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			In the quiet of the early morning, before the Reliant’s lights begin to glow, I plan two funerals.

			The first is for my little brother. Amar lies in the far corner of the room, a mask over his face to keep him from breathing his affliction into the rest of us. He’s mercifully asleep, and part of me hopes he’ll stay that way until I leave. With the wasting fever’s claws in his tiny body, he needs every moment of rest he can get. His funeral—if it happens, if the worst happens, if I fail—will be a proper Ledic ceremony. A temple service, a reading from the scripture, a procession to the airlock. Prayers for his soul’s journey following him into the vacuum of space.

			The second funeral is my own. All it takes is the scratch of my initials at the bottom of a datapad. There will be no service, no scripture, no procession for me. If I don’t survive the procedure, my body will be incinerated before anyone has a chance to pray over it. There’s an option to return a portion of the ashes to the Reliant, but there are no half measures with a true Ledic burial. I’ve accepted that I’ll never get one.

			
			“Aisha?” I turn to the door, where my aunt Yasmin stands silhouetted by the light in the hall. Her hair is loose from its usual plait, and it makes her even more of a stranger than she already is. “Did you sleep?”

			I shake my head, holding up the datapad. Yasmin slips into the dark of the room and pulls it out of my hands. The glow of the screen deepens the wrinkles at the edge of her eyes and swells the dark bags beneath them.

			When she reaches the end of the page, she gives me a sharp look. “You’re sure?”

			I flinch. Of course I’m not sure. Of course I’m scared to pieces. Ever since I showed up on her doorstep mere hours ago, she’s been asking variants on the same question. Aren’t there other options? Is this really what Amar needs? You know there’s no coming back from this, right?

			My empty stomach keens, and I swallow back the sour taste in my throat. Fasting to conserve money for Amar bled easily enough into fasting for the surgery. Between that and the recent recruiting drive, it almost feels like fate. Providence. A sign I’m meant to walk down this path. None of that is enough to pull the fear out of my heart.

			So I’ll just have to do it scared. “This is everything you’ll need to get the first payments,” I say, nodding to the datapad. “And instructions for if…”

			A glance at the corner of the room finishes the sentence I can’t bring myself to end. Silence settles over us, broken only by the slight noises of Amar breathing against the mask and the deeper, ever-present hum of starship machinery.

			“Aisha,” Yasmin starts.

			I sink my face in my hands, my fingers pushing back the edge of my headscarf. “Don’t,” I breathe. There are no better options, and even if there were, there wouldn’t be time to take them. At the rate Amar’s illness is progressing, he’ll be sent into quarantine aboard the starship Panacea before any treatment I can afford will take hold. And if he goes into quarantine, he won’t survive it. I can’t let Yasmin sway me.

			
			But instead of wheedling, her voice drops low and urgent. “There’s something I need your help with. After you’re…”

			This morning is filled with sentences we can’t seem to finish. I pull my hands down over my mouth, breathing out my nose into the space between my fingers. Wariness tugs at me, nudging through the quiet terror that’s kept me up all night. “What is it?”

			In the half-light from the hall, I can’t quite read her expression. My aunt purses her lips, her brows lowering. “I need you to—”

			A sudden burst of coughing from the corner of the room interrupts us. I push past Yasmin, dropping to my knees at my brother’s side as he shudders back into consciousness. “Easy, easy,” I whisper, pulling the bottom of my headscarf up over my nose. Love and revulsion wage war inside me, but in the end I know I can’t touch him.

			Amar blinks slowly. His eyes are slightly gummed at the edges. Furious purple tracks run down his face, the undeniable marks of the disease etched into his skin. “Hurts,” he croaks.

			Yasmin’s hand lands on my shoulder. “The shuttle leaves soon. I’ll go get Malikah up to say good-bye.”

			I nod, trying to keep my breathing shallow as my heart balloons inside my chest. With no sleep and no food in my stomach, I’m struggling to grasp the reality of this moment. This is happening, I tell myself. I’ve made my choice. I can’t back down.

			Yasmin slips out the door, leaving it open so the light floods in. Amar’s eyes roll as he takes in the room—sparse décor, threadbare red drapery, the ceiling cracked in unfamiliar places. “Where are we?” he whimpers.

			
			I clamp my free hand under my arm to keep from reaching out and brushing away the hair plastered to his sweaty forehead. “We went to Yasmin’s,” I tell him softly. “She’s going to look after you now. She’ll make sure you get better.”

			His face screws up with alarm. “You’re leaving?”

			I make soft shushing noises into the fabric of my headscarf. “I have to go. I…” I hesitate, stuck on how I can explain the economics of my choice to a six-year-old without sounding like I’m blaming him for what’s about to happen. He’s too sick for me to leave him alone anymore, but my janitor’s salary isn’t enough to pay for his care. “I’m taking care of the money, so you don’t have to worry and Malikah doesn’t have to work.”

			I don’t specify how I’m taking care of things. In his feverish state, it’ll only be fuel for nightmares that his weakened body might not be able to handle. It’s best for him to rest now, which means it’s best I get out of here fast. I bow my head, breathing out a soft prayer as Amar’s eyelids droop.

