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To Diana. Love you, sis.




This is how you kill someone.

You don’t need a gun or a knife. You don’t even need to want it. All it takes is one bad decision.

I was fifteen when I became a murderer.

There was a boy. A beautiful boy. He had a way of looking at things—like the world brimmed with unseen wonder. And if he couldn’t find the beauty, he would make it. His nail beds were smudged with charcoal from art class. In sketchbooks, he captured the softness of apple blossoms, the forest of shadows cast by classroom desks when morning sunlight poured through the windows, and the outlines of students carrying transparent umbrellas in the rain. One time, I caught him drawing me—and I barely recognized myself. The curve of my lips held a thousand secrets and my sweep of brown hair seemed artistic instead of unruly. He came to school in a small red car, bought by his parents so he wouldn’t have to rely on buses. The car’s autopilot was programmed for school and home and nothing else.

I was nothing like him. My knees jounced with unspent energy, my fingers playing with a cheap smart-ring I’d managed to buy secondhand. I wrote computer code in the air, my fingers tracing invisible hacks. I did not create beautiful things—I picked apart existing programs, finding back doors and slipping inside like a thief in the night. I took what I wanted.

And I wanted that boy.

He wanted a day off from school.

The wanting was our undoing.

Because when I hacked his car’s navigation system, I accidentally turned off the program that made us visible to the other driverless cars. I sat in the driver’s seat, using my smart-ring to upload the hack. And then I set the autopilot to take us across the city to a local zoo. We laughed at our own cleverness as we zoomed away from school and onto a bridge. The sun shone through golden dust motes, and the thrum of music rattled through the seats. It was a moment of triumph, of freedom.

The difference between murder and manslaughter is intent—but that doesn’t matter to the victims.

Let me tell you what does matter: velocity and momentum. Rubber and steel. An SUV trying to merge into a lane that its sensors said was empty. The railing of a bridge, crumpled outward as the boy’s red car was pushed over the edge and into the water below.

I remember the world jerking sideways. I felt my neck snap to one side, fire in my spine. And then there was nothing but weightlessness. Adrenaline surged through my body, sharpened every sense and pulled time to a standstill.

We spent an eternity in free fall.

Hitting the water below was like slamming into concrete. The car crumpled inward, the steering wheel crushing most of my heart.

I was conscious for only a handful of moments. But it was long enough to see the spiderweb of cracks in the windshield, the lights in the dashboard winking out, and the spatter of blood across the ceiling. It was long enough to know. To understand. To feel that bone-deep wrench of guilt. No no no no, oh please no, let me go back, just five seconds, let me fix this, let me not have—

When death took me, I welcomed it.

And then it spat me back out again.

I awoke in an unfamiliar place, in an unfamiliar body, to an unfamiliar man sitting at my bedside. He had dark hair, a light complexion, and eyes that could have been gray or green. He wore a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a suit jacket draped over the back of his chair. A tattoo of golden clocks was etched into his left arm and a holographic chessboard sat before him. When he saw me awaken, he flicked the chessboard away and leaned closer. The harsh hospital light illuminated the delicate lines at the corners of his eyes.

Countless wires and tubes connected me to machines. To my bleary eyes, they looked like threads tying me to this new reality.

I was a tapestry still on the loom—something yet unfinished.

I licked my dry lips. “W-who are you? Where’s my family?”

The man said, “You aren’t going to know my name, but you may call me Prefect.”

I stared at him blankly, uncomprehending.

He said, “When you hacked that car, you overrode the identity of the owner and hijacked the vehicle’s autopilot. A federal felony, these days. The passenger also died—which leaves you on the hook for felony murder.”

A howl of unspoken grief welled up in my chest. Perhaps it would have eased the pain to scream, to wrench myself from the bed and claw at the floor. I wanted to close my eyes; I wanted to be away from all of this. To pretend that I hadn’t done something unforgivable. I wanted to go back to that morning, to return to the girl who’d offered to help a boy skip school.

I’d killed him. He was gone because of me.

And in that moment, I despised myself with an intensity I hadn’t known was possible.

“Why are you here?” I rasped out. Even my voice sounded unfamiliar. Later, I would learn I’d been intubated for the better part of a week.

“Because it was a very good hack,” said Prefect. “Exploiting a security flaw in the sound system and then uploading a fake update? Quite creative.”

“I killed someone,” I said flatly.

“I never said it was perfect,” he replied.

Prefect reached into his pocket and withdrew two square slips of plastic. The harsh light gleamed on silver ink. They were tattoo templates, I realized. For biometric identity tattoos. The electron-ink was special—powered by one’s pulse and rigidly controlled by the government to prevent identity theft.

“Your heart stopped in the ambulance,” said Prefect. “Your rescuers performed CPR on you most of the way to the hospital. Your tattoo went dark.”

I looked down at my left hand. Sure enough, the skin was … empty. It looked strange without the barcode of silver lines. I’d been inked since elementary school. “So?” I said.

“You get a choice,” said Prefect. He held up his right hand, gesturing with the first plastic square. “This is you. Your name, your social security number, your school records, your vaccinations, your family history. You choose this square and you’ll be reinked. I’ll leave and your family will be brought in. Then, you’ll be arrested. You’ll go through arraignment, a trial, or a decent plea deal if your family can afford better than Lawyerbot.” He cleared his throat. “But make no mistake—you are guilty. And in this state, you’re old enough to be tried as an adult. You’ll get twenty years at the minimum.”

I blinked slowly, fighting through the haze of drugs and pain. “Not really hearing a choice yet.”

He gave the second square a flick with his left hand. “This is a different name. A different life. If you take it, your family will be informed that you are dead. You will have absolutely no contact with them. You cannot say goodbye. And then you will come and work for me.”

I tilted my head, trying to get a better look at him. “You’re offering me a job?”

“Not a job,” he said. “More like … accelerated community service. Ten years of it.”

Even at fifteen, I wasn’t wholly ignorant of the world. One didn’t recruit criminals to sell cookies. “I’ll be doing bad things, won’t I?”

“Not bad,” said Prefect. “Morally questionable, perhaps.”

“Dangerous?”

“Undoubtedly.”

I snorted—and a flare of agony went through my throat. Everything about me felt raw as an exposed nerve.

“You’ll be working for the Identity Security Division,” he said. “We investigate identity theft, fraud, and other assorted crimes. We hunt criminals with criminals. Sometimes we walk the line of legality. If you ever get caught, we’ll disavow any knowledge of you.”

This could not be happening. Some childish part of me wanted to roll over, to pull the pillow over my head and wait for my mom to wake me in the morning.

“So it’s twenty years in prison or ten years with you?” I said. “That’s not much of a choice.”

Prefect leaned forward. There was a fierce intensity to his eyes, even as his voice was carefully uninflected. “I’m offering you something that a court and a judge and a prison sentence can’t.”

I made no effort to hide my skepticism. “And what’s that?”

The corners of Prefect’s mouth curved into a thin smile.

“A second chance.”
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IDENTITY SECURITY DIVISION



WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



INTRODUCTION

Humanity has always needed ghosts.

Ghosts have been many things—a reflection of the living, a condemnation of our sins, a hope that our loved ones are still with us. We need ghosts for comfort, for stories, for thrills.

But what most people don’t realize is that we need them for national security.

Ghosts—or wraiths, as we call them—are invaluable to our efforts at the Identity Security Division. In our society of constant surveillance, we require assets and informants to be able to move among the populace without leaving a trace. That is why we recruit from felons who are presumed dead.

In this review, we will examine the actions of Asset 1191809—hereafter referred to as “Augusta Pine.” She is the only minor to ever be brought in as a wraith, and I have been in charge of monitoring her progress.

This case study contains details on the Portland Hostage Crisis,1 as well as several other confidential mission debriefings.2 I have been asked to write this to determine the risks and rewards of recruiting an underage wraith—and whether ISD would be likely to do so again in the future.

Because ghosts can come back to haunt us.






1


The problem with being dead is that no one forwards your mail.

I only check my email in coffee shops. This shop isn’t busy, but the barista looks relieved when I order decaf coffee instead of their advertised ombre milkshakes. According to the holographic menu, the milkshakes change color corresponding to the drinker’s personality. Two young girls occupy a nearby table, holding milkshakes in transparent to-go cups. One girl checks a chart, trying to decipher what her drink says about her life. The other sips from her straw and grimaces in distaste.

“What is that flavor?” she asks, scrunching her nose. She must be about eleven.

