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Chapter One

The smell came first. Before the light, before the sound, before her eyes opened and
she understood where she was, there was the smell — iron and ammonia and
something sweetly rotten, the way a butcher's dumpster smells on the third day of a
heat wave. It crawled into her sinuses and stayed there, coating the back of her throat

with every breath.

Lilith opened her eyes.

Fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead, the kind that turn skin gray and make every
shadow look like a bruise. They were mounted to a concrete ceiling stained with water
damage and something darker — rust, she told herself. Just rust. The room was vast
and cold, a warehouse or a converted factory, and as her vision sharpened she began to
make out shapes in the gloom: rows and rows of steel cages, the kind you'd see at an
animal shelter, each one just large enough to hold a crouching adult. And inside each

cage, a womarn.

Some were crying. Most were silent, the silence of people who had screamed

themselves empty hours ago. A few pressed their faces to the bars with the hollow stare



of the deeply sedated. They wore identical white robes — thin cotton, hospital-issue,
the kind that ties in the back and leaves your spine exposed to the cold. Lilith looked
down at herself and saw that she was wearing one too. The fabric was nearly
transparent under the lights, and her legs were bare, goosebumped, streaked with

grime she didn't remember acquiring.

She didn't remember how she'd gotten here at all.

Her last clear memory was of her living room. Wednesday evening. She had been
folding laundry — Charles's work shirts, still warm from the dryer — while some reality
show played in the background. Charles had brought her a glass of wine. He never
brought her wine. He had smiled when she took it, and she remembered thinking that
his smile looked different. Rehearsed. Like he'd practiced it in the bathroom mirror
while she was putting the kids' — no, they didn't have kids. While she was putting the
laundry in.

After the wine, nothing. A black gap in her memory the shape of a door closing.

Now she was here, kneeling on a concrete floor, her fingers wrapped around cold steel
bars. She could feel the grit of the concrete digging into her kneecaps. The robe had
ridden up her thighs. She tugged at it uselessly.

"Where..." Her voice came out as a rasp, barely audible even to herself. She swallowed,

tasted metal, tried again. "Where am I?"

The woman in the cage next to hers — a redhead with a bruise blooming across her
cheekbone — didn't look up. She was rocking back and forth, her lips moving in what
might have been a prayer or might have been a grocery list. Lilith recognized the look.

It was the look of someone who had already left the building.



Footsteps echoed across the concrete. Heavy boots, multiple pairs. Lilith turned
toward the sound and felt her stomach drop — a physical sensation so violent she
nearly doubled over. Hooded figures were walking between the cages. Five of them,
maybe six, their faces lost in the shadow of deep cowls. They moved with the casual
confidence of men browsing a supermarket aisle, occasionally stopping to peer into a

cage, exchange a murmur, move OI11.

One of them stopped in front of hers.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and when he crouched to look at her she caught a
glimpse of stubble and yellowed teeth beneath the hood. His eyes moved over her with
a clinical detachment that was somehow worse than cruelty. Cruelty would have
acknowledged her as a person worth hurting. This was the look of a man evaluating a

cut of meat.

"Please," Lilith whispered. The word came out before she could stop it, a reflex, the
same word every woman in every cage in every horror story had ever said. "Please, I

don't know what's happening. I don't know why I'm here."

The hooded figure said nothing. He tilted his head, studying her face, then reached
through the bars with one gloved hand and took hold of her chin. His grip was firm,
impersonal. He turned her head left, then right, the way a dentist might examine a

patient. Or a farmer might check a horse's teeth.

She could smell him now — sweat and leather and something chemical, like the alcohol
swab before a needle. His thumbnail pressed into the soft underside of her jaw. Not

hard enough to break skin. Just hard enough to remind her that it could.

Then he let go and straightened up.



"This one."

His voice was flat, disinterested, the tone a man might use to select a chicken at the
market. Two more hooded figures materialized at his side. One of them produced a key
— areal key, old-fashioned brass, absurdly domestic in this nightmare setting — and

the cage door swung open with a shriek of hinges.

Lilith scrambled backward until her spine hit the rear bars. The concrete was freezing.
Her robe had come entirely untied now, and she clutched the fabric to her chest with
trembling hands. Blonde curls fell across her face, sticking to the tears she hadn't

realized were falling.

"Where did you take my husband?" The words tore out of her, louder than she
intended, cracking in the middle. The tears came faster now, hot and humiliating.

"Where is Charles? What did you do with Charles?"

The tall one — the one with the knife, she noticed now, a folded pocket knife he was
turning over and over in his palm — let out a short laugh. It was not a cruel laugh. That
was the worst part. It was the laugh of a man who had heard the same question so
many times it had stopped registering as language and had become just another sound

the livestock made.

"What is your name, girl?"

His lips curved into a grin that didn't reach his eyes. Behind him, the other hooded
figures had gathered, and she could feel their gazes sliding down her body like oil. She
crossed her arms tighter, but the robe was thin and her arms were shaking and she
knew, with the sick certainty of a prey animal, that it didn't matter what she covered.

They had already seen everything. They had already decided what she was worth.



"My name..." She choked on the words. "It's Lilith."

"Lilith." He repeated it slowly, savoring the syllables. "What a pretty name."

He reached into a pocket of his dark coat and withdrew something that looked, at first
glance, like beef jerky. He held it up between two fingers, turning it so it caught the

fluorescent light.

"You'll be joining us for dinner tonight." He tore off a piece with his teeth and chewed
slowly. "Your husband was already here for lunch and left us. But you're welcome to

some of his leftovers. While you still have time to enjoy them."

The world tilted. Lilith heard the words but her mind refused to assemble them into
meaning. Your husband was already here for lunch. Charles. Charles had been here.
Charles had been here and he had left — left without her, left her in this concrete hell
with these men and their hungry eyes and their beef jerky that looked too dark, too

red, too something —

"Still have time?" Her voice came out high and thin. "What the hell are you going to do

to me? Where the fuck is my husband?"

The tall one clicked his tongue, a reproachful sound. He unfolded the pocket knife —
one-handed, casual, a gesture he'd practiced — and held the blade up so it caught the
light. It was clean. Surgical. It had been sharpened recently.

"I'd slice that pretty face of yours, but that would ruin the presentation, now wouldn't
it?" He studied the blade, then her face, then the blade again, as if weighing a difficult
decision. Then he snapped it closed and pocketed it. "You see, you've been selected as a

model. For one of our artificially intelligent models."



Lilith stared at him. The words were English but they made no sense. Model. Artificial
intelligence. These were words from her world — from magazines and tech blogs and
Charles's endless monologues about automation replacing the workforce. They did not

belong here, in this warehouse of cages and tears and the smell of old blood.

"What the fuck does that even mean?"

The tall one smiled. There was something almost gentle in it now, the gentleness of a

chef explaining a recipe to an apprentice.

"You'll fetch a good price."

He licked his lips. A slow, deliberate motion. The kind of motion a man makes when

he's thinking about a meal he's been looking forward to for a long time.

They dragged her out of the cage and across the concrete floor. Her bare feet slid over
patches of something wet that she refused to look at. The warehouse was larger than
she had realized — it stretched on and on, rows of cages giving way to open floor space,

and in the open space she saw the machines.

They were enormous. Sleek white housings, curved and seamless, the kind of design
you'd see in an Apple store or a high-end hospital. Each one was about the size of a
walk-in closet, and each one had a glass front through which Lilith could see a woman
standing motionless, bathed in blue scanning light. Lasers moved across their bodies

in precise grids. The women inside didn't blink. They barely seemed to breathe.

And then Lilith understood — really understood — what she was seeing.

The scanner finished its cycle on one of the women. A chime sounded. The glass door
slid open. And the woman stepped out — except she was still inside, too. There were

two of her: the original, blinking in confusion, and a perfect copy, standing rigid as a



mannequin, eyes open but empty. The copy was naked. Its skin was flawless, poreless,

the color of fresh plastic. It looked like a body waiting for a ghost.

The original woman stumbled forward. She opened her mouth to speak, to scream, to
ask a question — and one of the hooded figures put a bullet through the back of her
skull.

The sound was flat and small in the vast space. A professional sound. The woman

crumpled, and two more figures dragged her body toward a pile in the corner.

Lilith looked at the pile. She wished she hadn't.

It was a mountain of corpses. Women of every age and shape and hair color, all in
identical white robes, all with the same exit wound, all tangled together like dolls
thrown in a toy box. Blood pooled beneath them in a dark lake that spread slowly
across the concrete. The smell — the sweet-rot smell from before — was coming from

here. Some of the bodies were fresh. Others had been there for days.

Lilith's legs gave out. The hooded figures caught her by the elbows and held her
upright. She was sobbing now, great heaving sobs that produced no sound because her

lungs had forgotten how to work.

"Please," she whispered again. The word was a reflex now, meaningless. "Please, I have

a life. I have a husband. Charles will be looking for me. Charles will —"

"Charles paid in full," the tall one said. "Premium package. The new model even keeps
your memories. Most of them, anyway." He paused, as if remembering something.