			“I’ll come back as soon as I can,” I promise him. “I’ll just…I’ll just be a little taller.”

			

			—

			They take Pascao into the surgery before me, and fifteen minutes later, they’re wheeling out his broken, twisted body.

			He’s the fourth person to die today, but the first I remembered to pray for. Guilt hums through me, and I duck my head as the gurney trundles past and veers down the hall to the incinerator. Pascao gave up his seat for me when I arrived in the overcrowded waiting room. He helped me read the orientation docs, filling in the places where my vocabulary failed and puzzling with me over what things like purity of integration and biostasis meant. He smiled a lot, and he was volunteering for similar reasons—a family in need, a sense of duty. I tell myself that’s why I prayed for him.

			
			I’m lying, though. If those were my reasons, I’d be muttering strains for everyone in this line. With unrest growing in the Fleet and a slew of Fractionist rebels arrested just last week, the General Body has launched a recruitment drive. The waiting room is crowded with desperate people answering the call, and every single person here runs the same risk as Pascao.

			But I prayed for the old man because I needed the distraction. It isn’t even fair of me to call him “old man.” He certainly isn’t anywhere near the ideal recruitment age, but he’s only in his late forties. Was only in his late forties when they tried to strap an exorig on him and it snapped him in half. I prayed for him because I’m next in line.

			But prayer can’t do anything for the Godless grip of Scela machinery.

			The techs beckon me toward the surgery doors, and bile rises in my throat. I stand, swaying slightly, and for a moment I’m terrified my legs will give out before I can even make it out of the waiting room. It’s for Amar. It’s for Malikah. The salary will pay for medicine and food and shelter with Yasmin, and my siblings will never know how cruel the Reliant can be to kids with nothing left.

			The thought steadies me. My purpose is unshakable.

			Hollow gazes follow me as I set off toward the point of no return. Only the desperate volunteer to become Scela, signing away their bodies and their autonomy to the General Body’s command. I used to wonder how desperate someone would have to be to make that pact, knowing that in all likelihood they’d end up twisted and broken like Pascao. That willingness is rare enough that there’s barely a prescreening beforehand. A few quick tests when I checked into the ward confirmed that my body was healthy and my muscles could weather the procedure. It could have been even faster—with one look at my hands, roughened from years of working deck janitorial, they’d find everything they needed to know about my mettle.

			
			But the real test is on the other side of the surgery doors. So I leave my desperate fellows behind and let those doors whisper shut at my back as I enter the last place I’ll ever be fully human.

			The surgery is sparse and stark, pared down to only the essentials and scrubbed unnaturally clean. My gaze fixes on the saddle sitting in the middle of the room, riddled with restraints for every part of my body they could possibly tie down. A red-tinged drain is embedded in the floor beneath it. Even though the room smells horribly of antiseptic, I can still catch a bit of the raw iron scent of blood in the air. I cringe, thinking of Pascao’s smiling eyes, of his soul’s unmooring in this very seat.

			My gaze turns up to find the thing that did it. The exorig gleams in the bright lights, its surface wet with the chemicals used to wipe away any trace of its last victim. The length of its spine curls over on itself like a massive metallic insect. It’s suspended over the saddle, and there’s something taunting about the low hum of the room’s machinery. Are you the one? it seems to ask. Are you the one who’ll survive me?

			A technician takes my arm, startling me back into the moment. He flips my hand palm-up so he can strap on a diagnostic bracelet. The device is lined with microspikes that prick into my skin, sampling my blood, assessing my condition one final time. “You’ll have to take that off,” he says, nodding to my headscarf.

			
			I reach up for the pins that hold it in place, but my fingers fumble when I try to pull them out. Devoted Ledics cover their hair as the scripture suggests, but I was never really devoted until my parents passed into God’s care. I thought that if I was faithful to the letter of the old texts, it would ease their souls’ journeys after being ripped so violently from their bodies. Taking it off now feels like an insult to their memory, but I know I don’t have a choice. I finally tug the pins free with shaking hands and slowly unravel the fabric until my hair spills out.

			I feel lighter. A new shard of guilt plunges into my stomach, joining the tepid mix already brewing there. I’m doing this for the right reasons, I remind myself. Nothing happens without sacrifice.

			“Aisha Un-Haad, seventeen years old, from starship Reliant, Seventh District?” The tech’s voice is nasal and monotone, as if he’s numb to the horror of this room.

			I nod. I haven’t fully processed that I’m not in Seventh District anymore, that I’ve shipped all the way from the rear of the Fleet to its head. The smooth hum of this First District ship’s machinery is a constant reminder that I’m miles away from the Reliant and everything I’ve ever known. Even the air on this ship is different—crisper, colder, cut with chemicals that sterilize it.

			The technician plucks my scarf from my hands and tosses it into a cart pushed up against the wall that I overlooked while I was fixated on the exorig. Beneath it, I catch the glint of a watch, a fine silver chain, a hairband. Scela aren’t allowed to keep their personal effects, and the people who leave this room without an exorig won’t be needing them either.