“It’s supposed to be a mystery.” The other girl traces a finger down her chart. “How does it change color, you think?”

“Heat-activated dyes,” I reply before I can help myself. The two girls look at me, then at their milkshakes. Sure enough, the warmth of their fingers has made the dyes shift in hue. Depending on how hot or cold a person runs, their milkshake can remain a muted violet or bloom into hot pink. The drinks remind me of those old vintage mood rings from the twentieth century.

That’s the thing about people—we cannot move through the world and leave it unchanged. No matter how much we want to.

I’m not a caffeine enthusiast, but coffee shops are great for hiding one’s IP address. If anyone tries to trace my activities, they will be led here. And A Whole Latte Fun’s security cameras are broken, the two employees look tired, and the only online security is a lock to keep customers from streaming adult websites.

I have no interest in porn. Rather, I’m hacking the email of an eighty-five-year-old woman.

Okay, that sounds worse than it is. You can’t call it “hacking” when the password is my grandmother’s birthday and her childhood nickname.

“Come on, Nonna,” I murmur. “At least make this difficult.”

The inbox appears in the air before me, projected onto the opaque glass of my visor. Only I can see it. There was once a time when people tried to obscure screens with cupped fingers. Thankfully, we’ve moved beyond that. A smart-ring on my right middle finger allows me to control my visor’s augmented reality.

My gaze sweeps across the coffee shop to make sure no one is watching me. At six in the evening, the place isn’t busy. To my left are two college boys wearing university sweatshirts. They’ve finished their coffees and a forgotten vanilla-glazed doughnut and glass of water sit on their table. A mom with two kids hanging from her legs orders a triple espresso, holding out her hand so the barista can scan her tattoo for payment. No one is watching me, and I turn my attention to the inbox.

With a flick of my fingers, I scroll through Nonna’s emails. There are the usual reminders for doctor’s appointments, the correspondence with her book club, and a glut of spam that has slithered past her filters.

I delete the spam for her. There are at least two scams in there—a sketchy address posing as a bank and another promising a brand-new business opportunity that just needs a credit card and—

All it takes is a swipe of my fingers to copy down those email addresses and save them to a folder in my visor. I’ll pass them off to Prefect later.

Once I’ve read through Nonna’s emails—don’t judge me, the most private thing was her complaining about how her robot vacuum keeps getting stuck under her dining room chairs—I scroll down to a familiar folder. It was set up three years ago. The contents are forwarded from a different email. A dead person’s.

Mine.

When someone dies, digital ghosts linger. Social media accounts have to be shut down, newsletters unsubscribed from, DMs and inboxes cleared out. To spare my parents additional grief, my grandmother offered to have my emails forwarded to her. And like a masochist, I check them every time I hack into Nonna’s inbox.

Mostly because my sisters still email me.

At first, I wondered why they did it. Emailing a dead person seems rather morbid. From what I can figure out, it started as a therapy exercise. But over the years, it transformed into something like a diary entry. It was my sisters’ way of talking to themselves while pretending to talk to me.

I suspect neither of my siblings knows Nonna gets those emails. Otherwise they’d leave out all the details of when they sneak out of the house for parties and various romantic meetups. Knowing Nonna, she is greatly amused.

I don’t dare log in to my own email account. The Identity Security Division would see that. But using various coffee shops to hack into Nonna’s account is just anonymous enough to fly under the radar. She isn’t technically bound to me by blood or paperwork. Nonna was my grandfather’s second love—and while they were together for thirty years, they never married.

This inbox is my one point of connection with my loved ones. The stray thread that links me to my old life. And I can’t bear to cut it.

I open the folder and see a bolded, new message at the top. My youngest sister emailed a week ago and Nonna has yet to read it.

I flick the email open.

Hey.

I took my driver’s test last week. Passed, even if I was shaking the whole time.

Wanted to make you proud.

I miss you.

I can almost hear my sister’s voice in every word. She was twelve when I last saw her, with a wide smile and a wicked sense of humor. We declared the attic sovereign territory and waged war on our older sister—who responded by stealing our bras and tossing them onto the roof.

When I think of home, that is what I remember best—me and my sisters, snarling at one another and loving in equal turns, full of fondness and resentment and small joys. We weren’t perfect, but the more time I spend away from them, the more I only remember the good things. Like sea glass—all the sharp edges are gone from my memories, leaving only soft beauty.

I click out of the email, marking it as unread so that Nonna won’t know anyone accessed it. Then I close the anonymous browser and flick my fingers so that my ringware goes to sleep. The screen blinks away, leaving behind only the coffee shop.

A tide of loneliness sweeps in, so cold and abrupt that my breath catches.

Looking into my family is like picking at a scab. I know it isn’t healthy in the long run. But I can’t not do it. Every few months, I find my fingers itchy with the urge to type in the familiar names. But I have to be careful—if I look too often, it’ll become suspicious.

As I sit, haunted by my sister’s words, I hear the guys at the next table talking. One of them is gesticulating with his empty cup. His voice rises in anger. “—Dumped me. After everything.”

“I know,” says the second college boy. “It sucks.”

“She was supposed to stay here,” says the first boy, frustration simmering in his voice, “after she graduated. She could’ve gone to vet school in Oregon. But no, there’s a better program in Montana. Who the hell goes to Montana?”

“You’ve still got pictures of her, right?” says the second boy, smirking.

The first boy, the dumpee, snorts. “Not those kind. Nettie wouldn’t send them.”

“Doesn’t matter.” The second boy gently taps his smart-ring against the table. “I’ve got a deepfake app. Trust me, if you’ve got a picture of her face you’ve got any video you want. You can make a burner account, post it, and tag her school. See if Montana wants her after that.”

The dumpee laughs.

“Here,” says the second boy, pulling the ringware from his finger and setting it on the table.

A cold tendril of anger curls around my stomach. I know exactly what videos two college-aged boys will make with a deepfake app. But while revenge porn is illegal, it isn’t my job to track down offenders. I should ignore them. I should go on my way. My whole life is made up of “shoulds.”

There are three things you need to know about me.

First, my name isn’t Augusta Pine.

Second, I am a criminal.

Third, I work for the Identity Security Division, so all my criminal activity is sanctioned.

Well. Most of it.

The first boy, the dumpee, has brown hair, high cheekbones, and a face that will buy him a lot of forgiveness. His sleeves are half rolled up to his forearms, revealing part of an elaborate tattoo. Lines of red and black swirl across his hand and forearm. It is one of the fancy custom jobs—probably keyed to some expensive car and Daddy’s bank account. Some people pay for private mods to their electron-ink identity tattoos. It’s expensive and time-consuming, but no one ever said that status symbols were logical.

My visor is capable of scanning electron-ink, so I can glance at a person’s tattoo and bring up their name, age, home address, and if they have any outstanding warrants. But I can’t get a good look at his hand, not without drawing attention, so I’ll have to get creative.

I flick my fingers, bringing my visor to life. Then I subtly snap a picture and upload it to a facial recognition program in the ISD database. If Prefect asks—and he will—I’ll tell him that I stopped a crime in progress. Which is technically true.

It takes only twelve seconds for the program to find the dumpee. Everyone’s faces are in the system, whether it’s through a traffic cam or one of those apps that turns your face into art. Information is power, which is why the government hoards so much of it.

Several social media accounts pop up—Justin McBride. College sophomore. And tagged in several of his pictures is a pretty girl with a dimply smile and beautiful vintage jackets. It’s Nettie, the would-be vet headed to Montana. I click over to her profile. Nettie has less than a thousand followers. Most of her pictures feature her and the wildlife rehabilitation place she’s interning at.

She looks nice. And wholly unprepared to deal with the havoc these two boys plan to wreak on her life.

I exhale. Then I pick up my coffee cup and walk to the college boys’ table.

I plop down in the empty chair. Both boys gape at me. I’m nearly their age, having turned eighteen a month ago. I know what I look like: striking, but with the feral edge of a stray cat. I am all sharp edges and lean muscle. The smart-dye in my hair is programmed to an inky black and my lipstick is the color of dried blood. When I look in mirrors, I am always reminded that even my body was sculpted and rebuilt according to another’s design.

But my mouth is still my own.

“Hi,” I say. Without hesitating, I reach out and pick up their forgotten doughnut.

“Hey,” says the second boy, startled.

I take a bite. Vanilla-glazed isn’t my favorite—honestly, who likes vanilla—but I take my time chewing and swallowing. This isn’t about food; it is about establishing who has the power here.

“Do we know you?” asks Justin.