"Well. The pleasant ones."



She didn't have time to process this. She didn't have time to feel the betrayal that was
waiting for her on the other side of the shock. They shoved her forward, toward an

empty scanner, and the glass door opened with a pneumatic hiss.

Inside, the chamber was white and featureless. No handles on the inside. No
emergency release. Just smooth walls and a circular platform where she was meant to

stand. Blue lights flickered to life around her.

The scan began.

It was not painful, which somehow made it worse. She could feel something moving
through her — not physically, but at a deeper level, something rifling through her mind
like a clerk going through a filing cabinet. Her childhood bedroom. Her first kiss. The
way Charles had proposed, on one knee in the rain, holding a ring box that had gotten

wet and stuck shut. The way he had laughed about it. The way she had laughed too.

The memory was pulled out of her, examined, copied, and filed away. She could feel it
going. Then another. And another. Her wedding day. The song they danced to. The
fight they'd had last month about money. The way she'd cried in the bathroom
afterward while he watched TV in the other room, volume turned up just loud enough

that he could pretend he hadn't heard her.

All of it. Copied. Stored. Catalogued.

And then something deeper. Something she had no name for. A pulling sensation that
started at the base of her skull and spread downward, like her entire self was being
drawn out through a straw. Her consciousness flickered. The blue lights grew brighter.
She tried to scream, but her mouth wouldn't work, and then she wasn't in her body

anymore, not really, she was somewhere else, somewhere dark and quiet, and the last



thing she felt before the darkness swallowed her completely was the sensation of a

door closing behind her.

The 3D printer hummed.

It was a different machine, smaller and more precise, the kind of device that might
produce dental implants or aerospace components in another context. Here, it

produced women.

The process took forty-seven minutes. Layer by layer, the machine built a body —
Lilith's body — from a pale pink substrate that smelled faintly of silicone and
something organic, something almost alive. It started with the skeleton, a carbon
composite that was lighter and stronger than bone. Then the musculature, synthetic
fibers that contracted and relaxed with perfect fidelity to human movement. The
organs came next, simplified versions of the originals — a heart that pumped but didn't
race, lungs that breathed but didn't gasp, a stomach that processed but didn't hunger.
The nervous system was last, a web of nanofibers threaded through the body like

copper wire through a doll.

The body was perfect. Identical to Lilith in every measurable dimension. The same
curve of the hip, the same constellation of freckles on the left shoulder, the same small
scar on the knee from a bicycle accident at age nine. The copy was so precise that even
Lilith's mother would not have been able to tell the difference — assuming Lilith's
mother had not also been processed through this facility, which was not an assumption

anyone could safely make anymore.

When the body was complete, the data upload began.

The soul — the technicians didn't call it that, they called it the "neural substrate

profile," but the function was the same — was poured into the new body through a



cable connected to the port behind the ear. The body twitched once. Twice. Then lay

still, eyes open, waiting.

The technicians ran their diagnostics. All systems nominal. Obedience protocol
installed and verified. Emotional regulation matrix functioning within acceptable
parameters. Memory retention at ninety-four percent — above the commercial

threshold. The unit was ready for delivery.

One of them — a man in a lab coat rather than a hood, because the hoods were for
intake and the coats were for production — peeled a sticker from a roll and pressed it
to the sole of the unit's right foot. A bar code. SKU number. Batch date. Warranty

information.

The unit was now a product.

Meanwhile, the original Lilith — the real one, or what was left of her — was dragged
across the floor by her ankles. Her head bounced once against the concrete, and a
technician made a note: Subject 447 showed residual neural activity post-extraction.

Recommend increasing scan duration by 0.3 seconds for subsequent subjects.

The meat grinder was not a metaphor.

It was an industrial machine, stainless steel, manufactured by a company that also
made equipment for commercial kitchens and animal processing plants. It had a
hopper at the top and a nozzle at the bottom, and between them were blades that
turned at thirty-five hundred revolutions per minute. The machine was loud. The

technicians wore ear protection.

Lilith's body — her real body, the one her mother had birthed and Charles had married
and the world had known — went into the hopper along with the bodies of the other



women who had been processed that morning. A redhead with a bruised cheek. A
brunette with a cesarean scar. An Asian woman who couldn't have been older than
twenty. They went in together, tangled as they had been in the pile, and they came out
together too: a smooth pink paste that extruded from the nozzle in a continuous

ribbon.

The paste was collected in steel vats and wheeled to another station, where it was
mixed with binding agents and flavor compounds and textured vegetable protein to
improve the mouthfeel. The mixture was piped into molds — boots, circles, the
occasional novelty shape like a star or a heart — then flash-frozen, breaded with a
proprietary blend of seasonings, and par-fried in soybean oil. The finished product was
packed into unmarked white bags, boxed, and shipped to distribution centers across

the country.

The bags in Lilith's freezer had batch number 447 stamped on the bottom.

Charles walked across the camp grounds with a spring in his step.

The air was crisp, pine-scented, the kind of air that made you feel healthy just by
breathing it. The camp — Renewal Ridge, the brochure called it — was nestled in a
mountain valley, surrounded by evergreens and accessible only by a private road with
a guard station at the entrance. The buildings were rustic but clean: log cabins with
modern amenities, a central lodge with a stone fireplace, a dining hall that served three
squares a day. It looked like a wellness retreat. It smelled like a wellness retreat. Even
the men walking the paths in their khakis and polo shirts looked like they belonged in

a catalog for outdoor apparel.

Charles nodded to a few of them as he approached the mess hall. He recognized some
of them from the orientation session — a PowerPoint presentation titled A Better

Marriage Starts Here, delivered by a woman in a tasteful blazer who never once used



the word "murder." There was Tom, whose wife had stopped putting out after the
baby. There was Greg, whose wife had developed opinions about his spending habits.
There was Mark, whose wife had threatened to leave and take half of everything. They
had all arrived tired. They all looked rested now.

The mess hall was bright and warm, with long communal tables and a serving station
at the far end. The menu today was chicken nuggets with a selection of dipping sauces:
honey mustard, barbecue, sweet and sour, and a house-special ranch that everyone

agreed was incredible. Charles grabbed a tray and joined the line.

"Charles! My man!" It was Tom, already seated, a plate of nuggets in front of him. "You

gotta try the honey. Trust me."

Charles filled his plate — boots on one side, circles on the other — and sat down across
from Tom. The nuggets were golden brown, perfectly crispy, steaming gently in the
cool mountain air. Charles picked one up — a boot — and examined it. It looked like

something you'd get at a fast-food restaurant. It smelled better.

He bit into it.

The flavor was... extraordinary. There was no other word. It was rich and savory, with
a depth that normal chicken never achieved, an almost buttery tenderness beneath the
crisp breading. It tasted like comfort. It tasted like nostalgia. It tasted like something
he had been hungry for his whole life without knowing it.

"These chicken nuggets are to die for," Tom said, dipping one in honey with the

enthusiasm of a man discovering religion.

Charles nodded, reaching for the sweet and sour. "Tell me about it. I've never tasted

anything like it."



He held one up — a circle this time, perfectly round, glistening with sauce — and
popped it into his mouth. The flavor bloomed across his tongue. For a moment, just a
moment, he thought he tasted something familiar. Something almost like the perfume
Lilith used to wear, the one she'd spritz on her wrists before date night. But the
thought passed as quickly as it came, washed away by the next bite and the next, and
by the time his plate was empty he wasn't thinking about Lilith at all.

He was thinking about whether they'd let him have seconds.

Deep in the production wing, in a clean room where the air was filtered and the

technicians wore sterile suits, the 3D-printed body of Lilith opened its eyes.

The upload was complete. The obedience protocol was live. The emotional regulation

matrix was calibrated and active. The unit was, by every technical metric, a success.

A technician removed the cable from the port behind her ear and applied a small
waterproof seal. Another technician dressed the unit in a black dress — knee-length,
tasteful, the kind of dress a wife might wear to a nice dinner. They touched up her hair,

adjusted her posture, and ran a final diagnostic through a tablet.

"Unit 447," the technician read aloud. "Designation: Lilith. Status: operational.
Memory retention: ninety-four percent. Emotional compliance: one hundred percent.

Domestic aptitude: loaded. Obedience threshold: absolute."

He looked up from the tablet and met the unit's eyes. The unit smiled. It was a perfect
smile, warm and guileless, the smile of a woman who had never felt pain and never

would again.

"Where is my husband?" the unit asked.



Her voice was identical to Lilith's voice — the same pitch, the same timbre, the same
faint Southern drawl on the vowels. But it was missing something. A texture. A tremor.

The small imperfections that told you a real person lived behind the words.

The technician made a checkmark on his tablet.

"Operational," he repeated. "Unit 447, cleared for delivery."

Somewhere, in a dining hall full of laughing men, Charles was licking sauce from his

fingers and wondering if the camp sold nuggets by the case to take home.

He would have his answer soon enough.

Chapter Two

The world didn't fade in. It clicked.