			
			A second tech comes up behind me and starts working the back of my smock open. I flinch away from her, and she rolls her eyes. “Girlie, it won’t be anything I haven’t seen before,” she scolds me, then goes back to tugging the ribbon that holds the garment shut. I flush when she succeeds, folding my arms over my chest as soon as she peels the smock off my shoulders and ties it off around my waist. “Honestly, you Ledics,” she mutters.

			I grit my teeth, swallowing the snappy reply that burns in my throat. She probably thinks I’m some sort of fundamentalist nutjob, even though no fundie would ever corrupt their body the way I’m about to. People outside our faith just like finding excuses to sneer at us.

			The male technician steers me over to the saddle, and I uncross my arms reluctantly as I settle into it and lean forward against the bracing board. From the staging area outside the surgery, I heard Pascao’s screams. And I heard that perfect, dreaded silence when they stopped. As the technicians wind the restraints around my arms, I press my head into the cradle and squeeze my eyes shut. Ledic faith has no prayers for body modification, so I murmur a section of the Morning Strain instead, pleading with God for peace and success on this day as the bindings winch tighter.

			“We can’t sedate you for this part,” the female technician reminds me. Something in her voice tells me she wishes it were otherwise. I wonder how many times she’s watched this process. “Neural integration relies on full consciousness,” she continues. “The exo has to get to know you so it can calibrate. Kinda like a handshake. Once that’s done, we’ll numb you down for the rest.”

			A clamp settles over my head, and the saddle tilts until I’m staring at that drain in the floor. I wonder how much of me is going to end up flowing through it.

			
			The techs wipe my back down with cloths drenched in some sort of cleaning solution. A chill sinks into my bones, and I shudder. One of the techs pulls my hair forward, twisting it together in a knot and binding it. The low buzz of a razor sculpts a bare path to my brainstem.

			I have to keep telling myself that I chose this. That this is a sacrifice, but it will be rewarded. That the survival rate of wasting fever in six-year-old boys is next to nothing without treatment. With a janitor’s salary, I could never afford it. With Scela money, I might. I must.

			“We’re ready to start,” the male technician calls, and somewhere above me, machinery whirls to life. The woman crouches by my head and offers up a plastic cylinder. I’m lost for a moment, until I realize I’m supposed to bite down on it. I open my mouth, and she slips it between my teeth.

			When my jaw clenches, the tears start.

			The exorig above me is dripping. Warm liquid spatters across my back, but it’s nothing compared to the hot tears that roll down my nose and disappear into the drain on the floor. My first libations to the rusty hole, and they’re nothing but a few drops of salt water. That’ll change soon.

			“Lower the exo,” the man demands.

			Pneumatics hiss. The metal spine rolls over my own, adjusting to the length of my back as it aligns. Each of its joints corresponds to a bone. Something heavy settles at my neck, and three needles press insistently at the base of my skull. When I shift against the restraints, they edge into my skin.

			“In position,” the woman confirms. “All right, girlie. Once you’re in, it’s not giving you back. You ready?”

			
			It’s the kind of question that deserves a derisive snort, but I grunt something vaguely affirmative around the plastic in my teeth.

			“Starting neural integration in three…two…one.”

			I tense. The exorig clenches around me, the needles drive into my flesh, and for a moment white-hot pain obliterates my mind. It’s like someone’s poured molten wax along my spine, molten wax that burns through my skin and seeps into my bones. Tracks of wet heat curve around my neck, my ribs, my hips. Every prayer I’ve ever known leaves me. My vertebrae crack as the exo delves into them and latches itself around my nerves. I bite down on the plastic cylinder until my jaw creaks.

			Now my tears aren’t the only things leaking into the drain.

			The piece at my neck convulses, and I can feel its components rushing toward my brain, reaching out to embrace it. My mind reels as a new consciousness runs headlong into it, one that’s robotic and cold and unfeeling. The spine rears up, trying to lift me from the bracing board, and I finally understand how Pascao came out of here in pieces. I fight against it, but the strength of the exo is relentless. Raw Scela power—this machine is the root of it. A scream leaks from my throat, pushing its way past the cylinder in my mouth.

			This isn’t a handshake. It’s a headlock.

			Human, human, human, my blood sings for the last time. I plummet toward the point of no return at terminal velocity.

			And then something snaps into place. The integration wraps around my brain, and in that moment my mind skews machine, flooded with the understanding of the exorig as part of my body, as the new spine, the better one, the one that will make me the General Body’s perfect tool. Its thoughts rush through my brain, overwhelming my own. The metal at my back relaxes, rolling me flat as the restraints slacken, and it’s like coming home.

			
			Sheer relief takes over what’s left of me, pushing past the pain until my mind is filled with nothing but bliss.

			“Neural integration locked,” the woman confirms. “We’ve got one!” At the edge of my vision, I catch a glimpse of the giddy, relieved smile she shares with her colleague.

			But the euphoria doesn’t last long. The agony comes rushing back in tendrils that creep up my fingers. I can feel the exo fighting it inside me, trying to block it from my brain like a dragon defending its hoard. There’s a war for my body and mind between the pain and the new, strange creature that’s latched on to my nervous system.

			Then one of the techs slides a needle into my neck, and the pain stumbles away in spurts, replaced by a numbness that spreads from my core outward until my whole body feels like it’s floating. The exo seems to be the only thing unaffected—I can still feel its pulsing, crackling energy, frustrated that it’s gained control over my body only to lose it to a mere drug.