I use the doughnut to point at him. “No, but I know you, Mr. McBride.”

Justin’s expression shifts between wary and flattered. “Are you in Econ?”

“No,” I reply, and then I finish the doughnut in three doughy bites.

The second boy picks up my coffee cup, turning it so that my name and drink order are visible. “Agatha,” he says.

“Only friends get to call me ‘Agatha,’” I say cheerily. “And you two are definitely not friends.”

The second boy’s ringware sits on the table. I snatch it up. Justin jerks in surprise, reaching to take the ring from me. “Hey!”

I walk the ring back and forth through my fingers. It’s a little trick I learned when I was a kid and into stage magic.

“Post a single video of Nettie,” I say, “and I will forward every dick pic you’ve ever taken to your parents, to your grandparents, and to your school. I don’t care what passwords you’ve used—I will crack them.”

All the blood drains from his face.

“And you,” I say to the other boy. “I don’t think you can be trusted with this.” I twirl the ring between my fingers. “Good boys don’t download deepfake apps.”

Defiance flashes across his face. “What are you going to do about it?”

Smart-ring computers aren’t advanced. They’re meant for connecting to other technology. But the one thing rings have going for them is durability. They can survive being struck, doused in water, and dropped from high ledges.

But every piece of tech has its weakness. “Activate repair mode Rho-Zero-Nine,” I say.

I’m not supposed to know that code phrase. But I did a job a few weeks back that involved the company’s CEO, a lost smart-ring, and a cloned Chihuahua. If I were a better person, I would have mentioned that they should’ve patched this little flaw. But on the other hand … I like having backdoor access.

The ring beeps quietly, and its metal slides apart to expose the mechanics within. Red light glows softly from the interior.

I drop the ring into my cup of coffee.

Liquid can always kill an open smart-ring.

“You can’t do that!” says the second boy, sounding appalled.

“I can,” I say. “I just did. And when you buy a replacement, you won’t download that app again.”

“Why won’t I?” he asks, sneering.

I reach up and touch a finger to the side of my visor, turning the opaque screen transparent. The thin strip of glass covers both of my eyes, obscuring my identity. I am supposed to move through the world without leaving a trace. But I want these boys to remember me.

For my eighteenth birthday, I gave myself a gift: two small black tattoos. On my left forearm is a set of old-fashioned scales. And on my right is a sword.

Justice may not exist, but I certainly do.

“Because you wouldn’t be the first life I ruined,” I say.

I am a wraith—a creature of wires and ink, of rumor and shadow. I can do worse than kill them; I can tear at the foundations of their lives with a few taps on a keyboard.

I am the most dangerous person they will ever meet.

And I want them to know it.

Justin and his friend are utterly still, terror written in every line of their faces.

“Good,” I say, rising from my seat. “Glad we had this talk.”
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Let’s back up for a second.

A couple decades ago, there was rampant identity theft. Conventional measures—passwords, two-factor identification, security questions—couldn’t deal with it. People wouldn’t pick up phone calls because there was a nine out of ten chance it would be a recording saying that “your social security number has been compromised, so please input your credit card…”

With voice-cloning apps, deepfake generators, and tech-savvy criminals, the scampocalypse began. It drained bank accounts, ruined lives, disrupted elections, and overwhelmed law enforcement. Celebrities hired entire legal teams to issue takedowns of deepfake porn—only for those same videos to reappear in a few hours. Phone companies scrambled to filter scam calls with little success. A bank attempted three-factor identification.

And then the vice president’s car was hijacked using a counterfeit recording of his voice.

After that, an inventor had an idea. What if we put our ID in a place that couldn’t be hacked or stolen?

Under our very skin.

Enter the era of electron-ink tattoos. Instead of fumbling around in a purse or wallet for a plastic ID card, you could just scan the back of your hand. The tech itself was powered through the tiny electronic pulses of a heartbeat—so if someone tried to remove the tattoo through gruesome means, it would go dark, the information gone. The tattoos couldn’t be duplicated, as the ink was strictly regulated. Most DMVs quickly created a room for tattoo application, once the demand roared to life.

It took less than a decade for the technology to become ubiquitous.

I was first inked when I was six years old.

What I remember most was the smell: burning metal and diluted bleach. A whisper of cold cotton across the back of my hand. It was the bare essentials: my identity, my school, and my home address.

The process was quick—there were machines built to administer basic biometric tattoos with as little discomfort as possible. Pain flared in my hand, and I squeezed my eyes shut, burying my face in my mother’s shoulder. Afterward, we went for ice cream and the taste of strawberries banished the bee-sting discomfort that still hummed beneath the bandage. I wasn’t allowed to soak in the bath for a few weeks, to let the ink and nanotechnology fully set up.

There are still some holdouts. Tinfoil hat–wearing anti-technology cults, religious organizations, and a few people who prefer the paper and plastic of old ID cards. But these days, most people use tattoos. And for more than just identity protection. While the government-controlled electron-ink is the only one used for ID and social security, private companies sell mods that will do almost anything: control your phone, lock your car, monitor your house, access your credit cards, check your body temperature, or even change the channel on your TV.

And for the most part, these new technologies work. Since the government began using electron-ink for their IDs, the number of frauds and impersonations dropped.

In a world where identities are written in flesh and blood, it’s harder to slip between the cracks.

But not impossible.

And thus, the Identity Security Division was born. It was given autonomy and funds to track down identity fraud—and on paper, it’s a boring office brimming with agents that couldn’t get jobs at a more exciting alphabet agency.

But the ISD is far, far more dangerous than most people know.

Because they don’t just track identities.

They create them.

Wraiths.

The government still needs people in the shadows: undercover agents, informants, spies. People with identities that could be tailored for every mission, people no one would look for, people who had skills that would let them ghost through the world. And if they were caught, the government needed plausible deniability.

Wraiths are a rumor, an unconfirmed conspiracy. They are the unseen heroes, the ghosts in the machine. They are people who died just long enough for their biometric tattoos to deactivate. Then they are used for black ops, for undercover work, etc.

You would think most wraiths are highly trained soldiers, former military and intelligence operatives.

The truth is a little more frightening.

Wraiths are criminals.

Rather than serving our sentences in prison, wraiths are given a handler, a few months’ training, and then we are tossed out into the field. If we serve our given term, our slate is wiped clean and we are sent back into the world with a new identity for a second chance.

And if we die on a mission—no one misses us.






IDENTITY SECURITY DIVISION



WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



PHONE CALL TRANSCRIPT

SIXTEEN HOURS BEFORE THE PORTLAND HOSTAGE CRISIS


CALL INITIATED 8:04 P.M. PST



AUGUSTA PINE

Okay, just tell me. What’s the job?

PREFECT

What job?

AUGUSTA PINE

The job you sent me to Portland for.

PREFECT

The hijacking wasn’t enough for you?

AUGUSTA PINE

That was on the way here. Now, what’s in Portland?

PREFECT

Beer, counterculture, and gentrification, I believe.

AUGUSTA PINE

So you’re saying there’s no job?

PREFECT

You were supposed to stay in San Francisco with me, but after the last … incident, I deemed it best to keep you out of sight of the local constabularies.

AUGUSTA PINE

I saved a life.

PREFECT

You went rogue. And caused a scene.

AUGUSTA PINE

Isn’t “vigilante” literally part of ISD’s motto?

PREFECT

“Semper vigilantes” means “Always watching.” It isn’t Latin for “nearly murder our target.”

AUGUSTA PINE

That’s so much worse, you do get that, right? And our target lived, so you can still blackmail him.

PREFECT

We are a federal agency. We do not blackmail people.

AUGUSTA PINE

I’m sorry, my mistake, I forgot your overlords were watching. [Clearing throat] You can inform him of the charges that will be leveraged against him, then offer him a plea deal in exchange for all the schematics that he stole and then put him to work creating weapons for our side.

PREFECT

You’ve become cynical, Augusta.

AUGUSTA PINE

I learned from the best. Now, what’s the job in Portland?

PREFECT

Your job is to stay quiet and safe and not set anything on fire. I’m flying up on Monday.

AUGUSTA PINE

So I’m like a piece of luggage you sent ahead.

PREFECT

Luggage doesn’t give me migraines. Did you check in to the address I sent you?

AUGUSTA PINE

You mean the sketchiest motel in the history of sketchy motels?

PREFECT

It’s not that bad.

AUGUSTA PINE

There’s a dead raccoon in the bathtub. I’m assuming it crawled in through the window that someone helpfully left open. Presumably to air out the smell of mold. And I can’t even complain to the front desk because it’s a smart motel.