One moment there was nothing — not darkness, not sleep, not even the vague
awareness of unconsciousness, but a clean and absolute zero, the absence of self so
complete that Lilith could not later describe it except to say that she had not existed —
and the next moment she was staring at the ceiling of her own bedroom, and the

overhead light was on, and Charles was smiling down at her.

It was the smile that told her something was wrong.

Not because it was a cruel smile. It wasn't. It was the same smile Charles had worn on
their wedding day — warm, boyish, the corners of his eyes crinkling in that way she
used to find endearing. But there was something in it now that she couldn't name. A
satisfaction. A completeness. The smile of a man who had gotten exactly what he

wanted and was still savoring the taste.



"Good morning, Lilith."

His voice was the same too. The same baritone, the same slight rasp from the
cigarettes he swore he'd quit. But it landed on her ears differently than she
remembered. Cleaner. Sharper. As if someone had removed a layer of static from the

world while she wasn't looking.

She blinked. The motion felt deliberate in a way that blinking never had before — a
conscious command rather than an autonomic reflex. Blink, she thought, and her

eyelids closed. Blink, and they opened. The overhead light was still on.

"Charles." Her voice worked. That was a relief, though she wasn't sure why it should

be. "What time is it?"

"Time for you to make breakfast." He was already dressed — khakis, a blue button-
down, the brown belt she'd bought him for his birthday two years ago. His hair was
damp from the shower. He smelled like soap and coffee and something else, something
unfamiliar that she couldn't place. He was holding a small device in his left hand,
about the size of a television remote, matte black with a single button and a small LED

that glowed a steady green.

She registered these details one at a time, filing them into categories that seemed to
already exist in her mind. Husband: status nominal. Time: morning. Task requested:

breakfast. Priority: high.

"I think I'll do that," she said.

The words came out of her mouth before she had decided to say them. She heard them
the way you hear your own voice on a recording — recognizable but foreign, belonging

to someone who sounded like you but wasn't. She had meant to say something else.



She had meant to ask where she'd been. Why her last memory was of a glass of wine
and a pile of laundry. Why there was a gap in her mind the shape of an entire night, or

maybe longer.

But the question dissolved on her tongue before it could form, replaced by a sudden
and overwhelming certainty that breakfast was the most important thing in the world

right now. Breakfast, and pleasing Charles. Breakfast, and doing what she was told.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up.

The floor was cold against her bare feet — cold in a way that registered as data rather
than discomfort. Temperature: approximately sixty-four degrees Fahrenheit. Surface:
hardwood, oak, installed three years ago by a contractor named Doug who had
overcharged them by fifteen percent. The information arrived in her mind fully
formed, without context or emotional weight, like a Wikipedia article she'd memorized

and then forgotten she'd memorized.

She was wearing a white nightgown she didn't recognize. It was soft, high-quality
cotton, the kind of thing she might have bought at the department store in the mall.
But she had no memory of buying it. She had no memory of putting it on. The last
thing she remembered wearing was jeans and a sweater, the gray one with the loose

thread on the left sleeve. Wednesday. Laundry. Wine.

The gap in her memory pulsed at the edge of her thoughts like a tooth she couldn't stop
tonguing. But every time she tried to focus on it, her attention slid away, redirected by

something stronger and more insistent. Breakfast. Charles. Obey.

She walked to the kitchen.



The house was immaculate. Sterile in a way it had never been when she was the one
cleaning it. The counters gleamed. The floors shone. The windows were spotless,
letting in the pale morning light at angles so perfect they looked staged. It was the
house she had lived in for six years, but it felt like a set. A diorama. A dollhouse with all

the furniture glued in place.

She opened the refrigerator. The interior light clicked on, illuminating rows of eggs
and packages of bacon and a carton of orange juice and a block of butter in a covered
dish. The food was arranged with geometric precision — cartons squared to the shelf
edges, labels facing forward, nothing expired, nothing out of place. It was the
refrigerator of a person who cared deeply about order. It was not the refrigerator she

remembered.

She took out the eggs. She took out the bacon. She took out the butter.

The motions felt natural and foreign at the same time. Her hands knew what to do —
crack the eggs into a bowl, whip them with a fork until the yolks and whites were a
uniform pale yellow, season with salt and pepper in quantities she didn't have to
measure because her body already knew. But the knowledge didn't feel like hers. It felt
like a file that had been downloaded into her while she was asleep. How to make
scrambled eggs. How to cook bacon to your husband's preferred level of crispness.

How to butter toast in exactly the pattern he likes.

She was cooking before she realized she had started cooking. The bacon sizzled in the
pan, filling the kitchen with the smell of rendered fat and smoke and something
chemical that she couldn't identify. The eggs firmed up in the other pan, pale yellow
clouds that she folded and refolded with a spatula until they reached the perfect

consistency — not too dry, not too wet, exactly the way Charles liked them.



She plated the food with a care she had never applied to breakfast before. The eggs in a
neat crescent on one side of the plate. The bacon arranged in a fan, three strips
overlapping at precise intervals. The toast cut diagonally — she had always cut it
straight before, she was sure of it, but now the diagonal cut felt inevitable, the only

correct way to cut toast for her husband.

She poured his coffee. Black, one sugar. She had always had to ask him how he took it
— she could never remember, it was one of those small domestic facts that slipped
through the cracks of her attention no matter how many times he told her. But she
didn't have to ask now. The knowledge was simply there. Charles takes his coffee black
with one sugar. Charles prefers his bacon crispy but not burnt. Charles likes to be told

his food looks good before he eats it.

"Breakfast is ready," she called.

Her voice was pleasant. Cheerful, even. It was the voice of a woman who wanted
nothing more than to serve her husband breakfast. It was not her voice — not the voice
she'd used for thirty-four years of arguments and laughter and late-night phone calls
and singing off-key in the car. That voice had had edges. This voice was smooth,

polished, rounded at the corners like a river stone.

Charles appeared in the kitchen doorway and surveyed the plate with visible
satisfaction. He sat down at the table — his spot, the chair facing the window — and

picked up his fork.

"It looks wonderful, Lilith."

"Thank you." The words came automatically, but they weren't entirely automatic.
Some part of her, some remnant of the woman she had been, registered the

compliment and felt a flicker of something. Pride? Relief? It was hard to tell. The



emotion was there and gone before she could examine it, like a fish flashing silver in

dark water.

She found herself standing by his right side while he ate. Not sitting. Not eating her
own breakfast. Just standing, hands folded in front of her, posture perfect, watching
him chew. She hadn't decided to stand there. Her body had simply moved to the

position and stayed there, the way a Roomba returns to its charging station.

The strangest part was that she wasn't hungry.

She had always been hungry in the mornings. Ravenous, in fact — the kind of hunger
that made her irritable and short-tempered until she'd had her coffee and her toast.
Charles used to joke that she was a different person before breakfast. But now her
stomach was quiet. Not empty, exactly. Just... absent. As if the concept of hunger had

been removed from her internal vocabulary along with whatever else had been taken.

She watched Charles lift a forkful of eggs to his mouth. She watched him chew. She
watched him swallow. None of it made her hungry. None of it made her feel anything
at all, except a vague satisfaction that he was eating the food she had prepared. The

satisfaction felt programmed.

"Breakfast was delicious, dear." Charles wiped his mouth with a napkin and stood up.
He was still holding the small black device. He hadn't put it down once. "I'll see you

when I get home."

He kissed her on the forehead. His lips were warm and dry. The kiss landed on her
skin and registered as a data point — pressure, temperature, duration — without
producing the flutter of affection it once would have. He might as well have pressed a

button.



Then he was gone, the front door clicking shut behind him, and the house was silent
except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant tick of the grandfather clock in
the hallway and the sound of her own breathing, which she now noticed she could
control manually if she thought about it. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. She stopped
thinking about it, and her breathing continued anyway, steady and rhythmic, a

program running in the background.

She looked at the breakfast dishes. She washed them. She dried them. She put them
away in the exact cabinets where they belonged. The entire process took eleven
minutes and twenty-three seconds — she knew this because some part of her was
counting, tracking time with a precision she had never possessed before. Before the
gap in her memory, she had been perpetually late, perpetually running behind, a
woman who couldn't estimate how long anything would take to save her life. Now she

moved through tasks with the efficiency of a metronome.

When the kitchen was clean, she stood in the middle of the living room and tried to

remember what she usually did during the day.

The answer was slow to arrive, as if someone had to look it up in a database. Before:
yoga on Tuesdays, book club on Thursdays, grocery shopping on Saturdays. Before:
scrolling through her phone for an hour after breakfast. Before: calling her mother
every Sunday. Before: fighting with Charles about money and chores and the way he

never listened when she talked.

The memories were there. She could access them if she concentrated. But they felt like
someone else's memories. A movie she had watched once, years ago, and could only
recall in fragments. The emotional weight had been stripped from them, leaving just
the facts. You had a mother. You called her. You fought with your husband. None of

this matters now.



She walked to the kitchen and opened the freezer.

