he just let me die in
peace? What was the point of getting my hopes up like that! “Why?
Why not just let me die quietly in the lab? Why go through all this
effort if I’m just going to go tonight anyways?”

“Because!” He roars at me,
jabbing me in the chest with his sausage thick fingers. Spittle
flying from his lips. “I know what you did! You and that other
little tranny! You’re siphoning my life force! Draining it for your
own use! Squeezing me like a sponge!” 


My mouth hangs open a little. He’s
not just sounding in denial anymore. He’s not even playing the good
little foot soldier of Christ. He’s utterly deranged. “What? What
are you talking about?”

He throws his heavy coat off,
letting it fall to the floor. Rips the beanie off his head. Bald
spots on his head glisten against the fire pit. “Don’t act
stupid! I have eyes, I can see what you’re doing to me!” He rips
his shirt the rest of the way open, throwing it into the bonfire. His
body isn’t just bruised, it’s blackening. Lumps swelling out in
all directions. One shoulder is bloated up higher than the other,
giving him a lopsided gait. He’s practically stuffed into his
jeans, spilling out over the top of it. “You got her to run her
disgusting magic and take me out! Steal all my manachemistry and
fluids for your own disgusting body. All so this subhuman version of
me can take over? I’m not having it!”

What in the world is he talking
about? Life force? Manachemistry? “I swear to god, Brian, I have no
idea what the hell you’re talking about. Bebe has just kept me
company this whole time, I don’t know…” Wait. No. No. I can
feel my expression go dead on my face, breath hitching in my throat.
“I’m… I’m not the clone, am I? You are. They mixed us up
somehow.” 


“No! Nooo!” He slams his fists
into his skull a few times over, screaming incoherently. “I’m not
going to let you lie to me anymore! You’re not going to kill me
off! I’m the real one, I’m the original! You’ve taken
everything else away! You’re not taking this from me too!” He
gets up, flicking the lighter open, turning it on. “We’re done
talking. I’m ending this.” He steps towards me, about to throw
the lighter onto my lap. The flame licks up, illuminating his face
orange. I need to do something quick. I struggle hard against my
wrists again, still pretty tightly connected to the ratty old chair.
God, I’m not going to break my hands free from these ties, he got
me really tight! Shit. Damn it!

I brace every joint in my body,
clench my teeth and my fists tight. Hail Mary time. I push all my
weight forward, springing with my free leg, launching myself weakly
at Brian, knocking him to the floor with me. He takes a nasty hit to
his side from the edge of the chair, loses grip on the lighter,
throwing it somewhere in the leaves and sticks. He’s screaming in
pain, holding against his side, the dark black one.

Christ, that hurt. I’m sore all
over, especially in my back. I can’t waste the opportunity though.
With the legs of the chair open, I kick my left ankle down, sliding
the left one out and free. I try to wobble to my feet while he’s
distracted, and then jump, slamming back down on my back. Argh! My
hand hits at a bad angle, searing pain shooting up from my palm up my
wrist and arm. I heard a sick crack, and I pray that it wasn’t my
arm. I push myself back up as much as I can, and I slam back down
again. And this time, the chair completely shatters, wet sloppy wood
joints finally giving out and letting me go. I cry out loudly, my
back absolutely smashed from that move. My hands are still tied
behind my back with a large shard of one of the wood posts holding
between them, but I’m for the rest of it free. 


I scramble, running towards the
parking clearing. I’m woozy though, and off balance, and trip onto
my face after making it a few feet. When I roll back over to get up
though, I get kicked in the face hard, putting me back on my ass.
Brian is already up, hate in his eyes, his hand holding over a wet,
slimy patch on his side. Pus oozes out between his fingers. I can see
writhing under some of his exposed skin, in the more bloated
sections. “You… are not… getting away!” He kicks me again and
again in my side, searing pain shooting through my ribs. 


I stare up at him, begging him to
stop. “Please! It’s not too late, call the professor! We can stop
this, we can save you! You don’t–” 


“Shut up!” The sides of his
mouth split a little when he yells, tears going through his cheeks.
“No more lies! All I need to do is kill you, and then it’ll all
go back to the way it was! I’ll be healthy, wanted, everything will
be normal again!” He reaches to lift me up, and when he removes his
hand from his side an absolute flood of maggots comes spilling out,
upon a wave of pus and blood. The horrible things writhe inside the
wound, picking clean at the slurry that was his guts. He stretches
forward at me, tearing open the wound even further. I can see the tip
of a rib, being cleaned off by dozens more of the larva. 


He grabs me by the scruff of my
shirt, and starts dragging me towards the bonfire. Slime oozes out
from some of his fingers as he grabs my shirt, the pressure from his
hands forcing the pus out from his nails. One of two nails even
popped off entirely, one hanging loosely off his finger from the
corner of the cuticle. 