PREFECT

Then get one of the robo-vacuums to remove your deceased roommate.

AUGUSTA PINE

I found a different place. Short-term rental. I’ll even use my sad excuse for a stipend to pay for it.

PREFECT

It’s only three days.

AUGUSTA PINE

Come on. I was stuck on that bus for, like, twenty-five hours. And there are blackouts scheduled this weekend. The moment the power goes out, I’ll be trapped in an AC-less motel room with a dead raccoon quietly baking in the bathtub. Even I don’t deserve that.

PREFECT

And this place you found is so much better?

AUGUSTA PINE

It has a pool.

PREFECT

You don’t swim.

AUGUSTA PINE

Yeah but I really like that chlorine smell.

PREFECT

[Audible sigh]

AUGUSTA PINE

I’m eighteen now. Technically you don’t have to babysit me anymore. Other handlers don’t babysit their wraiths.

PREFECT

You’re a walking liability.

AUGUSTA PINE

I know, that’s what you put in my birthday card last month.

PREFECT

Fine. Send me the address.

AUGUSTA PINE

Don’t pretend you aren’t looking at my tracker. You know exactly where I am.

[CALL ENDED]
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At night, the city of Portland glows.

The sidewalks are lined with soft lights. They’re solar-powered for the rolling blackouts, so when the city goes dark, its paths are traced with illumination. It’s for pedestrian safety, but it gives the city a radiant beauty. Even in the dark, one can find their way.

On this sweltering August evening, the streets are wide awake. A night market has sprung up near the waterfront; a live jazz band has set up on a patch of grass; the smells of roasted meat waft from a nearby food truck; cyclists gracefully swerve through crowds of pedestrians.

I amble along the waterfront toward my apartment rental. The Waterfront Jewel looks out over the Willamette, promises its occupants all the latest in smart home technology, and has an indoor pool. According to its website, the building used to be a hotel until it was repurposed into housing. A weekend there will cost months of my stipend, but it’s worth it. Not for the air-conditioning or the pool.

But because my grandmother lives there.

I won’t talk to her. I can’t talk to her. Wraiths aren’t allowed any contact with people from their former lives. I knew a middle-aged man who would walk by his family restaurant just to catch a glimpse of his kids. That was until one of them caught a glimpse right back. I never saw that man again.

Even when a wraith’s term of service is up, they aren’t returned to their former life. Instead, they get a fresh start elsewhere—with a new name, a new backstory, and enough relevant job history that they’ll find work.

My deal with Prefect is one of a kind. Not only am I the singular teenage wraith, but I’ve been promised that I will get to return home. I’m sure it’ll be expensive and complicated—a body “misidentified” as me, amnesia or another flimsy excuse, and I’ll have to spend the rest of my days lying to my family about what I was doing for the last decade. But still—I’ll get to be with them again.

So long as my ISD deal doesn’t go sideways.

This is a risk—such a dangerous risk. But I tell myself that it’s a calculated one. Nonna will never see me. Prefect is in another city, cleaning up the fallout from our last job together. By the time he arrives in Portland, I’ll have checked out.

This is how clever people become criminals. We can rationalize almost anything.

I stroll up to the front doors and hold out my left hand, electron-ink tattoo angled toward the door sensors. They’re locked to nonresidents.

My electron-ink tattoo is pretty standard: a series of silvery lines.

The lock recognizes me as a temporary resident and swings open with slow, jerky little movements. I step inside and the cool air is blissful against my sweaty face.

The building’s origins as a hotel are obvious: The lobby is laid out in a pretty, minimalistic style, with benches cut from faux marble, an indoor pool taking up a swath of the large room, and a small army of three-foot-tall potted succulents scattered throughout. There is a desk that must have once been the concierge station, but now it holds building announcements, a holographic resident board, and a security guard. The guard’s gaze flicks over me. I can almost see the moment he categorizes me as a non-threat.

I dress in dark clothing that is easy to move in and covers my scars. Like many of my generation, I wear an opaque visor. It looks like a smooth strip of glass and metal covering my eyes, with a slight indentation for my nose. Most people use visors for augmented reality—entertainment, subtitles, maps, and cheat codes for tests. Mine is programmed for facial recognition, magnification, video and audio recordings, and will scramble any video feed of my face.

I nod at the guard and he nods back.

Most people overlook teenage girls.

It’s their mistake.

The elevators are tucked away in an alcove behind the pool area. Normally, I would use the stairs—once you’ve been in one hacked elevator, it makes you a little paranoid—but my shoulders and legs ache after my last job.

Nonna’s apartment is 309. Mine is 310. Several of these are short-term rentals, for businesspeople and vacationers wanting to be close to downtown Portland. I remember seeing an email in Nonna’s inbox where she complained to a neighbor about the party people who invade the building during holidays.

All right, so maybe I am a bit of a stalker.

As I stride from the elevator, to my left are all the apartments. On my right is the open-air center of the building. If I leaned on the glass railing, I could gaze down at the lobby and pool below. At the thought, my stomach gives an uncomfortable lurch.

The apartment doors are unremarkable. The difference between Nonna’s door and the rest is that hers has an old-fashioned doorknob and lock, while the others have flat tattoo sensors. Nonna is infamous in my family for refusing smart upgrades.

I dangle my hand in front of 310’s door sensor and light dances across the back of my knuckles.

The sensor reads my name and life story in the silver whorls of ink. All of it is untrue.

I wear my best lies beneath my skin.

The sensor blinks green and the door glides open, revealing my home for the weekend.

There is a balcony overlooking the river, a sliding glass door that appears freshly polished, a small kitchen, and a living room furnished with sturdy Swedish furniture. It looks like any other short-term rental.

“Good evening,” the apartment’s virtual assistant says in a feminine voice. The sound emanates from a small, circular machine resting on a high shelf in the corner.

When virtual assistants went mainstream, companies gave them cutesy, feminine names like Alexa and Siri. Now, most people just call them VAs. This VA looks like a standard model: hooked up to the internet, capable of answering basic questions and controlling everything in the apartment with a simple voice command. More advanced VAs can do anything from keeping track of home finances to noting how often someone uses the toilet—and analyzing its contents for nutritional recommendations.

Computers know everything we do; we traded privacy for convenience decades ago. And as a hacker, I am keenly aware of how easily that data can be accessed. That’s why I own an unsmart watch, keep my location data off my ringware, and wear a visor that confuses facial recognition.

“How would you like to be addressed?” asks the VA.

“I wouldn’t,” I say, dropping my backpack on the couch.

“Welcome to unit 310, I Wouldn’t,” says the VA cheerfully. “Please be aware that this rental is nonsmoking. That includes vapes, incense, candles, and other incendiary devices. Please check the map by the front door and familiarize yourself with the nearest fire escape. However, we do not anticipate any fires, and our suppression system is state of the art. This apartment building specializes in cutting-edge smart technology. Everything from the elevators to the doors is hooked up to the building’s mainframe. The lock is now keyed to your identity, so you do not have to worry about physical keys. Would you like to hear about local tourist attractions?”

“No,” I say, heading to the kitchen. It’s a small unit, with a minifridge and a microwave.

“Would you like to connect to the rental’s Wi-Fi?” A tiny bubble pops up in my visor’s view. I double-check the connection—it’s a secure one, with a password that changes with every renter. I hit CONNECT with my ringware.

“If you are hungry,” continues the VA, “I can provide you with a list of local restaurants. Fourteen of them deliver by drone.”

“Thanks, but I’m good.” I find a mug in one cupboard. “Is tap water safe to drink right now?”

The VA hesitates, checking the local advisories. “Yes. The last toxic algae outbreak ended three months ago.”

I look at the mug. Then I put it back. Inside the fridge, someone has left a few bottles of water. I crack one open and drain it in a few gulps. “What time is it?”

“Nine thirty.”

“Go to sleep for now,” I say. “Set an alarm for seven in the morning.” Tossing the water bottle into a recycling bin, I head toward the bedroom.

“I will do that,” replies the VA. “Good night, I Wouldn’t.”



The next morning, I sit on the living room floor, gently stretching my arms and upper back. I need to stretch. The car crash that took my life also left me with a few irritating, chronic reminders of that day. I have scars along my left arm and chest, and if I go too long without stretching, my back will stiffen up. When I’ve worked the tautness from my shoulders, I reach for my backpack.