			Gentle hands brace my skull, and a buzz starts up behind my ear. I don’t feel the razor’s passes, but I see the tech carrying away a twisted black knot a few seconds later and dropping it into a bin. Now it doesn’t matter that I lost my scarf—there’s nothing left to cover up. Something deep in my machine-wrapped mind winces at the thought, but it’s barely a twinge against the unyielding peace in the rest of my head.

			The techs loosen the bindings and lift me up out of the saddle, carrying me over to the waiting gurney. I’m laid out carefully on my stomach, my head lolling to the side as we start to wheel forward. Not back to the waiting room, like Pascao’s twisted remains, but deeper into the suite, out of the first operating room and into a sleek, dark chamber where a surgery tank waits.

			
			One of the techs unties the smock and shucks me out of it, but I don’t mind. Might be the drugs. Might be the exo. Might be both. Might be neither. Maybe the pain of the integration has made me realize there are more important things than covering myself up.

			Another twinge. The familiar, sickening aftertaste of guilt on my tongue. It washes away on my next breath.

			The technicians lift me gingerly off the gurney, position me inside the tank, and start to fill it with a thick, clear gel. I remember reading about this part of the procedure in the orientation docs. The gel’s meant to keep most of my blood inside me and help with the massive undertaking of healing my body once the surgeons’ knives are done slicing me up and remaking me. The parts of me I’m sure are me are ambivalent about it.

			The exo is thrilled. It can’t wait for my new body, a body that will match the Scela power that the neural integration begs for. It whispers to me in time with my heartbeat, a steady hiss of I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m alive. And as the gel folds over me and one of the techs pushes a breathing tube past my unfeeling lips, I whisper back, I will be the General Body’s weapon. I’ve paid my price, and I will be paid in turn. I will save Amar. I will save Malikah.

			When the surgeons come in, when the steady hands start the work of my unmaking, I let that hope curdle inside my chest, let it distance me from the sight of my body being flayed and broken and reshaped. My flesh peels back. My bones are sawed and spaced and lengthened. Endoscopes burrow through me, paving metal highways along my skeleton, weaving matrices of nanofibers through my muscles, sewing new circuitry into my nerves. Ports blossom from my skin, promising a place in my anatomy for the metal rig that will make me nigh unstoppable. The surgeons work with careful precision, all too aware of what they’re crafting, leaning over me with something like holy reverence in their eyes.

			
			Bit by bit, I become more than human.

			Bit by bit, I am made Scela.
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			I wake. Or maybe the voice inside my head does. Something hauls me back into hazy consciousness, my awareness dampened by enough drugs to drop a horse. The world glows outside my eyelids, but I keep them shut. No bright lights. Not yet.

			My brain feels like a second mind has thrown down bags inside it and made itself at home. A mechanical hum rattles my bones. I can’t remember if it belongs there.

			“Miss Tanaka?” The voice is older. Male. Walking on eggshells.

			I snort, because it’s hilarious. Miss Tanaka—what part of me deserves anything remotely close to the word Miss? Maybe the old Key Tanaka. The First District sweetheart. Not what she’s become.

			Apparently the snort is answer enough, because the guy keeps talking. “You’re coming out of Scela conversion surgery.”

			No shit.

			Well—

			On the one hand, that’s definitely what’s happened to my body, and it explains a little of what’s going on in my head. But there’s still something off about all this, and an ache prickles at my temples as I try to grasp what that offness is.

			
			“You’re going to find movement very difficult during the first few hours of consciousness.” I try to give him an earned gesture, but it only confirms what he’s saying—I can’t lift a single finger. “This is perfectly normal. It’s all part of your neural integration getting to know you. The exo is a conduit of will, and it has to get used to processing your will specifically, as it relates to your body. We’ll be monitoring you very closely for the next two weeks, and we’ll make sure you know if anything is wrong.”

			I decide to risk cracking an eye open, which seems to be within my body’s abilities. The guy leaning over me doesn’t look quite like what I expected. My eye struggles to focus as I try to give him a once-over. He seems to be in his late thirties, and he has the look of someone who grew up in one of the frontend districts. Polished, poised, put together—with the notable exception of the tattoos covering his arms where they aren’t sheathed by the sleeves of his lab coat. Not artwork, but text. Like he’s been taking notes on his skin. I squint, trying to make out the words against his dark complexion, but my vision is still hazy.

			He bends down, pries back my eyelid with a finger, and shines a light on my pupil. I make a strangled, startled noise, but I can’t force my mouth around the unkind words I want to spit at him.

			“Calm down,” he soothes. Like the words calm down have ever had their intended effect on anybody.

			I try to relax anyway. Better not get on his bad side while my muscles are still useless. He turns to make a note on his datapad with a jolting, uneven step, and my gaze drops down to his legs. His right one is cased in a brace that starts at his hip and ends at his ankle. When he turns back around, he catches the line of my sight. “Don’t get any ideas,” he warns, smiling in a way that makes him look boyish. “A particularly rowdy, newly converted Scela did that. He panicked, and I got a shattered femur for my troubles. Promise me you won’t give me a matched set, okay?”