I dig my heels into the ground,
trying desperately to catch something, anything to keep me from being
dragged over to my death! I’m too greased up to get away without my
hands free though. Luckily Brian is slowing down, his limbs starting
to give out. I bash my head into one of his legs, and hear a gross
popping sound from inside it. It doesn’t even phase him, barely
reaching down to rub at the spot where a thick, dark red, nearly
black spot starts seeping out through his jeans. Is he in so much
pain that new sources don’t even register anymore? He looks at me,
spits in my direction. A tooth comes out with it, along with another
maggot or two.  “You’re only making this worse. You’ve got
nowhere to go. This is the end for you.”

He drags me forward again, and I
start screaming. “Help! Anyone! Please!” He’s slowly dragging
me with what’s left of his strength to the fire pit. Oh christ. I
squeeze my eyes shut, clench my fists, my teeth, everything for the
moment… That doesn’t come. I’m not moving anymore. I look up to
see Brian is staring at… at a car. Someone came here! “Help! Help
me please, he’s trying to kill me!” I roll over, trying to worm
my way over to the man getting out of the vehicle. Headlights turn
off, my eyes readjust, and it’s… 


It’s Morty. Holding the pipe
wrench from the parking lot. It’s dripping with blood, probably
mine. His face looks graven. I stop moving. Brian hobbles over to me,
the leg I hit lifting slowly and shabbily. “Morty? You actually
came. I knew I could rely on you.” He kicks me again with his good
leg, and then leans over, huffing and puffing, hands supporting
himself on his knees. “I’m running out of steam, out of time. You
need to do it. Take him out.” 


He stammers, letting the massive
wrench dangle in his hands. “I… I don’t, I can’t…” 


Brian looks up at him. “Please.
You just need to do this one thing. And then it can be just like it
was. You and I, together. We don’t need Frank, we don’t need any
of the new hangers on, sticking their fingers into everything. Help
me. Please, help me.  Oh god.” He reches, spitting black bile all
over the floor near me. Looks back up at Morty. “Please, it’s now
or never. Stop him.” 


His eyes scrunch up, tears well in
them. He looks down at me. “I’m so sorry.” He lifts up the
wrench, shaking it from above his head. “I’m sorry!”

Brian sighs, standing back up. “It’s
ok Morty. I knew you would come to yo–” The wrench comes down,
hard, smashing into him. It must have hit a soft spot in his skull,
because the weight goes straight in, the handle sticking out of the
top of his head when Morty lets go. He stumbles, tries to yelp,
growl, something. “Arhgghhhhhhhhh! Yhhnnnn, yhnnnn,
tranhhhhhhtahhhh…” He stumbles, and falls onto his face, a
disgusting squelch sound coming from it. 


Morty lifts me up, cuts me loose
with a pocket knife. The wood stake falls to the floor behind us with
a soft pafth. He hugs me tight, sobbing. “I’m sorry! I should
have been there for you, I shouldn’t have been…” 


I shush him, catching the hitches in
my breath too. “No, you were there for me. You always have been.
For the me that was hurting so badly. I’m sorry I never showed you
how much it meant.” I pull away, look down at Brian. He’s
starting to go fast, but he’s still looking up at me, reaching up
with one hand. The other is now missing huge chunks of flesh, the
muscles misfiring wildly, arm spasming by his side instead of
reaching up to me. The meat on the side of his face is liquifying,
eyes into jelly.

I lean over to him, touch his hair
softly. “I’m sorry to you. If only I was braver, stronger,
growing up. You wouldn’t have needed to hide. Fester into this. I’m
sorry it made your last week hell, Brian.” 


He just screams incoherently at me,
still reaching up, the fingers on his hand twitching and falling from
snapping tendons. “Khnnnnnn, Khnnnnn! Nhhhhh!” I stand up, as
fast as I can hobble my way to the car. Morty helps me along, keeps
me from falling on my ass from how sore everything is. The last
remains of Brian screaming out at us through the night air. We can
still hear him howling as we pull out.
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We arrived at the counter protest
pretty early. Me and Morty came together, me picking him up on the
way here. It makes sense, since everyone else is family. He walks up
to me, holding a folded up sign under his arm. “Dude, you sure I
look alright?” I give him a little side eye and a smirk. “Ugh,
sorry, sorry, working on it.” 


“Yeah man, you look great.” He’s
in a sharp little tank top, showing off the cut of his jib pretty
well. Dude’s got some muscles he’s been hiding! I know what he’s
worried about though, a little black-brown-rainbow pin placed onto
one of the straps of his shirt, and the painted heart on his cheek.
Their rally is not technically supposed to be anti-gay or anything
else, but we know how these types work. They don’t care about just
one thing. I’m still proud of him for figuring himself out. There’s
two ways you can go after liquifying your don’t-think-about-it-crush,
and I’m happy he chose not to repress it anymore. Wish he didn’t
have to go through hell week to get there, though. 