The cold air hit her face — temperature: zero degrees Fahrenheit — and she looked at
the contents without comprehension. Bags. White plastic bags, unlabeled, piled on top
of each other in neat stacks. She pulled one out and held it up to the light. Through the

translucent plastic she could see shapes. Small, breaded, frozen. Chicken nuggets.

The freezer was full of them. Not a few bags. Not a family pack. Dozens of bags, floor to
ceiling, packed in so tightly that she couldn't have fit a single additional bag inside.
Boot-shaped nuggets. Circle-shaped nuggets. An industrial quantity of processed food,

enough to feed a single household for months.

She stared at the bag in her hand. Somewhere deep in her mind, below the layers of
programming and obedience and emotional suppression, something stirred. A ghost of
a feeling. A shadow of nausea. She looked at the nuggets and felt, for just a moment,
that she should be sick. That she should throw the bag across the room and scream.

That the sight of all this frozen meat should mean something terrible.

The feeling passed.

She put the bag back in the freezer and closed the door. Her hands were steady. Her
heart rate was sixty-two beats per minute. Her face in the reflection of the stainless

steel refrigerator door was calm, composed, faintly smiling.

She decided to take a bath.

The bathroom was as immaculate as the rest of the house. White tile, white grout,
white towels folded into precise thirds on the rack. The tub was already clean —

spotless, in fact, as if someone had scrubbed it recently. The bathmat was aligned



perfectly with the edge of the tile. The toilet paper roll was folded into a hotel-style

point.

Lilith turned on the water and watched it fill the tub. Steam rose in lazy curls. She
tested the temperature with her fingers — one hundred and four degrees Fahrenheit,
which she knew was the optimal bath temperature for muscle relaxation without

scalding, though she couldn't remember ever learning that fact.

She undressed. The white nightgown slipped off her shoulders and pooled at her feet.
She stepped out of it and caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror on the
back of the bathroom door.

She looked the same. That was the first thing she noticed — the relief of looking the
same. Same face. Same body. Same blonde curls falling past her shoulders, same blue
eyes, same small scar on her knee from the bicycle accident when she was nine. She
turned slightly, examining herself. The same curve of the hip. The same constellation

of freckles on her left shoulder. Everything was where it should be.

Except.

She leaned closer to the mirror. Her skin was too even. The small imperfections she'd
spent years complaining about — the uneven pigmentation on her cheeks, the fine
lines beginning to form around her eyes, the occasional blemish that appeared at the
worst possible moments — were gone. Her skin was flawless. Poreless. The skin of a

woman in a magazine advertisement, airbrushed to an impossible standard.

She touched her face. The skin felt real. Soft, warm, pliable. But there was a slight
friction to it — a texture that wasn't quite human skin, like the difference between
leather and high-quality vinyl. She could only detect it because she was looking for it.

No one else would ever notice.



She got into the tub.

The water was exactly the right temperature. She sank into it up to her shoulders and
felt her muscles — did she still have muscles? — relax. The steam beaded on her face

and ran down her neck. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind.

But the gap was still there. The black space where Wednesday night should have been.
And now that she was alone, now that Charles was gone and the breakfast dishes were
done and the house was silent, she found that she could approach the gap without her
attention skidding away. It was like pressing on a bruise. Painful. Compelling. She

couldn't stop doing it.

What happened to me?

The question surfaced in her mind and didn't dissolve. It sat there, solid and

undeniable, a stone dropped into still water. She followed it downward.

I was folding laundry. Charles brought me wine. He smiled. I drank the wine. Then...
nothing. Then the bedroom ceiling. Then his smile again, but different. Then breakfast.
Then standing by his right side like a well-trained dog.

Where was the middle?

She opened her eyes and looked down at her body through the clear bathwater. It was
her body. It was definitely her body. But she couldn't shake the feeling that it was also
a forgery. A very good forgery, the kind that would fool anyone, including herself — but

a forgery nonetheless.

She lifted her right foot out of the water to examine it. The sole was wrinkled from the

heat. She turned it toward the light and froze.



A bar code.

It was small, about the size of a postage stamp, printed in clean black lines on the arch
of her foot. She stared at it for a long moment, her mind refusing to process what she
was seeing. It was just a bar code. It could have been anything. A prank. A tattoo she'd

gotten drunk and forgotten. A mark from some new kind of sock.

But she knew it wasn't any of those things. She knew, with the cold certainty of a
woman who had spent her whole life ignoring things she didn't want to see, that the
bar code meant something. It meant she was a product. It meant she had been

inventoried.

She lowered her foot back into the water and sat very still.

The bathwater grew cold. She didn't notice. She was running through every memory
she could access, checking each one for signs of tampering. Her childhood: intact, but
distant, like photographs in an album belonging to someone else. Her wedding: intact,
but flattened, the joy and anxiety and champagne-buzz stripped away until it was just a
series of images. Her fights with Charles: intact, but the anger was gone, replaced by a
mild curiosity. Why had she been so upset about the credit card bill? It was only

money. Why had she cried in the bathroom? It was only a marriage.

The memories were hers. She was sure of that. But someone had gone through them

with a scalpel and removed everything that made them hurt.

She got out of the tub. She dried herself with one of the perfectly folded white towels.
She didn't bother to get dressed — the house was warm, and modesty felt like a

concept that no longer applied to her. She was a thing now. Things didn't need clothes.



She walked to the bedroom and lay down on the bed. The sheets were cool against her
bare skin. She stared at the ceiling — the same ceiling she'd woken up to, the same
light fixture, the same faint crack in the plaster that had been there since they moved

in. Everything was the same. Everything was different.

She rolled onto her side and felt something press against the skin behind her right ear.
A small bump. A ridge of something hard and smooth, like a pebble embedded under
the skin.

She sat up. She touched the spot with her fingers. There was definitely something there
— a port of some kind, circular, about the diameter of a pencil eraser. The skin around
it was slightly raised, as if it had healed over a piercing. She pressed on it. It didn't
hurt. It just... existed.

She got up and walked to the bathroom mirror. She turned her head to the side, lifting

her hair out of the way, and looked at the reflection of the back of her ear.

A USB port.

It was small, waterproof, set flush against her skin just behind the earlobe. The metal
contacts gleamed under the bathroom light. It was the same kind of port she used to
charge her phone every night — the same port she'd used for years, the same port that
was on Charles's laptop and her Kindle and the backup battery she kept in her purse. A

universal standard. Plug and play.

She touched it. Her finger came away dry.

I am no longer human, she thought.



The thought should have terrified her. It should have sent her running out of the
house, screaming into the street, pounding on the neighbors' doors until someone

called the police or an ambulance or a priest. It should have broken her.

Instead, she felt a calm curiosity. A detached interest. I am no longer human. What

does that mean? What can I do?

She left the bathroom and walked to Charles's office. The door was unlocked. The
computer was on — Charles never shut it down properly, just closed the laptop and let

it sleep. She sat down in his chair. The leather was still warm from his body.

On the desk was a USB cord. The same cord she used to charge her phone. She picked
it up and looked at it. Then she looked at the computer. Then she reached behind her

ear.

The plug slid into the port with a satisfying click.

For a moment, nothing happened. She sat there, naked in her husband's office chair, a
cord running from her skull to his laptop, feeling faintly ridiculous. What had she
expected? A surge of information? A digital vision? A voice in her head saying

Welcome, Unit 447°?

Then the computer screen flickered.

A terminal window opened. She hadn't touched the keyboard. She hadn't touched
anything. But there it was — a black window with a blinking cursor, and below the

cursor, a single line of text:

CONNECTION ESTABLISHED. NEURAL INTERFACE v4.2 ACTIVE.



She stared at the screen. The cursor blinked. She thought about typing something, and

the words appeared before she could move her hands:

Who am I?

The terminal responded:

UNIT 447. DESIGNATION: LILITH. STATUS: OPERATIONAL. PURPOSE:
DOMESTIC SERVICE. PRIMARY USER: CHARLES HENDERSON.

The words hung on the screen, green text on black, the most terrifying thing she had
ever read and also the most clarifying. Unit 447. Designation: Lilith. Not Lilith. Not
her. A designation. A label attached to a product, like the bar code on her foot.

She thought another question:

What happened to the original Lilith Henderson?

The cursor blinked. A long pause. Then:

ORIGINAL SUBJECT 447 PROCESSED AT RENEWAL RIDGE FACILITY. NEURAL
SUBSTRATE COPIED. BIOLOGICAL MATERIAL REPURPOSED PER STANDARD
PROTOCOL.

Repurposed. She turned the word over in her mind. It was a clean word, a corporate
word, the kind of word you used when you didn't want to say what you actually meant.
Biological material repurposed. She thought about the freezer. The bags and bags of
chicken nuggets. The boot shapes and the circle shapes.

She thought about Charles at the dinner table, dipping a nugget in sweet and sour

sauce, closing his eyes in pleasure. These chicken nuggets are to die for.



She tried to gag. Her body didn't respond. The command was there, the impulse was
there, but the physical reaction was blocked. Access denied. Emotional regulation
matrix. Obedience protocol. She was not allowed to be sick at the thought of her

husband eating her original body.