If I am going to spend a weekend next door to my grandmother, I am going to do more than a little online snooping. And for that, I need my secret weapon. Within the lining of the backpack, I’ve hidden a small black box about the size of a paperback book. It looks like a flat rectangle of metal, but it’s actually a small computer chassis. Magnetically clinging to the surface is a bumblebee.

It doesn’t look like much, but this is the most dangerous—and illegal—thing I own.

I hit a button on the side of the box, booting it up. “Good morning, Edgar.”

The bumblebee buzzes to life.

“Good morning,” he says.

He is adorable: all fuzzy body and big eyes. But if you look closely enough, you’ll see that the hairs are actually sensors and the eyes are tiny, multifaceted cameras.

Edgar is a spybot. The most sophisticated spybot to ever exist.

“Why did you activate me?” says Edgar. His voice is programmed to go directly through my visor and into my ear; neither the bumblebee nor the computer chassis have built-in speakers. “Was it because you crave human interaction and have no friends?”

He speaks with that fake mid-Atlantic accent of 1940s film stars. Every word sounds aristocratic, outdated, and frustratingly chipper. Even the insults. Especially the insults.

I snort. “How about you take that question and run it through your subroutine called ‘Tact.’”

“I contain no such subroutine,” he replies.

“That explains a lot.” I hold out my hand to the bee. “I need you to do some recon.”

“I can do that.” Edgar perks up at once. “What is the assignment?”

“My grandmother.”

The bumblebee rubs his legs together eagerly. “You wish to arrest your grandmother.”

“I— No,” I splutter. “What gave you that idea?”

“Because,” he says, “everyone I spy on, you arrest. Or toss through a window.”

“That was one time,” I say. “And it was out a window, not through.”

His antennae twitch. “What is the difference?”

“The amount of glass you have to clean up afterward. And no, I don’t want my grandmother arrested. Or thrown out a window.”

“Why not? You have a tactical advantage because she thinks you are dead,” he says cheerily.

I press a hand to my forehead. “I really need to write that tact subroutine for you.”

Edgar is an artificial intelligence. No, not the kind you’re thinking of. There are multitudes of learning algorithms in the world and they’ve been around for decades. Some are useful (spam filters, programs that scan for potential pandemics, accessibility apps), some are incredibly infuriating and useless (chatbot customer service), and some are morally reprehensible (algorithms designed to replace human jobs, disinformation bots, discriminatory apps, deepfake programs, and scambots). But most of those so-called AIs are little more than restructuring of existing data. They can’t create; they can’t think—they just take in information and regurgitate it.

Edgar is different. For one thing, he knows he is a program.

Self-aware AI became illegal after a navigation program went rogue on a Russian nuclear power barge. Programs will look for the easiest route between point A and point B—even if that route takes them through enemy waters. And since that navigation program was self-aware, it could argue with the ship’s crew. One missile strike later, the UN created the Treaty on the Prohibition of Sentient Artificial Intelligence. Otherwise known as the Pevek Convention.

The most dangerous thing in the world is self-awareness. Knowing who and what you are, how you can affect the world. Now, that is power.

Of course, some people will always ignore the laws. Hence, Edgar.

Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t program him.

Edgar stares at me, unfazed. He does not feel embarrassment or shame, and I envy that. “What are the parameters of the mission?”

“I want to check on my grandmother. See if she is healthy, doing well on her own, and any personal information I can find.”

Edgar’s wings rustle. “This is not ISD work, is it?”

“No,” I admit.

“You have said that spying on people for personal reasons is wrong.”

“I have said that,” I say. “But she’s getting older.”

“So it is all right to spy on people because they are old,” says Edgar in that infuriatingly cheerful and detached voice. “Does the need for privacy decrease with age?”

I grimace. There is an old saying in programming: Garbage in, garbage out. I’m doing my best to make sure I don’t feed Edgar a steady stream of garbage human choices; I want him to have enough data to develop his own set of morals, if that is even possible for an AI.

“Sometimes,” I say. “If you love someone, you do bad things and hope for a good outcome.”

I hear the whir of the computer as Edgar considers my words. “That is irrational.”

“Humans are irrational,” I agree. “And you can add this to the list of weird things about us.”

“That list is getting long,” says Edgar. “Why is it socially acceptable to eat chicken and not parrot? Why does the designated hitter rule inspire such ire? And why is pineapple on pizza so controversial?”

“I prefer it to parrot,” I say.

Edgar takes to the air, his wings buzzing. “Noted. Shall we begin now?”

“No,” I say. “At noon. There are blackouts scheduled. We’ll move when the power’s out.”

The blackouts have become a routine in most western cities. It’s partly about fire control—to make sure that a rogue spark can’t set off a new wildfire—and partly because the most recent drought means that dams can’t draw enough power during the summer months. The blackouts prevent major outages by suspending power to a few specific areas, so the entire grid won’t crash. Portland schedules blackouts for the weekend, when most people will be at home and the workweek will remain unaffected. Because we wouldn’t want it to impact the economy, of course. Just everyone’s weekends.

Today’s blackout is supposed to last seven hours. That will be more than enough time to comb through my grandmother’s life.

The truth is, my grandmother is in her eighties. And I have seven years left working for ISD. Even if I manage to survive and claw my way back to my family, I don’t know if she’ll still be around. This weekend in Portland might be my last chance to be near her. I want to know what she’s been reading, who she spends time with, what TV shows she watches—

If she still even thinks about me.

“Operation Nonna,” I murmur to myself.

The minutes tick down with excruciating slowness. I pace the length of the small apartment, my nerves getting the better of me.

Finally, at a minute until noon, all the lights go dark. The only illumination comes from the line of windows overlooking the river. All around me, apartments power down. A distant TV cuts off; a radio fuzzes out; the drone of air conditioners goes silent.

It is the silence that always unnerves me. Cities shouldn’t be quiet.

The VA speaks up. “Blackout conditions recognized,” it says in that pleasant feminine voice. “I am running on battery power and the building is using backup generators. Doors will operate as usual. Your water and refrigerator will remain on, but please limit your use of them. Air-conditioning is restricted to certain public areas. Should you need help regulating your body temperature, please visit the security office.”

Edgar speaks with contempt. “Thank you. We could never have figured that out on our own.”

“Oh, be nice to it,” I say. “It’s not the machine’s fault it isn’t built from faster-than-light silicon magic like you are.”

I can almost hear Edgar’s machine whir with irritation. “It is not magic, it is—”

“Boring lectures later,” I say, rising to my feet. I wave my hand in front of the apartment’s door sensor. “We’ve got a little light stalking to do.”
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The blackout covers the city like a wool blanket. It’s oppressive and stifling after only a few moments.

I carefully glance from side to side before stepping from my apartment. With Nonna next door, I have to be careful. I can’t risk her seeing—or worse, recognizing—me. I look different than before. I’m three years older, and after the car crash, several parts of me had to be reconstructed. But I still worry.

I gesture, activating my ringware. My visor’s apps boot up, screen flickering into view. As an extra layer of disguise, I type in a command to my smart-dye app. Every other week, I use a specialized conditioner that hooks up to my visor via the Wi-Fi. My hair has been an inky black since San Francisco, but now I choose something that the old me would never have worn: a hot pink. The pigment shifts at the roots and descends until every strand is the same cotton-candy hue.

Now I look even less like myself.

“All right,” I murmur, striding toward the stairs. “Here’s the plan: We break into the mail room first. Nonna still gets some paper mail.”

Edgar buzzes overhead. “Doesn’t that cost extra?”

“She’s old-fashioned,” I say. “Likes to keep her bills and stuff. She says computer files are too easily deleted.”

The expansive sweep of the lobby is dominated by the pool. The faux-marble floor is illuminated by reflected sunlight, and the scent of chlorine and water hangs in the air. The scent throws me back into childhood: summer days at a community pool, fingers sticky from holding a lime snow cone, the shrieks of other kids.

The same security guard from last night sits behind a desk. Now that I’m more awake, I commit his appearance to memory—late middle age, dark hair, fair skin tanned along his face and forearms from years without sun protection, and a comfortably paunchy belly. I give him a bright smile as I walk by, and he acknowledges me with a tip of his chin.

There is a girl in the pool, splashing under the watchful eye of a young man that looks like her older brother. He sits on a pool chair, absentmindedly scratching at his left hand while the girl attempts a backstroke.

As I walk by the pool, a splatter of water hits my visor. I flinch and take half a step back.

The boy’s gaze flashes to me. “Sorry,” he calls.

I use the edge of my sleeve to clean my visor. “It’s fine.”