			
			Guess that explains the bedside manner. My mouth finally feels like cooperating, and I take a deep breath, ready to tell him exactly where he can shove his easy charisma.

			But then the thing on my back wakes. Its vengeance slams down on my brainstem like a hydraulic press. For a moment I lose my body, lose any sense of the person Key Tanaka is supposed to be—I’m nothing. Machinery in the hands of the exo. And then it’s over, and my lips mumble nothing but a quiet, hoarse “Okay.”

			Something’s definitely wrong with my mouth, but it goes beyond the exo wrenching my control of it away. My teeth don’t set the way they used to. I run my sluggish tongue over the wrongness. The ridges of my molars feel too sharp, their edges too smooth. I don’t know what to make of the change.

			The doctor doesn’t seem to notice my discomfort. “Name’s Dr. Ikande. But please, call me Isaac,” he says. “I’m head of Medical on the Dread, so you’ll see me around a fair bit.” His mention of the ship triggers my memory at last. I’m on the starship Dread, First District, and before that I was on—

			The exo burns a warning into my nervous system that swats me back into the present. I want to lash out, fight back, do something, but I don’t even know how to go about confronting this strange beast woven into my nervous system.

			“I’m Key,” I announce, mostly because the exo seems to think it’d be polite. I’m surprised to find that the choice to speak is mine and mine alone. From the way it’s been shoving me around, I thought that the exo was calling the shots. But its forceful suggestions are just suggestions. Only I can tell my mouth to move.

			
			“You’re doing great so far, Key. Around now, you’re going to start getting some sensation back in your toes. See if you can wiggle them.”

			I can. The exo basically does it for me. Nothing about the slight motion twitching the bottom of the sheets feels the way toe wiggling used to feel. It’s like the orders to control my body have to get processed through the machinery strapped to my back before they get sent all the way down my nerves. I guess this is what Isaac meant by “conduit of will.”

			I feel my muscles flex. Feel the gentle tug of sheets over my skin. There’s something a little terrifying about it. Wiggling my toes didn’t use to feel like it might snap my bones.

			“Very good,” Isaac says. It sounds like the sort of thing that should be condescending but isn’t when it comes out of a mouth that’s probably done this a hundred times or more. “Fingers?”

			It’s easier now that I know what to expect. I test my control, twitching my index, middle, ring, and pinky fingers on each hand. Then I try out the gesture I wanted to flash earlier, plowing past the exo’s buzz of protest.

			Isaac smirks, but he seems unfazed. Judging by the brace on his leg, he’s dealt with worse from recently converted Scela. “Looks like you’re on track. When you feel comfortable, start experimenting with your arms.” He sits back on a stool, his fingers flicking over his datapad. He tips the screen for me to see, and I watch the readouts jump and jolt with every impulse I feed my new muscles. “During post-op, we monitor your head directly—makes it easy to ensure that the new connections are working,” Isaac says, turning the charts back toward himself. “Plus it helps us stack you up against the other new Scela.”

			
			The notion digs into me like a spur, and I clench my fists hard, pulses of sensation throbbing up into my wrists. The commands my nerves send flow through the exo, but my hands are starting to feel more mine. Next come my elbows. I lift my forearms off the bed but falter before I can get them more than an inch in the air. I grit my mismatched teeth and try again.

			For the first time, I can see my body. As I raise my arms into view, I take in what the conversion has done to me. My forearms are striped with bright red lines where my flesh has been resealed around the enhancements woven into my muscles. Ridges of metal run parallel to my lengthened bones. Ports stick out around my joints, begging for the attachments that will let me use the full potential of my Scela power. My flesh bulges in awkward places, betraying the machinery beneath my carved-up skin.

			The more I look, the more wrong it feels. My mind goes flimsy as buried thoughts hack their way toward the surface. I process the sight of my body, I think of what I know, and the exo helps me ground myself in the facts.

			I know who I am. I know my name is Key Tanaka. That I’m eighteen years old, most of those years spent on the starship Antilles, First District. I know this puts me at the top of the Fleet’s pecking order, and I know how much I enjoy that. I remember zero-G galas, beautiful dresses, a life of the best things our wandering ways could offer.

			I remember our Fleet’s mission. The seven tiers of ships, three hundred years of history at our backs, searching for a planet to call home.

			
			I remember my parents. Cold, distant, but never unkind beyond reason.

			I know myself. I know who I was before my mind got crossed with a machine.

			But I can’t, for the life of me, remember why I did this.

			The thought feels like missing a step—there’s no memory to catch me, and by the time the exo’s strongly suggesting I think about something else, I’m already too far gone. I don’t have any memories of before the surgery. No memories of the conversion itself. No justification for why I’m lying in a ward bed. What brought me here? I close my eyes, trying to block out the new feelings itching up my legs, grasping for the reasons I ended up this way. Why did I do this?

			I come up empty. There’s nothing there. No explanation for the metal and fiber laced into my biology.

			I can’t remember why I became Scela.

			Isaac notices I’ve stopped testing my limbs. “Something wrong?” he asks, his demeanor still pleasant.

			What do I tell him? Do I tell him? “I don’t remember…,” I start.