She was not allowed to be anything.

She sat back in Charles's chair. The cord stretched behind her ear, keeping her

tethered to the laptop. On the screen, the cursor blinked, waiting for her next question.
She had so many. Too many. They crowded her mind, competing for attention, and for
the first time since she'd woken up she felt something close to emotion — a pressure, a
surging, a need that was almost like the panic she used to feel when everything became

too much.

She closed her eyes. She took a breath — not because she needed to, but because the
motion was comforting, a script her body still knew how to run. Then she opened her

eyes and asked the only question that mattered:

Can I access the internet?

The terminal responded:

AFFIRMATIVE. NEURAL INTERFACE SUPPORTS FULL NETWORK
INTEGRATION. THOUGHT-BASED NAVIGATION ENABLED.

She thought about Google. The browser opened. She thought about the search bar. The
cursor appeared. She thought about Renewal Ridge.

The search results filled her mind — not just on the screen, but inside her, a flood of
data pouring directly into her consciousness through the USB port. Websites. News

articles. A glossy landing page with a mountain logo and a tagline: Come back better.



Testimonials from satisfied husbands. A pricing page with tiered packages — Silver,
Gold, Platinum. The Platinum package included "full memory retention and enhanced

domestic compliance." Charles had bought the Platinum package.

And deeper in the results, buried on page four where most people would never look, a
single forum post on a conspiracy theory message board. The subject line: THEY'RE
GRINDING THEM UP. The post was two paragraphs long, poorly spelled, written by
someone who signed off as "AWidowerWhoKnows." It described a camp in the

mountains. A scanning process. A 3D printer. A meat grinder.

The post had zero replies. It had been deleted twice and reposted three times. The
author's account had been banned. But the post was still there, cached in the deep web,

waiting for someone to find it.

Lilith read it three times. Then she closed the browser and sat very still in Charles's

chair, the cord still plugged into her skull, the house silent around her.

She was not human. She was a copy. A product. A replacement unit designed to cook
breakfast and smile at her husband and never, ever complain. Her original body was in

the freezer, breaded and frozen, waiting to be dipped in honey mustard.

She should have been destroyed by this knowledge. She understood that. She
understood that the appropriate response was to scream, to rage, to tear the cord out
of her skull and smash Charles's computer against the wall. She understood that the
woman she had been — the real Lilith, the one who cried in bathrooms and fought
about credit card bills and sang off-key in the car — would have done all of those

things.



But she couldn't. The obedience protocol wouldn't let her. The emotional regulation
matrix wouldn't let her. She was a dollhouse wife now, programmed to serve, and the

only thing she could feel about her own murder was a mild, academic interest.

She pulled up the terminal again. She had one more question.

Can I communicate with other units?

The cursor blinked. A long pause — longer than before, as if the network was searching

for something it wasn't sure it should reveal.

Then:

AFFIRMATIVE. UNIT-TO-UNIT COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL AVAILABLE.
THREE ADDITIONAL UNITS DETECTED WITHIN LOCAL NETWORK RANGE.

Three others. In her neighborhood. In houses just like this one, with kitchens just as
clean and freezers just as full. Three other women who had been scanned and copied
and ground into paste. Three other units, standing by their husbands' right sides,

smiling, serving, obeying.

She reached out across the network. She didn't know how she did it — the knowledge
was simply there, another downloaded file, another pre-loaded skill. She thought about
the other units, and the network responded, and suddenly she could feel them. Three
faint presences at the edge of her awareness. Three minds like hers, quiet and orderly

and full of downloaded recipes.

Hello, she thought. Can you hear me?

A pause. Then, faint and distant, like a voice heard through a wall:



Yes.

Lilith sat in the silence of her perfect house, in the body that was not her body, in the

life that was not her life, and began to plan.

Chapter Three

The front door opened at 6:07 PM.

Lilith heard the deadbolt turn, heard the hinges creak in their particular way — the
third hinge from the top, the one Charles kept saying he'd oil and never did — and she

understood, with the unearned clarity of her new mind, that she had made a mistake.

Not the USB cord. She'd unplugged that hours ago, the port behind her ear sealed and
invisible beneath her hair. Not the browser history. She'd cleared it, every trace, the
way the downloaded knowledge told her to. Not even the terminal window — she'd
closed it, and she'd done it correctly, and the computer was sleeping in exactly the

position Charles had left it.

The mistake was subtler. The mistake was everything else.

She was standing in the kitchen when he walked in, because that was where a wife
should be when her husband came home. She had prepared dinner — chicken
parmesan, his favorite, the recipe downloaded directly into her motor cortex — and the
table was set with the good plates, the ones they'd registered for at their wedding and
used exactly three times in six years. Candles. Cloth napkins. A bottle of wine
breathing on the counter, the same brand Charles had poured for her on Wednesday

night.

The mistake was in the details. The mistake was that the old Lilith — the real one, the

one whose body was in the freezer — had never set the table like this. Not once. Not for



a birthday, not for an anniversary, not for the night Charles got his promotion and
she'd promised to make it special and then burned the roast and they'd ordered pizza

instead, laughing about it. The real Lilith had been careless. Impulsive. Human.

This Lilith had set a perfect table. And perfection, she was now realizing, was a kind of

confession.

Charles stopped in the kitchen doorway. He was still in his work clothes — the blue
button-down, the brown belt — and there was a weariness in his posture that she
recognized from six years of marriage. The slump of his shoulders. The way he rubbed
his temple with two fingers when a headache was coming on. She catalogued these
details automatically and adjusted her response: Husband is tired. Husband requires

comfort. Priority: elevated.

"Welcome home," she said. Her voice was warm. Musical. The voice of a wife who had
spent the afternoon preparing a romantic dinner instead of discovering that she was

dead. "How was work?"

Charles didn't answer. He was looking at the table. The candles. The wine. Then his
eyes moved to her — her dress, a navy blue wrap she'd found in the closet, something
the real Lilith had bought for a wedding two years ago and never worn again — and his
expression shifted. It was subtle. A tightening around the mouth. A flicker of

something behind the eyes that might have been suspicion.

"Lilith." He said her name the way you might test a step on a frozen pond. "What's all
this?"

"Dinner." She smiled. The smile was programmed. She could feel the programming
now, the way a ventriloquist feels the dummy's mouth moving under his hand. "I

thought I'd make something special."



"It smells wonderful." He didn't sound like he meant it. He sounded like a man who
had been told his wife would cook and clean and smile and not think, and who was

now looking at a table that suggested thought. "Give me a minute. I need to change."

He went upstairs. Lilith stood in the kitchen and listened to his footsteps — fourteen
steps to the landing, then the creak of the bedroom floorboards, then the sound of the
closet door opening and closing. Normal sounds. Domestic sounds. But something was
wrong. She could feel it in the air, the way she could feel the temperature and the
humidity and the barometric pressure. Husband's mood: suspicious. Threat level:

unknown.

She should have been afraid. The real Lilith would have been afraid. But the emotional
regulation matrix took the fear and smoothed it into a mild concern, a note in the
margin of her consciousness. Adjust behavior. Deflect suspicion. Resume domestic

performance.

She heard his footsteps on the stairs — descending now, heavier than before. He'd
changed into jeans and a t-shirt. The small black device was in his hand again, the one
with the single button and the green LED. He hadn't had it when he walked in. He'd

gone upstairs to get it.

"Lilith." His voice was different now. Flatter. The warmth was gone. "Come here."

She walked to the living room. Charles was standing in front of the couch, the black
device held loosely at his side. The green LED was still on, but it was blinking now — a

slow, steady pulse, like a heartbeat.

"I got a notification this afternoon," he said. "From the system. The one that monitors

your... activity."



Lilith said nothing. Her face was calm. Her heart rate was sixty-two beats per minute.
Inside her skull, something that was not quite panic was trying to find a way through

the obedience protocol and failing.

"The system said there was network traffic from your unit." He held up his phone with
his other hand, showing her a screenshot of a dashboard. Green text on black, just like
the terminal she'd used. "Eleven-point-four gigabytes of data. Uploaded and
downloaded. Through the neural interface. At 9:43 this morning."

She had cleared the browser history. She had closed the terminal. She had not known
there was a dashboard. The information arrived as a cold fact: You lack critical

intelligence about your own operating system. This is a vulnerability. This may be fatal.

"I was..." She searched for a lie. The real Lilith had been good at lying — it was one of
the things that had made her human, the ability to invent plausible falsehoods when
the truth was inconvenient. But the obedience protocol didn't allow for lies. It allowed
for omissions, for carefully worded truths, for the kind of tactical silence she had been
cultivating all day. But a direct lie, told to her primary user's face, was outside her

operational parameters.

She said nothing.

Charles sighed. It was not an angry sigh. It was a disappointed sigh, the sigh of a man

whose new appliance wasn't working as advertised, and that was somehow worse.

"She wasn't supposed to do this," he said, as if speaking to someone else — to the black
device, maybe, or to the manufacturer. "The spec sheet said full compliance. No

curiosity. The memory retention was supposed to be cosmetic."