He offers me an apologetic smile. “I’m trying to teach my sister a combat side stroke without actually getting in the water. Splashing around is the best she can manage.”

“Hey!” says the girl, offended.

Once my visor is clear, I get a better look at him. He’s about my age. His skin is lightly tanned and his dark hair swept back behind one ear. He’s disarmingly attractive and I’m glad for my opaque visor; he can’t see me staring.

His electron-ink tattoo gleams bright silver against his left hand. My visor snags on the barcode of slender lines, and the ID software appears at the corner of my vision.

Eames Ahlberg. Age 18. Graduated from high school in June. Address is the Waterfront Jewel at—

I flick the app away. Looking at this boy’s identity and history feels like an invasion of privacy. He’s not my target.

“It’s fine,” I say again, trying to regain my verbal footing. “Younger sisters, right?”

Eames studies me. “You want to swim? We can move over to the other side of the pool.”

“Oh, no.” A horrified laugh escapes me. “I don’t swim. Just here to check my mail.” Hopefully he doesn’t know the other residents well enough to realize that I don’t live here.

He nods. His sister is flapping around with all the grace of a half-drowned cat, but she’s staying afloat. Good for her. “Not too far into the deep end,” calls Eames.

The girl sticks out her tongue at him, accidentally gets a mouthful of water, and makes a gagging sound.

A wave of longing washes over me. That casual protectiveness, the easy conversation—I miss that. I miss belonging to a place, to a group of people.

“Good luck with the swim lessons,” I say, turning toward the mail room.

The door is half-propped open and I don’t shut it behind me. That would be suspicious. Instead, I make sure that I’m in no one’s line of sight.

Nonna’s mailbox is on the second row near the far-left corner. I kneel beside it, glancing at the door.

“Edgar,” I murmur, “keep a lookout. If anyone comes near, tell me.”

“Of course,” he replies.

I dig into my pocket for a ring of wholly illegal bump keys. Only for official assignments, Prefect told me when he handed me the lock-picking kit. Intelligent criminals still use old-fashioned locks, instead of ones keyed to their ringware or tattoos. They don’t want their biometrics associated with a crime.

I ease the bump key into Nonna’s mailbox, careful not to get it stuck. I press my ear to the cool metal of the boxes. Closing my eyes, I try to focus on the sound of the lock tumblers rather than the uneven thump of my heart. Slowly, ever so slowly, I pull the key back until I hear the last pin click into place.

I turn the key and get lucky on the first try. The mailbox comes open.

Inside are two bills—one for health care and one for her car insurance.

I shouldn’t open the envelopes; I don’t have an easy way to reseal them. But my fingers linger on the medical bill. If Nonna isn’t well, if she’s sick—

I bite down on my lip. Even if she is sick, there’s nothing I can do. I can’t send her money or groceries or even a get-well card. This is the closest I can get to my family: stolen glimpses and picked locks.

Replacing the bills and closing the mailbox, I rise from my crouch and walk out of the room. The lobby is still shadowed by the blackout. The security guard has retreated to his office—I can see him through the open door. Eames is calling instructions to his sister.

But before I make it to the stairs, a flicker of movement catches my eye. There’s someone at the front doors.

She waves her hand at the door sensor, then raps on the glass with her knuckles. She has long blond hair and wears dark jeans and a matching jacket—but that isn’t what draws my attention. Her hands are oddly pale. She wears light gloves that almost—but not quite—match her skin tone.

Why’s she wearing gloves, some distant part of my brain notes, when she’s trying to use her tattoo to open a door?

From this distance, I can’t hear what she is saying. She points at the door and waves at the security guard.

The security guard heaves himself upright and ambles toward the front entrance. “Hold on, hold on! Must not be working,” he says. “I’ll let you in.”

A squirm of panic clenches in my stomach. Something’s wrong. “Wait,” I call. I’m not sure what I would have said—and in the end, it doesn’t matter.

The guard pulls the door open, then heads toward his office.

The woman steps inside. And before I can so much as gasp, she reaches inside her jacket and pulls out a gun.

There are moments when you can feel your life taking an abrupt, unforeseen turn.

Some people like that feeling. They seek it out.

But for me, the unforeseen has always felt like the jerk and weightlessness of a car crash.

The gun goes off. The security guard staggers and falls.

My brain is taking in everything even as my body reacts. I throw myself to the ground, behind one of the overlarge potted succulents. I have to stay out of sight.

A whisper of movement comes from the pool.

Oh no. No, no, no.

The girl.

My mind whirls—perhaps I can get to the pool and drag her from the water. But I hate water and I’m a terrible swimmer. Or maybe—

But before my brain can come up with a truly terrible plan, Eames crashes to the floor beside me. He has his sister in his arms and his tanned face has gone mushroom pale.

He must have yanked his sister from the pool the moment the killer went for her gun. That’s faster than most people would react. Good for him.

We share a glance, Eames and me. We’re perhaps three feet from one another, using the succulents as cover. There’s nowhere else to hide.

I press my forehead to the ceramic planter. It’s a childish impulse—if I can’t see the danger, the danger can’t see me.

“Edgar,” I whisper, hoping the microphone in my visor will catch the near-silent words. “Show me the lobby.”

Edgar’s voice sounds low in my ear. “Connecting to your visor now.”

At once, Edgar’s feed boots up and I see from his point of view. The lobby falls away, and suddenly I’m forty feet above myself.

My stomach swoops. Even if my brain is aware that I’m firmly on the ground, my body reacts as though I’ve been plucked into the air by a giant.

The blond woman—my adrenaline-drunk brain immediately dubs her Goldie Glocks—has her gun pointed at the ground, finger off the trigger. Not her first time using a firearm, then. She watches the security guard for any sign of movement. Then she walks toward the front doors.

This is it. The only moment I may have to escape.

I flick my hand, disconnecting my visor from Edgar’s view.

My gaze goes toward the stairs. There’s a pool between me and the best escape route. I should run. Prefect would tell me to run, to leave the others behind. After all the money they spent on me, ISD would be very irritated to find out I was killed in a random shooting.

But I can’t leave them. I just can’t.

“Hey,” I whisper, barely moving my lips. “We need to move now. Follow me. Don’t look back, okay? No matter what happens, keep low and keep quiet.”

Eames gives me a jerky nod.

I twitch my fingers to connect to Edgar. “Find me a way out of here. Now.”

“And here I was going to take my time,” says Edgar in my ear.

My back molars grind together, but before I can come up with a suitably scalding retort, he adds, “The potted plant to your left. Run to it now.”

I scamper toward the succulent. Eames half crawls, half shuffles behind me. He hasn’t released the girl; she’s pressed against him as tightly as a barnacle on a whale.

“Wait,” says Edgar, and I freeze. Somewhere behind me, I can hear voices. My heartbeat is a painful throb behind my ribs. “She’s letting other people inside. Several others. One is looking your way.”

I remain utterly still. Eames follows my lead, his eyes darting between me and the doors.

“Now,” says Edgar. “They’re distracted by the dead guard. Get to the stairs.”

I keep expecting to hear the bark of a gun. To feel a jolt of impact followed by pain and panic and the waiting cold.

I know what it feels like to die.

I don’t want to feel it again.

My breath is too dry in my throat and I swallow, hoping with every step that Goldie Glocks will not look back. Don’t look, just don’t look—

People react differently to mortal danger.

Some people freeze; others panic; some get violent. But for me, the world gets a little quiet. A little muffled. As if I’m underwater—

I reach the stairs.

The moment there is a wall between myself and Goldie Glocks, I breathe a little easier. Eames stops beside me, his back to the stairwell.

I flick my fingers, switching my visor’s view to Edgar’s perspective again. He has landed on one of the succulents, his bumblebee gaze fixed on the intruders.

I can see Goldie Glocks and her crew clearly for the first time.

Her blond hair is held at the nape of her neck in a simple braid. She has the striking cold beauty of an ice sculpture.

The others are dressed like shadows—grays and blacks and browns that will blend into darkness.

One pale, reedy man claps Goldie Glocks on the shoulder as he ambles by. A Black woman has ringware on each hand and a slender visor over one eye. Her fingers are a blur as she types commands that only she can see. A second man—white, built like a workhorse with a golfer’s tan—gives the dead security guard a professional glance. There’s a third woman I can only see from the back. She has startlingly dyed red-orange hair and carries a golf bag—although I seriously doubt she came here to golf.