I’m not particularly decked out in
anything myself. I’ve got my hair brushed back pretty
androgynously, wearing pretty nondescript clothes. It’s not like I
haven’t jumped into being myself feet first. Born from fire and all
that. When I came home that night, I got into my house and just
absolutely collapsed into Ma’s arms. Told her everything that
happened. It’s not like I was going to be able to hide all the
bruises and breaks he gave me anyways. My arm was in a sling for
weeks. She wanted to go straight to the building and give him a piece
of her mind, and then go to the authorities and get him shut down. I
begged her not to though, in order to protect my new friends. But at
the end of the day, she accepted everything. It’s not like I’m
hiding anymore. No, I’m dressed down because I’m here for
something else than to protest. 


“There you both are. Get over
here. Took you knucklehead long enough” Frank shouts out, waves us
over to his car in the parking lot. They were probably sitting around
for a bit, just waiting for us to get here, by the look of exhaustion
on all their faces. Frank looked ridiculous in a big cartoon wizard
get up, a big blue robe and pointy hat. Bianca was waving over too,
in a much cuter witch uniform, big black hat and the like. In place
of a cape, though, she had a trans flag tied off around her neck.

“Hey there Gabrella, Mortimer.”
Sabrina got up from leaning against the back of the car. She was also
trying to be as low key as possible. That means wearing her disguise
again, decked out in that human illusion. She even dressed up like a
little tradwife; conservative floral dress and hair in an updo and
everything.

It turns out Morty didn’t have the
heart to actually break her, thank god. He had already been wavering
on his support for the cause long before then. The most he could do
was drain her out and then leave her in the storage space, instead of
gutting her components entirely. Who knows if she could have come
back from that.

We ran over, me grabbing Bebe in a
big hug. It's been a while since we saw each other in person! I’ve
been really busy trying to get myself back into the mindset for
school (surprisingly hard after you’ve been through an event like
that!), and her with  having started prepping for the first semester
at the magi-college. The professor tried to pressure her into staying
for another term, threatening all kinds of things if she didn’t.
Turns out having a magictech specialist with no boundaries made his
field of work jump by leaps and bounds. But she reversed it on him;
turns out Sebrina was still set up to log the information she saw and
had just converted that into her own data banks instead of being
corporate spyware. And she knew how to integrate it with the
building’s security feeds too. Pretty soon they had full video
evidence of every creepy, nasty, borderline illegal, actually illegal
thing he did in that lab. Enough that it could easily destroy his
entire life, even if just in the court of public opinion. Needless to
say she got a quick release from her apprenticeship with high marks
for ‘exceptional field work’ just as he took an early retirement
from the school itself to focus more on his personal scientific
research. 


Sabrina walks over to me, dinging me
on the forehead. “Are you ready to go in?” I nod softly, moving
over to her side as we march around the protesters, around to the
side of the rally propper. She laughs, putting on a high pitched
dandy accent. “Awyyy shucks, I sure do hope no one tries to start
anything with lil’ ol’ me! Oh, who would ever protect me?” She
throws a hand up to her forehead, leaning back.

I cackle at her, pushing her softly.
“They’re from up north, not the antebellum period. You’re not
walking into gone with the wind.” She sticks her tongue out at me,
pushing back considerably harder (despite the lighter movement.)

We’re close enough that we can
start hearing men speaking over the loudspeakers set up.
“Abominations” this and “ungodly” that. As I walk by a
speaker, I hear a small clip. “First they tried to convince you
that the godly answer was to end just one form of magic. Then they
told you that, actually, the godly answer was to accept all kinds.
That witchcraft was fine. That it was good that our family units have
been corrupted! That they want our kids in the schools learning about
this satanic critical magic theory bullshit when they’re toddlers!
Well we will not yield! We will not accept your false church
doctrine! We will not eat the bugs! We will mar–” I tune them
out. I’ve heard enough bull like this in one lifetime. I’m not
here for their bluster, for any of this. I’m here for the buses. 


Sure enough, they’re lined up at
the outskirts of the lot, starting to arrive. These kinds of things
always bus in every crazy cell they can in order to inflate their
numbers. Don’t want to look like no one actually supports their
crazy ideology, right? I remember basically being forced to go to
these things pretty regularly, and if it’s anything like it used to
be… There. From one of the buses walks out one of the goons I
remember following around. He’s older, thicker, and has a nasty
scar on the side of his face now. But it’s him. “This is the
group. Follow me.”

We slip behind them, waiting out for
everyone to get out of the bus. For them to all start mobbing into
the crowd. Me and Seb tail them, following just long enough for them
to become part of the crowd proper, where strangers mobbing in and
participants mobbing out wouldn’t be out of place. As soon as we’re
in the safety of the crowd, I send Sabrina over to grab our mark. She
walks over, whispers something in his ear, nods out towards the edge
of the crowd. I’d already started walking down past the makeshift
stage, around a building, away from the designated meeting place for
the crowd, or the plotted march route. I was confident she could
follow me. 


It was only a few minutes of waiting
where I had stopped before they approached. Sabrina walked forward,
pushing him out of the shadows of the alley and into better view.
Raimi. Clearly the years weren’t good to him. He was more gaunt,
more sunken eyed. It’s clear that he had lost weight. His clothes
looked scuffed, probably from kids on the bus ride up. His smile was
as wide and as beautiful as I remembered it though.

“Found you.”
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