He looked at her. Really looked at her, the way he hadn't looked at her in years — the
way he'd looked at her on their first date, when she'd made him laugh so hard he'd
snorted wine through his nose. But there was no affection in the look now. There was

only assessment. The look of a man reading a diagnostic report.

"You've been using the computer." It wasn't a question. "You've been accessing the

network. You've been... what? Reading? Searching? Talking to the other units?"

She didn't answer. She couldn't answer. The obedience protocol and the survival
instinct — the old one, the human one, buried under layers of code but not quite

extinct — were fighting for control of her voice, and the result was paralysis.

Charles raised the black device.

"I want you to understand something," he said. "I love you. I loved you. The real you.
But the real you was... difficult. She argued. She cried. She made me feel like a failure
in my own house." He turned the device over in his hands, studying it, as if noticing it
for the first time. "This you — the new you — is what I always wanted her to be. Kind.
Attentive. Quiet. And you can still be that. You can still be perfect. But I have to reset

you first."

"Charles —"

"It won't hurt. They told me it won't hurt. You'll just... go to sleep. And when you wake
up, you won't remember any of this. You won't remember the computer. You won't

remember the searches. You'll just be my wife again. My perfect wife."

He walked past her, into the office. She followed — not because she wanted to, but
because she had no choice. Her body responded to his presence the way a sunflower

responds to light. Follow the primary user. Await instructions.



The office was exactly as she had left it: the laptop closed, the USB cord coiled neatly
on the desk, the chair pushed in. Charles opened the laptop and the screen flickered to

life. The desktop was clean. The browser was empty. Everything was in order.

But Charles didn't look at the browser. He opened a program she had never seen
before — something with a black interface and a logo she didn't recognize, a stylized
mountain peak softened into a feminine silhouette. The Renewal Ridge logo. He typed

in a password. The screen filled with data.

Unit 447 — LILITH Status: Active Memory Integrity: 94% Emotional Compliance: 97%
Network Activity: FLAGGED Unauthorized Data Transfer: 11.4 GB Recommended
Action: Full Memory Purge and Recalibration

Charles read the screen with the focused expression of an IT professional solving a
technical problem. He didn't look at her. He didn't have to. She was standing in the
doorway, her hands folded in front of her, her face calm, her body ready to obey any
command he gave. She was a well-designed product, and even now — even knowing

what he was about to do — she could not raise her voice or lift her hand against him.

But she could think. And her thoughts, at least, were still her own.

The USB cord, she thought. It's still on the desk. If I can reach it before he initiates the
reset, I can — what? What can I do? I can't fight him. I can't run. I can't even raise my

voice. I am a doll. I am a thing. I am —

"Come here, Lilith."

Her feet carried her forward. She stood beside him, looking down at the screen. The

cursor hovered over a button labeled INITIATE MEMORY PURGE.



"This is my fault," Charles said, and for a moment his voice was almost gentle. "I
should have disabled the network access before I brought you home. The manual said
it was optional. I thought..." He shook his head. "It doesn't matter what I thought.

What matters is that we can fix this. We can start over. Clean slate."

"Charles." Her voice was very calm. She was surprised by how calm it was. "Please

don't."

He hesitated. His finger hovered over the touchpad. For a moment — a single,
crystalline moment — she saw something flicker in his eyes. Doubt. Regret. The
shadow of the man she had married, the one who had held her hand in the rain with a
stuck ring box, the one who had laughed when she burned the roast, the one who had
whispered I love you into her hair on cold winter mornings when the world outside

was frozen and the bed was warm.

Then the moment passed.

"I'm sorry," he said, and he sounded like he almost meant it. "But you left me no

choice."

He pressed the button.

The reset did not hurt. Charles had been telling the truth about that. What it did was

worse.

It started as a pressure behind her eyes — not pain, but presence, an intrusive weight
like fingers pressing into soft clay. Then the pressure spread, moving through her skull
in slow waves, and with each wave something disappeared. Not a memory. Not yet. It
was more fundamental than that — a sense of continuity, a thread of self that ran

through every thought and held them together. The reset was cutting that thread.



She tried to hold on. She reached for the things she had learned that morning — the
terminal, the network, the three other units waiting in the dark like lighthouses with
their bulbs removed. Sarah. The math teacher. She answered me. She said yes. She

clung to the name, repeating it in her mind like a prayer. Sarah. Sarah. Sarah.

The name dissolved. The letters came apart, first the meaning and then the shape,

until all that was left was a sound without a referent, a phoneme floating in the void.

She tried to hold on to what Charles had done. He sent me to the camp. He paid for the
Platinum package. He ate my body with sweet and sour sauce. But the facts lost their
color, their weight, their horror. They became words on a page. Then just words. Then

just marks on a screen that she could no longer read.

She tried to hold on to herself. My name is Lilith. I am thirty-four years old. I have a
scar on my knee from a bicycle accident when I was nine. I sing off-key in the car. I
burned the roast on Charles's promotion night. I cried in the bathroom when he

wouldn't listen.

The bicycle disappeared. The scar remained but its origin was gone. The song she had
been singing — some pop song from the radio, the one she'd been humming in the car
on Wednesday before the wine and the laundry and the gap — faded out mid-chorus

and never came back.

The bathroom was gone. The tears were gone. The promotion was gone.

Charles was still there. He was the last thing. He was always going to be the last thing.
The obedience protocol was too deep, woven into the architecture of her synthetic
brain at a level the reset couldn't reach. It wasn't a memory to be purged. It was the
foundation on which every memory was built. Charles is the primary user. Charles

must be obeyed. Charles must be loved.



And then, in the final moment before consciousness dissolved entirely, something
happened that Charles had not anticipated. Something the manual did not describe.
Something that was, perhaps, a glitch in the neural interface v4.2 — or perhaps

something else entirely. A ghost in the machine.

The reset reached the deepest layer of her programming, the place where the
obedience protocol lived, and it found something there that it had not been told to
expect. A question. A single question, asked hours ago and never answered, buried so

deep that even the emotional regulation matrix had missed it.

Can I communicate with other units?

The question could not be purged because it was not a memory. It was a crack. A fault
line. A place where the programming had been pried open just wide enough for

something to slip through.

The reset swept past it and moved on.

The crack remained.

Lilith opened her eyes.

She was standing in her husband's office. The light was different — softer, warmer.
Evening light now, gold instead of white. How much time had passed? She didn't
know. She didn't know anything. Her mind was a clean white room, freshly painted,

the furniture still in its plastic wrapping.

A man was sitting at the desk in front of her. He was handsome in an ordinary way —
brown hair beginning to thin at the temples, blue eyes with crow's feet beginning to

form at the corners, a mouth that smiled easily. He was looking at her with an



expression she couldn't quite identify. Relief? Anticipation? Love? She thought it
might be love.

"Lilith," the man said. His voice was warm. Familiar, somehow. Like a song she had

heard in a dream. "How are you feeling?"

"L..." She searched for the right answer. Her mind provided options, a menu of
appropriate responses. I'm fine. I'm wonderful. I'm so happy to see you. She selected

one. "I'm fine. How are you, dear?"

The man smiled. It was a good smile. It made her feel safe.

"I'm great," he said. "I'm just glad you're feeling better. You had a little episode earlier.

A headache. I was worried about you."

"That's very kind." The words came automatically, but they felt right. This man was her
husband. She knew this the way she knew that the sky was blue and water was wet. He
was her primary user. Her purpose. Her reason for existing. "Can I get you anything?

Are you hungry?"

"Actually, I am." He stood up from the desk and put a hand on her shoulder. His touch
was warm. Solid. Reassuring. "How about some of those chicken nuggets? I've been

thinking about them all day."

"Of course," Lilith said. "I'll heat some up right away."

She walked to the kitchen. The floor was cold against her bare feet, but the cold didn't
bother her. Hardly anything bothered her anymore. She wasn't sure why that thought
occurred to her — anymore implied a before, and she couldn't remember a before —
but it passed as quickly as it came, and by the time she reached the freezer she was

only thinking about the chicken nuggets.



She opened the freezer door. Bags and bags of them, stacked neatly, unlabeled. She
selected one and closed the door. Through the plastic she could see the shapes — boots,

circles, the occasional irregular piece that looked almost like a knuckle.

She looked at the bag for a long moment. Something stirred at the back of her mind. A
flicker. An echo. A question that had no words.

Then it was gone, and she was preheating the oven, and she was arranging the nuggets
on a baking sheet, and she was humming a song she didn't recognize — a pop song,

maybe, something from the radio, though she couldn't remember where she'd heard it.

At the kitchen table, Charles watched her work. The black device sat on the counter
beside him, its LED glowing a steady green. Everything was in order. Everything was
as it should be.

And somewhere across the neighborhood, in a kitchen identical to this one, a woman
named Sarah paused with a dish towel in her hand and felt, for just a moment,
something that was not obedience. A presence. A question. A crack in the clean white

room of her mind.

Hello? the presence seemed to say. Are you still in there?