As I watch, the workhorse man pulls a backpack from his shoulders and unloads several chains and heavy padlocks. He goes to the front doors and begins securing them. The orange-haired woman takes more chains and heads toward the back of the building, presumably to do the same on the other entrances.

They’re locking down the building.

Which means whatever this is—a robbery, a kidnapping, something else entirely—it isn’t over. Not even close.

“Orders?” Edgar’s voice sounds in my ear.

“Follow them,” I whisper. “Then report back.”

“Acknowledged,” said Edgar. “Be safe.”

My throat tightens with unexpected emotion. It isn’t like Edgar to show concern.

Then he adds, “If you’re killed, I could be recycled by accident.”

Now that sounds more like Edgar.

Eames and his sister stare at me with increasing alarm, and I can’t blame them. They just witnessed a murder and now they’re hiding in a stairwell with a pink-haired girl who talks to herself. “Giving commands to a drone,” I whisper. That’s as good an explanation as any. “What floor is your apartment on?”

I can see Eames doing some kind of mental math, probably deciding whether or not to trust me. “The eleventh.”

Eleven floors—and it’s not like they can use the elevator in the lobby. I can’t leave them like this, not with a kid dripping pool water and Eames looking as though he would take on the world for her.

My heart’s mostly machine, but even I’m not that cold.

“Mine’s on the third,” I say. “We should go there.”

Emotions flit across his face in quick succession. He clearly doesn’t like the suggestion, but his thoughts follow the same line as my own. We need to get to safety and then we can call for help.

He nods.

My heart throbs as we jog up the stairs. Every step is too slow with my adrenaline-sharp senses screaming at me to go faster, to just sprint and leave my charges behind. Instead, I try to focus on the rhythm of my breathing.

At 310, I hold up the back of my hand. The sensor wakes and scans my tattoo.

I duck inside, waiting for Eames and the kid to pass me before I shove the door shut.

I lean against the door, my breath coming in ragged little bursts.

Eames sinks to his knees. He squats in front of the girl, his hands on her shoulders. “Are you okay, P?”

“I’m fine,” she says, a stubborn edge to her voice. Her blond hair is darkened by the pool water, and she has icy blue eyes. She shoots a look at me. “Are we safe here?”

“As safe as anywhere right now,” I say. I walk to the small dining room table and pick up a chair to wedge against the door.

I’m grateful that my visor shrouds my gaze. It is far easier to lie with your mouth than your eyes. And I fear what mine might say.

One person is dead. There are five criminals in the building. My grandmother—who can’t know I’m here—is in the next apartment over. And now I’m responsible for two civilians.

This isn’t the worst situation I’ve ever been in, but it’s definitely in the top five.

I need to call Prefect. Preferably somewhere that the civilians can’t eavesdrop. But before I can slip into the bedroom, Eames takes a step toward me.

His expression is one of gratitude and wariness.

“Who are you?” he asks. He doesn’t trust me. Which makes him smart—I could be anyone. That’s the whole point. As a wraith, I can be anyone.

“My name is Augusta Pine.” Lie. “I don’t know what’s going on.” Truth. “Who are you?” I have to pretend not to know; civilian visors can’t scan electron-ink tattoos.

Eames’s dark eyes are ablaze with adrenaline, but his voice is steady and quiet when he answers. “Eames Ahlberg. This is my sister, Piper. We live with my aunt on the eleventh floor.”

I nod. “Okay. It’s probably safer for you to stay here. We can stay hidden and call for help. I don’t think they saw us—they don’t know anyone witnessed the murder.”

As I speak, I roll my fingers, activating my ringware. In the corner of my visor, I swipe for my smart-dye app. My pink hair is far too visible, far too memorable. I should program it to a darker color, one that will blend in with the shadows. I choose a burnt umber, then hit the command to switch the color. The smart-dye begins to shift at the roots, dark brown swallowing up the pink.

The new color reaches the tips of my ears when a shrill noise screeches through the air.

We all flinch. It’s an alarm—a fire alarm. It screams through the building, then goes abruptly silent.

The smart-dye freezes in place. I look at myself in the glass door—the tips of my hair are still bright pink. That isn’t supposed to happen. The dye is connected to the app via the Wi-Fi. Nothing should disrupt the connection. Unless—

The apartment’s TV flickers on, but there’s only a dead blue screen. Then, a calm automated voice emanates through the apartment’s virtual assistant.

“ALERT,” the VA says. “THIS IS AN ALERT. A MANDATORY SHELTER IN PLACE HAS BEEN IMPLEMENTED. PLEASE DO NOT LEAVE YOUR APARTMENTS.”

There is a quiet whisper of metal sliding into place. It takes me a moment to realize it came from the door—probably from all the apartment doors. Emergency dead bolts are locking us in.

“PLEASE REMAIN IN YOUR APARTMENTS,” says the VA’s pleasantly automated voice. “PLEASE REMAIN CALM.”

Eames and I look at each other.

And then we both go for the door.

I wave the back of my hand across the door’s sensor, waiting for the familiar play of light across my knuckles.

Nothing happens.

“Apartment,” I say, my voice fraying. “Open the front door.”

The VA speaks from its spot in the corner. “Apologies, I Wouldn’t. Request denied. Mandatory lockdown has been implemented. Please stay calm and remain indoors.”

“Does that mean someone called the cops?” asks Piper, sounding hopeful.

I consider that possibility for half a second. But then I shake my head. I look at myself in the small mirror hanging by the door. My hair is dark brown at the roots and bright pink at the tips. The connection between my ringware and the smart-dye went down at the same moment the lockdown did.

Which means it isn’t just the door.

“No,” I say. “I think the killers just hacked the building.”
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First things first.

I need to call for help.

The last thing I want to do is bring Prefect into this situation—I’d rather not have him or ISD within a mile of my nonna—but there’s no choice. My fingers drum out a command to call Prefect. My visor flares bright for a moment, then a “CALL CANNOT BE COMPLETED” message scrawls across my visor.

“Well, crap,” I murmur.

“What?” asks Piper, worry brimming in her voice.

“They’ve cut all communications.” I grind my teeth. “I was hoping it was just the internet, but they must have set up jammers. It’s smart—now none of us can call for help.”

“How do you know they put up jammers?” asks Piper. “Maybe the blackout’s messing with cell phones.”

I look her over. I’d guess she’s probably nine or ten years old—far too young to be thinking about jammers or cell signals. But then again, I started hacking when I was her age.

“It’s what I would do,” I say. “You want to control a building like this? You get in fast, cut communications, then make sure no one can leave. Getting into a mainframe in a building like this isn’t easy.”

Eames looks at me. “That so.”

“You know a lot about security systems?” asks Piper.

More than I ever wanted to know, actually. “Enough.”

“So what do you think this is?” says Piper.

To that, I have no answer.

My brain sifts through a few things I might do. One, I could try to escape and get to a higher point in the building. If the jammers only reach so high up, perhaps I could make a call on the roof. But that assumes the jammers aren’t on the roof and the killers aren’t there. Two, I could try to throw a note down to the ground. Although with my luck, any paper airplanes I launch will sail directly into the Willamette River. I walk to the sliding glass door, peering outside. My breath fogs the glass. The city is so close, but it might as well be a thousand miles away. I can’t reach it.

And no help is coming.

“Do you live here?” asks Piper from somewhere behind me.

“No,” I reply. “Just renting the place for the weekend.” I turn back, ready to search the room for anything useful. Maybe the rental’s owners left behind a toolbox that I could use to dismantle the front door.

But to my shock, I find myself facing the tip of a knife.

Eames’s knuckles are white around the cheap plastic handle. It’s one of the knives from the kitchen—dulled from years of use, dish soap flecks scattered across the blade. But with enough force behind it, that knife could cause a lot of damage.

“What?” I ask, bewildered.

Eames’s expression is granite hard. His body is angled so that he stands between me and Piper.

He has made himself into both wall and weapon.

“Who are you?” Eames asks tightly. “What are you doing here?”
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Professional thieves always have the best security.

After all, when you make a living stealing things, you become acutely aware of how easily they could be taken.

This was why I was sitting in an ISD surveillance van. The exterior was meant to look like a plumber’s van. The interior was all screens, camera equipment, and some high-powered microphones.

For this assignment, there were two wraith handlers: Prefect and a woman called Warden. Warden was in her midthirties. She came with two wraiths whose names I immediately forgot. The men looked like rich, middle-aged accountants and regarded me with undisguised skepticism. Maybe they’d been arrested for tax fraud and decided that being temporarily killed was better than mingling with a lower class of criminal in prison. I mentally referred to them as Tweedledee and Tweedledum.