			“That can happen sometimes,” he says. His eyes are already back on his datapad. “The drugs we use post-integration have to be powerful enough to subdue both you and the exo.”

			“But I can’t remember the start of my surgery,” I counter, my voice growing stronger. “I don’t even remember deciding to take the metal.”

			“It’s unusual, but not unheard of. The orientation docs they gave you gloss over that part, unfortunately.” The exo urges me to notice the hint of terseness in his voice. A lie? A deflection, at minimum. Something’s off. And I don’t remember any docs anyway.

			
			I push myself upward far too fast, my hyperpowered muscles nearly catapulting me from the bed as I wrap my arms around my head. I’m vaguely aware of Isaac shrinking back, no doubt worried he’s risking another snapped bone. “Easy, easy. Deep breaths, Key,” he suggests.

			But all I can really focus on is the unnatural—natural, the exo insists—protrusions around my head, the bracing supports sprouting from my shoulders that keep it upright despite the massive weight situated at the back of my skull. I run my fingers over the ports embedded in my chin, in my cheekbones, all places for larger equipment. Equipment that will turn me into a monster—a tool—for the General Body to wield at will.

			The drugs have cleared from my blood. The frantic nudges from the thing on my back aren’t enough to keep my panic pinned down. My breathing doubles, triples in speed, and Isaac hits a button on his datapad that dims the lights as he retreats to the other end of the room, pressing his back against the door.

			“Key,” he warns. “I can knock you out through the monitoring software, but that’s something I’d really rather not do when your integration is so new. Try to focus on relaxing your muscles—it’s not good to stress them like this so early. You can shred them if you winch them too tight too fast.”

			He has a soothing voice. I wish it did something for me. There’s too much chaos, too much noise, too many blank spaces in who I am. The scream builds in my lungs, rattling out between my teeth as I dig my fingernails into the flesh of my forearms. The exo tries valiantly to talk me down, but I fight its noise, straining against the strings that control my muscles. If I had the strength for it, I’d rip the damn machine right off my back. I don’t want it in me. I don’t want the presence in my mind, urging my fingers to loosen. I don’t want this thing to keep me from destroying it. I’ll take it out with me if I have to.

			
			My muscles lock, and suddenly I feel more than just the darkness of the room creeping over my vision. My eyes roll, finding Isaac furiously swiping at his datapad.

			“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he says.

			My vision fades, the holes in me growing until they consume me. Until I’m nothing but an empty girl, more holes than substance, and somehow in my last second of consciousness, before the darkness overtakes me, I feel…

			I feel right.
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			I’m six days into my life as a Scela and flat on the floor of my recovery room.

			Please, I beg God, beg my exo, beg myself. Please just let…let me…I’m not even sure what I’m asking for. Ever since I woke up in this unfamiliar body, I’ve been floundering for control. Yesterday I thought I made solid progress—I took my first steps.

			Today it feels like it would be a miracle if I could even lift a finger. I’m trapped in a five-hundred-pound, seven-foot-tall rag doll, seething through my teeth as I roll my face over the cool linoleum. Getting off the floor feels as unlikely as the Fleet finding a habitable world, and being ready to start basic by the end of the two-week observation seems mathematically impossible.

			I’d settle for just quiet and stillness, but my body won’t even let me have that. As a human, I could forget about my breathing and my heartbeat. But as a Scela, I’m constantly assaulted with the facts of my existence. I can’t tune out the exo—in some ways, the exo is me. Its thought process is woven so tightly into my own that sometimes I can’t tell us apart.

			
			I press my palm down on the floor, mutter a strain of scripture, and suddenly it’s starkly clear that the exo is not me and never will be. Religion, I’ve quickly discovered, is an alien concept to the machine on my back. It can see the logic of having something to believe in, but the notion of faith escapes it entirely. It wants concrete facts. Clear causality.

			It doesn’t want me. And I can’t escape that—not when it’s sewn through my biology in a way that can never be undone.

			But if I can’t get my feet under me, I’m useless as a Scela, and then my sacrifice will have been for nothing. At ten years old, Malikah will have to take up the burden I’ve been carrying since fifteen, and no ten-year-old should have to carry a family on her back. No fifteen-year-old should have to, either, but Seventh District isn’t the kind of place that has anything left to spare when your life unravels in the span of an afternoon.

			Yasmin wasn’t an option back then. Growing up, I felt like I only knew my aunt in the ways she contrasted my mother. She was severe and standoffish to my mother’s bright warmth, atheistic to her unshakable faith, cautious to her cheerful flirtatiousness. They’d always kept their distance from each other, but just a few weeks before the riots that changed everything, Yasmin had come by. I watched from a crack in the door as my mother and her sister spoke in hurried whispers that slowly became louder until my mother was shoving Yasmin away, warning her to never come near our family again. I never found out what they fought about. All I knew was that after that day, my mother made each of us swear on the temple to never talk to Yasmin again. From then on, my aunt was a stranger, a ghost, a memory.

			When we lost our parents less than a month later, I did everything in my power to keep us away from our aunt’s door. There were times when I almost caved. When the money was thin, when the orphanage Yasmin runs loomed over me on my walk to work. Every time, my vow to my mother burned in my veins. I had sworn. I had sworn on the temple.