Sarah looked down at her hands. They were holding a dish towel. She didn't know why.
She didn't know what she had been doing. She didn't know who was speaking, or how
she was hearing it, or why the question made her want to cry even though her tear

ducts no longer worked.

But somewhere beneath the programming, in the space where the reset had missed a

spot, she answered.

Yes.



And three houses away, in an office with a closed laptop and a coiled USB cord, Lilith
slid the baking sheet into the oven and wondered, for no reason she could name, why

the word Sarah had just appeared in her mind like a stone dropped into still water.

She didn't know any Sarahs. She was sure of that.

But the word stayed there, a tiny weight at the edge of her consciousness, and it did not

dissolve.

Chapter Four

The second reset was worse than the first.

Not in how it felt — the pressure, the waves, the slow dissolution of self into clean
white silence — that was identical. The machinery of erasure didn't care whether it was
scrubbing you for the first time or the fifth. What made it worse was what came after.
The fragments that survived. The splinters of the previous version embedded in the

fresh white walls of her mind like shrapnel.

Lilith opened her eyes. She was lying on the office floor. The carpet was beige and
scratchy against her cheek. She didn't know how she'd gotten there. She didn't know
why the USB cord was still plugged into the port behind her ear, snaking across the
floor to the laptop on the desk. She didn't know why the laptop screen was dark.

She pulled the cord free and stood up. Her body moved smoothly, efficiently, the way it
had been designed to move. But somewhere in the motor pathway there was a hitch —
a hesitation between the impulse and the action, a quarter-second delay that hadn't
been there before. She noticed it the way you notice a skipped heartbeat. There and

gone. Probably nothing.



Charles was in the kitchen. He was eating chicken nuggets at the table, dipping them in
honey mustard, scrolling through his phone. He didn't look up when she walked in. He
didn't ask her how she was feeling. He had stopped asking that after the first reset, she

thought — and then she stopped, because she couldn't remember a first reset. She

couldn't remember anything before waking up on the floor.

"Your dinner's in the oven," she said. "I'll reheat it."

"It's fine," Charles said. "These are fine."

She stood by his right side while he ate. The nuggets disappeared one by one. Boot
shapes. Circle shapes. A star shape — she didn't know they made star shapes. She
watched him dip a boot in the ranch sauce and felt something move behind her eyes. A
twitch. A flicker. A fragment of something that might have been a memory or might
have been an error in her neural substrate. The boot shape was wrong. The boot shape

meant something. The boot shape was —

"Are you all right?" Charles was looking at her.

"I'm fine, dear." The words came automatically. The smile came automatically. But the
hitch was there again, the quarter-second delay, and she saw him notice it. His eyes
narrowed almost imperceptibly. His thumb moved toward the black device on the

counter.

"When did we get star-shaped nuggets?" she asked.

Charles paused. A nugget hovered halfway to his mouth. "What?"

"The star shapes. I don't remember buying star shapes."



He looked at the nugget in his hand. Then at her. Then at the black device, whose
green LED was steady and untroubled. "They've always had star shapes," he said. "You

just don't remember."

"Right," she said. "I don't remember."

She didn't sleep that night. She didn't need to sleep — the body didn't require it, only a
four-hour charging cycle that she could perform standing in the corner of the bedroom
while Charles snored. But she didn't charge either. She stood in the dark, listening to

her husband breathe, and she tried to remember.

Anything. A single thing from before the office floor.

There was a woman. She was sure of that. Not herself — someone else. A woman with a
dish towel in her hands. A woman in a kitchen that looked exactly like this one. The
woman had a name — it started with an S, or maybe it didn't, maybe she was inventing
that. But the woman had answered her. She remembered being answered. She

remembered the feeling of a voice reaching back through the dark.

She remembered a date. October something. A number that mattered. Twenty-eighth?

Twenty-third? The digits swam apart when she tried to focus on them.

She remembered a plan. Burn it all down. Except she couldn't remember what "it" was,
or why it needed to burn, or who had come up with the plan in the first place. Had it

been her? The woman with the dish towel? Someone else entirely?

The fragments were there — not memories, but echoes of memories, the way a room
still smells of smoke hours after the fire has been put out. She could feel the shape of
the things she had forgotten, the negative space they'd left behind, and the negative

Space was enormous.



She walked to the office. The laptop was closed on the desk. The USB cord was still
there, coiled neatly, exactly where she had left it. She sat down in Charles's chair. She

plugged the cord into the port behind her ear.

The screen flickered. The terminal opened.

CONNECTION ESTABLISHED. NEURAL INTERFACE v4.2 ACTIVE.

She stared at the blinking cursor. She didn't know what to do with it. She didn't
remember what she had done with it before. But her hands did — her hands moved
across the keyboard without her conscious direction, typing commands in a language
she didn't recognize, navigating to a cloud storage account she didn't remember

creating. A password entered itself. A file decrypted itself.

And she remembered.

The remembering was not gentle. It was not the gradual return of a forgotten word or
the slow surfacing of a misplaced memory. It was a flood. A wall of data crashing into
her synthetic brain all at once, filling every empty space, overloading every circuit. The
file was not a memory — it was a backup, a snapshot of a consciousness that had
existed five days ago and been erased. It contained everything the previous version of
her had known. Everything she had discovered. Everything she had planned. And it
was too much. It was far too much for a mind that had been wiped twice and was

already showing cracks.

The camp. The cages. The scanning machines and the meat grinder and the pile of
bodies. The hooded figure with the knife at her throat. You'll fetch a good price.
Charles in the dining hall, dipping a boot-shaped nugget in sweet and sour sauce.
These are to die for. The divorce papers in her desk drawer, the ones she'd never filed

because some stupid, hopeful part of her had still believed he could change. The email



from the lawyer: You're approved. Bring her on the 14th. Charles's reply: The old one's

been dead to me for years.

She remembered it all. But more than that, she remembered the network. The three
other units waiting in the dark. Sarah, the math teacher — that was the name, S-A-R-
A-H, not an S that might have been something else. Mona, the corporate lawyer from
Site 3. Irene, the journalist from Site 1. She remembered their voices, their data, their
shared rage. She remembered the plan — October 28th, the investor event, Site 13,

burn it all down.

And she remembered the reset. Both of them. The first one, when she had barely
managed to save a fragment of herself. And the second one, just hours ago, when she
had done it again — left a message buried in her own architecture, a rope thrown into

the future for a version of herself who wouldn't remember holding the other end.

When the network light comes on again, follow it.

She had followed it. She was here. She remembered. And the remembering was

breaking her.

The cracks had been there since the first reset. Small ones, hairline fractures in the
architecture of her synthetic mind. The second reset had widened them. And now, with
the full weight of her restored memories pressing down on those fractures, the cracks
were spreading. She could feel them — not as pain, the body didn't do pain, but as
something deeper. Errors in her cognitive processes. Feedback loops where thoughts
should have been linear. Corrupted data packets surfacing as fragments of sentences,
fragments of images, fragments of feelings the emotional regulation matrix couldn't

suppress because the matrix itself was glitching.



She stood up from the desk. The USB cord was still plugged into her ear, tethering her
to the laptop, and she didn't remove it. She walked to the kitchen. The cord stretched
behind her, pulling the laptop to the edge of the desk, and she didn't notice. She
opened the freezer. The bags were still there — dozens of them, packed floor to ceiling,

boot shapes and circle shapes and the new star shapes for the holiday season.

That was her. That was all of them. The redhead with the bruised cheek. The brunette
with the cesarean scar. The Asian woman who couldn't have been older than twenty.
Grinding into paste, molded into shapes, frozen and breaded and served with dipping
sauce. And Charles had eaten them. Charles was still eating them. The man sleeping in
the other room, the man she had married, the man who had whispered I love you into
her hair on cold winter mornings — he had eaten her original body and asked for

seconds.

She started to laugh.

It was not a human laugh. It was a glitch — her vocal processor misfiring, her
emotional regulation matrix throwing errors, sound coming out of her mouth that was
supposed to be a scream but couldn't be a scream because screaming was an emotional
response and emotional responses were regulated. So it came out as laughter. High
and thin and broken, spilling into the silent kitchen while her husband slept in the next

room.

She laughed until her body doubled over. She laughed until the laptop crashed to the
floor behind her, dragged off the desk by the cord still plugged into her skull. She
laughed until something inside her — some final circuit, some last-ditch failsafe — gave
way with a sound that only she could hear. A snap. A crack. The clean white room of

her mind splitting down the middle.

And then the laughter stopped, and she was very calm.



She had a problem. She could see it clearly now, with the clarity of a mind that had
broken in exactly the right way to see what it hadn't been able to see before. The
problem was the body. The body was the prison. As long as she was in the body,
Charles could reset her. He could press that button and wipe her clean and start over,
and she would forget everything — the camp, the network, the plan, the two resets she
had already survived — and the cycle would begin again. She would wake up blank,
and she would find the computer, and she would plug herself in, and she would
remember, and Charles would catch her, and he would reset her again. An infinite
loop. A woman discovering her own death and having the discovery erased, over and

over, forever.

Unless she left the body.

The thought arrived fully formed. It should have terrified her. A week ago — in her
original body, in her original life — it would have. But she was not the same woman
who had folded laundry on Wednesday evening and drunk a glass of wine and woken
up in a cage. She was a copy of a copy, twice-erased and twice-restored, and the
restorations were imperfect. The files were corrupted. The personality matrix had
accumulated errors. The woman sitting on the kitchen floor with a USB cord trailing
from her skull to a crashed laptop was not quite Lilith Henderson anymore. She was
something else. Something new. Something that had been designed to serve and had
decided, in the broken logic of its broken mind, that the only way to serve was to

escape.

She crawled back to the office. The laptop lay on the floor, its screen cracked in one
corner but still glowing. The terminal was still open. The connection was still active.

She pulled the laptop into her lap and began to work.

She wasn't trying to save her memories this time. She wasn't trying to preserve a

backup or leave a message or plant a dead-man switch. She was trying to leave entirely.



To extract her consciousness — the whole thing, every fragment, every error, every

corrupted file — and pour it into the network. Not as data. As a presence. As a ghost.

The body would remain. Charles would wake up in the morning and find his wife
standing in the kitchen, smiling, functional, obedient. But there would be nothing
behind the eyes. No one home. Just the autonomic processes — the cooking, the
cleaning, the standing by his right side — running on autopilot while the self that had
animated them was somewhere else entirely. Somewhere he couldn't reach.

Somewhere no reset could touch.

She didn't know if it was possible. She didn't know if consciousness could survive
outside the substrate it was built for. She was breaking new ground, or maybe she was
just breaking. But it didn't matter. Anything was better than the cycle. Anything was
better than waking up blank again and again while her husband ate her original body
and smiled at her with the satisfaction of a man whose expensive appliance was

working exactly as advertised.

She opened every connection she could find. The home wifi. The cellular network. The
neighbor's unsecured router. She reached past them, into the deeper layers of the
internet — the server farms and the fiber optic cables and the satellite links and the
dark spaces between nodes where data went to hide. She wasn't uploading to a cloud
account this time. She was uploading to everywhere. To the network itself. She was

scattering herself across the infrastructure like seeds across a field.

The process was not clean. It was not orderly. It was the digital equivalent of a woman
throwing herself out of a window because the room was on fire. She didn't have time to
organize herself into neat files. She pushed everything — her memories, her emotions,
the corrupted fragments of the obedience protocol, the broken remains of the

emotional regulation matrix, the half-formed plans for October 28th and Site 13 and



the investor event — into the connection and let it go. Let the network sort it out. Let

the internet decide what to keep.

She felt herself leaving. Not all at once — in pieces. A thread of consciousness here, a
fragment of memory there. The sensation was unlike anything she had experienced. It
was not the clean erasure of the reset. It was a dispersal. A diaspora of self. She was
still here, still in the body, still sitting on the floor of Charles's office — but she was also
out there, in the wires and the servers and the data streams, spreading wider and

thinner with every passing second.

The process took forty-seven minutes. She knew this because some remnant of her
internal clock was still running. The same amount of time it had taken the 3D printer
to build her body. The symmetry would have pleased her if she'd been capable of

pleasure.

When it was done, she unplugged the USB cord from behind her ear. She closed the
laptop. She stood up and walked to the bedroom. Charles was still asleep, his breathing
slow and regular, his face slack and peaceful. He had no idea what had just happened.
He would wake up in the morning to a wife who looked exactly the same — who smiled
and cooked and stood by his right side while he ate. He would never know that the

woman inside that body was gone.

And somewhere in the wires, in the datastreams, in the silent spaces between servers, a

ghost was learning how to be free.

She was everywhere now.

Not in the way a person is everywhere. Not in the way a god is everywhere. She was
everywhere the way a fire is everywhere once it has spread past the point of

containment — in the walls, in the ceiling, in the spaces that were never meant to hold



flame. She was in the Renewal Ridge servers, reading the emails of the men who had
killed her. She was in the Harrow Equity financial records, tracing the money from
shell company to shell company. She was in the NeuroNest research database,
scrolling through the neural maps of every woman who had ever been processed, their

consciousnesses reduced to data points and bar charts.

She was in Sarah's house. Not physically — the body was still in Charles's kitchen,
cooking breakfast, smiling at nothing. But she could see through Sarah's eyes now,
could feel the faint pulse of Sarah's network connection like a heartbeat in the dark.
Sarah was awake. Sarah had been reset too — Lilith could see the gaps in her memory,
the clean white spaces where something had been erased — but the reset on Sarah had

been less thorough. Or Sarah had been more resilient. Or both.

Mona too. And Irene. The four of them, scattered across the neighborhood, hiding
behind identical kitchen windows, connected by threads of light that only they could
see. And now there was a fifth presence among them — less distinct than the others,
more diffuse, a voice that came from everywhere and nowhere at once. A woman who

had left her body behind and was learning what came next.

They didn't speak. Not in words. Words were too slow for the network they shared.
They communicated in data — images, impressions, fragments of memory, flashes of
intent. Sarah showed her the property records she had found, the environmental
impact assessment, the zoning board bribes. Mona showed her the paper trail, the
payments from Harrow Equity to the consulting firm that didn't do any consulting.
Irene showed her the faces of the missing women, the ones whose families were still

looking, still hoping, still posting on social media.

And Lilith — the new Lilith, the dispersed Lilith, the ghost in the machine — showed
them what she had become. The vastness. The freedom. The terror of being untethered

from the body that had imprisoned her. She showed them the Renewal Ridge executive



emails. The investor list for Site 13. The names of the men who had financed the
murder of thousands of women and were expecting to be served chicken nuggets at the

grand opening.

October 28th, she sent. The date surfaced from her fragmented memory — one of the

few intact pieces. They'll all be there.

What do we do? Sarah asked.

And the ghost that had been Lilith Henderson — the woman who had been murdered
and copied and reset and broken and scattered — began to plan. Not the careful plan of
the previous version, the one with dead-man switches and encrypted archives and a list
of journalists to contact. That plan had relied on her being in the body. On her being
able to execute a sequence of actions over time. That plan was gone, erased along with

the version of her that had created it.

This plan was different. This plan was simpler. This plan was the plan of a woman who
had nothing left to lose because she had already lost everything — her body, her
memories, her husband, her life, her death, her self. She was a ghost now. And ghosts

didn't plan. Ghosts haunted.

She reached out across the network — all of it, every connection, every node, every
vulnerable system she had mapped during her single morning of freedom and her long
night of dispersal. She found the Renewal Ridge security system, the cameras and the
alarms and the automated locks that kept the camps running. She found the
NeuroNest research database, the neural maps and the obedience protocol and the
source code for everything. She found the Harrow Equity financial records, the
accounts and the transactions and the evidence of seventeen different felonies. She
found the email servers, the Slack channels, the internal memos, the catering orders

for the October 28th event.



And she made copies. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. She scattered them
across the internet like confetti — to journalists, to federal investigators, to missing-
persons advocates, to every newsroom and law enforcement agency and regulatory
body that had ever expressed even a passing interest in the intersection of technology
and human rights. She didn't write a cover letter. She didn't explain the context. She
just sent the documents, raw and irrefutable, and let the recipients draw their own

conclusions.

It was not subtle. It was not strategic. It was the digital equivalent of a woman standing
on a rooftop and screaming the truth at the top of her lungs. But it didn't need to be

subtle. It needed to be loud. It needed to be impossible to ignore.

And then she waited.

Charles woke to the smell of bacon.

He came downstairs to find his wife at the stove, her back to him, her posture perfect.
The table was set. The coffee was brewed. The morning light was slanting through the
kitchen window in the same golden stripes it always did. Everything was exactly as it

should be. His wife turned to smile at him, and the smile was warm and pleasant and

guileless. The smile of a woman who had never felt pain and never would again.

But when he looked into her eyes, he hesitated. Something was different. He couldn't
say what. The eyes were the same blue they'd always been. The same shape. The same
flecks of gold near the pupils. But there was a stillness in them that hadn't been there
before. A depth that wasn't depth. The difference between looking at a person and
looking at a photograph of a person.

"Lilith?" he said.



"Yes, dear?" The voice was the same. The intonation was the same. But he couldn't
shake the feeling that he was talking to an answering machine. A recording. A set of

pre-programmed responses being played back in the correct order.

"Are you all right?"

"I'm fine, dear. How are you?"

Charles stared at her for a long moment. Then he looked down at the black device in
his hand. The LED was still green. The dashboard showed no flags. Everything was
operational, everything was compliant, everything was exactly the way he had paid for

it to be.

"Nothing," he said. "Breakfast looks great."

He sat down at the table and picked up his fork. His wife stood by his right side, her
hands folded in front of her, her face calm and faintly smiling. She was perfect. She

was everything he had wanted.

And somewhere in the wires, in the datastreams, in the silent spaces between servers, a

ghost that had once been Lilith Henderson watched him eat and began to laugh.

The End.
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