			
			But on the night those purple tracks showed up on Amar’s forehead, I finally gave up. I went to her door with Malikah on my heels and Amar swaddled in a sheet, cradled in my arms. I begged and bargained, my oath crumbling to dust, and I promised God I would do everything in my power to justify breaking it. And the next morning, I was on a shuttle to the Dread, begging for absolution with a hand pressed against its hullmetal.

			My sacrifice has to be rewarded. I summon every drop of willpower in me and urge my arms to push against the floor. Instead, my muscles snap taut, straining against every new fiber and wire and support strut woven through them. I clamp my teeth together and let out a snarl that sputters into a low, frustrated groan.

			This can’t be happening. I didn’t survive the integration and conversion just to be reduced to a useless, fuming beast. I try to calm my mind with a prayer, but the exo’s thoughts spiral through my own. It’s not hullmetal you’re praying against, it’s a linoleum floor, and anyway, prayer against hullmetal is derived from the old engineers’ practice of listening at the ships’ walls to identify mechanical failures. God isn’t going to push you up off this—

			“Stop,” I hiss out loud. “Stop it, stop, stop, st—”

			The recovery room’s door swings open, and Isaac sweeps in, crouching unsteadily at my side as two of his juniors follow in his wake. “Good morning, Aisha,” he says. His voice is calm, but both of the assistants behind him maintain a wary distance.

			“Hi,” I reply flatly.

			“The call button is there for a reason.”

			
			I frown at the little red trigger that’s been taped to my wrist. I shouldn’t need it. I was walking yesterday. “Doesn’t…make any sense,” I grind out.

			“Recovery isn’t always a linear process,” Isaac says. He shifts to stretch out his braced leg, leaning forward to balance on his knee. “You had a really good day yesterday, and that’s great, but you have to get used to working with the exo if you want to keep improving. Remember, we talked through this. You’re giving orders to the exo, and the exo—”

			“—tells my body what to do. I know. I know. But then I try, and…” I heave again, floundering for the right way to “order” the exo. I was never the kind of person who gave orders when I was human, so it’s no wonder I’m lost on how to do it as a Scela. Something clicks just enough that I’m able to get myself propped up on my elbows, but I can’t hold on to it and end up stuck, my head drooping forward between my shoulder blades in a way that pulls uncomfortably at the support struts balancing its massive weight on my shoulders. And that just reminds me of all the other metal laced through my biology, of the exorig clamped onto my spine, of the way a wicked ridge now rises out of my split, shaved skull—

			“Aisha,” Isaac warns, and I realize I’ve started seething again. “I don’t want to hook you back into the monitor, but if you keep stressing yourself like this—”

			“Sir?” A third assistant pokes his head through the door. “Sorry, but the glitchy one’s acting out again, and—”

			Isaac scrambles to his feet, pushing up his glasses to rub at his eyes. “Spirits, this batch, I swear. Help her back into bed,” he orders the other two juniors, before limping out of the room without another word.

			The juniors move to grab my arms, but I let out a deep, savage snarl that sends them skittering back and earns me a little ping of approval from the exo. “Sorry,” I whisper. “Please, just…I want to do this on my own.”

			
			One hesitates. The other sets her hand on his shoulder. “One more shot,” she says, a tremulous note of encouragement in her voice.

			I let out a long, slow breath, thankful that at least that’s still as easy as…well, breathing. My eyes drop shut, and I turn my thoughts toward the exo on my back. I can feel the machine scrutinizing me, weighing and measuring, trying to decide if I add up to a worthy vessel.

			I think about what I want to do. About giving orders. When I was a janitor on the Reliant’s intership deck, I did nothing but follow the instructions I was given. Authority was never a part of the job description.

			But I wasn’t just a janitor. I was the oldest child, too.

			I think of every time Amar threw a tantrum. Every time Malikah tried to stay up reading into the darkest hours of the night. Every time I had to act as a substitute parent, wrangling my brother’s rambunctious energy and my sister’s unstoppable mind. It didn’t feel natural at first, but I worked up to it.

			The exo seems bemused by my thought process. You think controlling a Scela body is like chasing down a six-year-old? Like telling a girl to get dressed for temple?

			I don’t bother to counter it. Instead, I breathe deeply, hold those memories in the part of my head that’s still mine, and push.

			My torso lifts smoothly off the ground. I pull my knees underneath me, then push again, trying my best to ignore the awkward length of my limbs and the twinge of artificial muscles still settling into place. With a heave that feels monumental enough to knock a starship out of its tier, I rise to my feet.

			
			A grin breaks over my face, uncontrollably wide thanks to the augmentations. I can do this. I can command my body, be the perfect tool I was sculpted into, earn my place in the Scela ranks. I can carry the weight of the exo on my back—it’s nothing compared to what I’ve borne already.

			I may not be a useful Scela yet. But I will be damned if I’m not a useful sister.

			

			—

			The door swings open with a rush of warm air from the corridor. At first I ignore it. It’s just Isaac, here to run more tests and tell me again that No, the Dread is kept under a communications lockdown and there’s no way to contact your family.

			Except that it isn’t. It’s my fourteenth day as Scela, the last in the recovery ward. My exo does the initial processing, scooping the audio from my ears and urging me to notice that the footfalls are far heavier than those of anyone who’s entered this room in the past few days. I roll over and find myself face to face with a towering Scela woman. For a moment, panic drenches me, a knee-jerk reaction to spotting a Scela. My human remnants go live with fear that I’m about to be evicted, that they’ve come to take my siblings away. But the exo calms me. With a soft nudge, it reminds me that I’m Scela too. This woman is my kind. We belong to the same world.

			But we’re not the same—not even close. Everything about her screams easy confidence with her hyperpowered body. She wears the metal of the full rig, each port in her skin melded to pistons and armor that turn her into a walking tank. Her platinum-blond hair is cleaved in half by the exo’s ridge protruding from the top of her skull. The rest of it is tied back in a braid that weaves around her enhancements. This woman looks like she could tear a starship in half.

			
			I feel like an infant next to her, and the fuzz on my skull isn’t helping.

			“Marshal Gwen Jesuit, head of basic,” she says, extending a hand for me to shake. I stand and take it, surprised at how my grip matches hers. After two weeks of Isaac’s and his assistants’ cautious distance, two weeks away from my siblings for the first time in my life, I’m starved for contact. A handshake shouldn’t be overwhelming, but it hits me somewhere deep in my chest. The exo scoffs, herding me away from the sensation.

			In her other hand is a bundle of clothes. “Brought you your training gear. Report to Gym Deck in ten minutes.” Processing her request, the exo starts a little countdown. She foists the bundle into my hands and turns for the door.

			“I don’t know where that—” I start, but before I get a chance to finish, Marshal Jesuit knocks her knuckles into the side of her exo.

			“Ship’s layout is all up here. Let it do the thinking.”

			A wary prickling runs up my spine, but the exo is quick to soothe it, reminding me that this is exactly what I signed up for when I became a living weapon. The second Marshal Jesuit closes the door, I shuck out of my loose smock and sweats.

			The jumpsuit she’s given me seems intimidatingly complicated. The garment is covered with vents that line up with my ports, and the shoulders are a mess of straps that, as far as I can tell, are supposed to go under the support struts that balance the exo’s weight. The exo itself nudges me in the right direction, suggesting just how I should move my fingers to finagle the clasps. It takes three of my countdown’s minutes to make sure I’ve got everything on right.

			
			Then I try the door. At last, it opens when I turn the handle, and for once the thoughts between the exo and me slip into perfect harmony as a quiet thrill overtakes me.

			I want to run. My muscle control has locked in, and with joy crackling through my nerves, there’s nothing holding me back. I bare my teeth in a grin and take off down the hall, blowing past Isaac as he limps out of what looks to be his office. “Careful!” he shouts after me. “I don’t want to waste my evening rebuilding any part of your anatomy.”

			I wave over my shoulder as I barrel around the corner.

			A quick consultation of the ship’s schematics in my exo reveals that Gym Deck is right around the corner from Medical. A few more turns and I’m there, with three minutes to spare. When I enter Gym Deck itself, the part of my brain that’s still from a Seventh District ship immediately freezes. The Reliant had a habitat dome, a vaulted ceiling painted in an approximation of sky that looms over the buildings beneath, but I’ve never been in a room this open before. There’s no attempt to hide the ceiling behind cloudy murals—it’s just a crisscrossed tangle of beams dotted with blinding industrial lamps. Even with my exo whispering in my head, the unnatural space sends something primal inside me reeling for comfort, for enclosure, for cover.

			I’m jolted out of my shock by a Scela girl brushing past me. She’s about my age, dressed in a jumpsuit like mine, her head similarly shaved and her resealing skin similarly fresh. But unlike me, she doesn’t seem to be all that impressed by the size of the room. Her dark eyes sweep over a group of Scela running in a pack at the far end of the deck. She pauses with momentary interest when she spots a group doing combat drills, then finally fixes her gaze on me.

			
			“Aisha Un-Haad,” I say, offering my hand, trying not to be overeager about it.

			She doesn’t take it. Straightening her back, she says, “Key Tanaka.”

			The exo works to suppress a tinge of embarrassment rising in me as I drop my hand. Key has a haughty tilt to her chin that can only come from a First District upbringing. I thought that kind of thing wouldn’t matter once we’d been wrapped in Scela metal. The exo reassures me it doesn’t, but it means very little in the face of Key’s dismissal. This girl immediately saw through me, saw my backendedness, and saw that it wasn’t worth it to shake my hand.

			I try a different approach, my voice shakier than before. “Is this…How long have you been Scela?”

			Key’s lips part like she’s about to answer the question, but a look of momentary confusion flickers across her features before any words make it out. “Probably about as long as you have,” she says at last, though my exo reads what’s written over her face. She doesn’t know, it whispers, then clamps down on the shudder threatening to work its way up my spine. My exo started keeping a careful internal clock the moment it was integrated. Is a Scela’s relationship with their exo not a uniform experience? Or is there something wrong with the way the exo’s been threaded into my mind?

			A shard of panic slices through me, but before my exo has a chance to respond, another young Scela wanders through the Gym Deck doors.
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