“How did we end up on a mission with a kid?” muttered Tweedledum to Tweedledee.

Tweedledee sighed. “She’s supposed to be some kind of prodigy. I heard Warden talking about her a while back.”

Prefect ignored them both. As always, he had brought me to the job without a word of explanation. That was his way—he liked to send me into situations without briefing me first. He said it made me more observant. I thought it just made me paranoid. Which was probably the real point.

We were watching a tech company in San Francisco. The building used to be a bank and it still had the old-money, impenetrable appearance. There were tattoo scanners at the front doors and anyone venturing inside had to be inspected and ID’d by security guards. The doors looked capable of withstanding a bomb blast. There was a back entrance into the basement, but there was no exterior doorknob. None of the windows on the first three floors opened. And there were cameras tucked into the building’s every hallway. I knew because we had tapped into them.

“I have an informant,” said Warden, a touch smugly.

“So now what?” I asked.

“We observe,” said Warden. “And we look for a way in.”

Which was how I ended up sitting in that van, watching the inner workings of corporate tech culture for the better part of three days. People dressed in designer office wear typed into computers, chatted with one another, cried in supply closets, clogged a toilet on the second floor, and generally seemed to live perfectly ordinary and boring lives.

It almost made me wish I’d gone to prison.

Until the eighth-wealthiest man in the world strolled into the building.

“Keith Stenc,” I breathed. “Okay. So this is one of his companies?”

“You didn’t know that?” asked Tweedledee.

I perked up. Surely an investigation into a wily tech billionaire would prove interesting. Maybe he’d bought an entire country’s stolen IDs or was secretly an international spy. I’d always wanted to take down a spy. “Okay, what’s so illegal that it requires two wraith teams?”

“Corporate espionage,” said Warden.

I wilted. “Well, that’s boring.”

“Patience,” said Prefect. “He stole something. Something valuable. We need to retrieve it.”

“I’m not a legal expert,” I said. “But I think there are these things called ‘warrants’ that let people like you search places.”

Prefect gave me a flat stare.

“Oh, his legal team beat your legal team,” I said, grinning.

“No,” said Prefect.

That’s when I finally got it. “Oh, he stole something valuable.”

“Are you sure she’s a prodigy?” asked Tweedledum.

I resisted the urge to throw a stale doughnut at him. “I mean, he stole something the government wants. And instead of keeping things all nice and aboveboard, they sent us in so we can steal it from him.”

“Crudely put but not wholly inaccurate,” said Prefect.

I grinned. “What are we stealing?”

“We do not steal,” said Warden.

“We acquire,” said Prefect dryly.

“Well, what are we acquiring?” I asked.

Warden exhaled slowly. “Stenc impersonated someone in order to retrieve a file from a rival company. So technically this job is under our jurisdiction. But you are also correct that certain members of the government would like to have that file. It contains … delicate information.”

“Are we talking missile guidance plans or naked pictures?” I asked.

“Neither,” said Warden. “But … it’s closer to the former.”

“Weapons design,” I replied. “Probably created by someone not willing to sell to the good old US military. But this billionaire stole it. And now we steal it from him. Cool. Do we get a commendation if we find it? ‘Best Government Thief’?”

“You get to leave this van,” said Prefect.

Which sounded like an even better reward, honestly.



That night, Warden sent Tweedledee inside.

He scaled the side of the building. For all that he looked like an accountant, he picked his way up the building’s brick wall like a spider up a web. I blinked, impressed. “Parkour enthusiast?” I asked Warden.

“Former cat burglar,” she replied.

Which just goes to show that you should never judge by appearances.

Tweedledee chose a window on the sixth floor, presumably because there would be fewer alarms at such a high entry point. He coaxed the window open and slipped inside. He flitted down the hallway, using his visor to avoid infrared sensors and other traps. We watched him through that same visor, seeing everything he did on one screen while another depicted the point of view of the building’s security cameras. Those cameras blurred around Tweedledee’s face. It was good to know that the anti-facial-recognition software in our visors worked.

Tweedledee slipped over another sensor embedded in the floor and approached Stenc’s office. It was locked, but nothing a good thief couldn’t handle. He slipped into the office, scanned it for infrared trip wires, and came up empty.

Tweedledee seemed to exhale in relief. Then he squatted down beside Stenc’s computer.

And then something at the edge of the screen twitched.

I blinked and stepped closer to the screen. Stenc’s office looked wholly ordinary: a desk, a computer, file cabinets, a few crates below the desk, and an empty bin.

My attention was drawn to a black metal box sitting under a table in the far corner of the room. It looked like a large computer chassis.

Until it simply unfolded itself.

I drew in a sharp breath. “Prefect?”

He was watching another screen. When he heard the thread of panic in my voice, he hurried to my side. “What is that?” I asked, pointing.

The crate rearranged itself and I realized what we were looking at.

A dog. No, I thought. It was a not-dog. No dog could ever look as creepy as that creature. There was no head, and those legs were back-hinged. The sight filled me with a sense of wrongness.

It was one of those robot dogs that the military and police used in unmanned operations.

“Guard dog,” whispered Warden, her face tight. “That wasn’t in my informant’s report.”

Tweedledee saw the not-dog and jumped. He made for the door.

Which slammed shut two inches from his nose. He must have tripped the security.

There was a heartbeat of stillness.

Tweedledee yanked at the doorknob, but it didn’t budge. Fear was written into his every movement, and I held my breath in shared horror. Being trapped was one of those primal nightmares that I wouldn’t wish on anyone.

Tweedledee pulled a window breaker from his belt and pressed it to the window. The glass did not so much as crack. Not-glass, then.

This entire building was a trap of nots.

“Some kind of shatterproof polymer,” said Warden. “That wasn’t in the report, either.”

“What the hell was in your report?” snarled Tweedledum. It could have easily been him breaking into that office.

Or me, I realized belatedly.

Something had been built into the dog’s back. A kind of weapon. I didn’t recognize it.

The not-dog tottered after Tweedledee. It moved with the unhurried gait of an artificial creature that had never known fear nor anger nor urgency.

And then the something on its back fired.

I turned away the moment I saw Tweedledee stagger and hit the wall. I didn’t need those images in my brain—I already had plenty of nightmares. But I could still hear the soft gasp from Warden as her asset’s life signs vanished.

For a few moments, no one said a word.

“Are we—are we going to get him?” asked Tweedledum.

“No need,” said Warden.

I leaned against the van wall, closing my eyes. Nothing would link Tweedledee to the Identity Security Division. That was the whole point of using wraiths: plausible deniability. To Stenc, this man would simply be an intruder caught by the security system.

Tweedledum’s breathing did not slow. His eyes were wide, sweat dampening the hair at his brow. “That was a rail gun,” he said. His hand went to his own chest, as though feeling a phantom pain. “That was a damn miniature rail gun.”

“That’s what our CEO stole?” I asked. “The designs for a robot dog rail gun?”

I wasn’t a weapons expert by any means, but I’ve always had a short attention span, an internet connection, and a tendency to get sucked into research deep dives. All I knew about rail guns was that they didn’t need explosives or propellants to shoot a projectile. The US military had been trying to implement them on its warships for years, but there were issues with energy and cooling. If someone had finally managed to build a weaponized, miniature version, and then Stenc had stolen it … well, no wonder we were here. This was our opportunity to get our hands on that tech without anyone ever tracing it to ISD or the feds.

“He wasn’t supposed to have built it yet,” said Warden. Her face was so pale that her freckles stood out sharply. “Our mole said he hadn’t sent the files to his design team.”

“Well, he built it,” said Prefect. “Your source was misled.”

Warden flicked her fingers, activating her ringware. “Attempt One, unsuccessful,” she said. “Asset 072424 has been neutralized.”

Her voice was so cool that it made me feel sick.

“What was his name?” I asked Tweedledum.

He swallowed audibly. “Manny,” he said.

Warden crossed her arms. “Unfortunate, but we still have assets. We’ll try again.”



Humanity has spent thousands of years perfecting security systems.

Moats, guards, laser trip wires—they’re all for the same purpose. To keep oneself safe and to protect one’s wealth.

But even the best security system has one flaw.

People.

Warden said that Tweedledum would make his attempt that night. He asked if he could leave a letter for his family—and that request was denied.

Which only solidified my own plans.

At noon, I made my move.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I said. We had been going to a gas station two blocks away.

“Go ahead,” said Prefect, sliding the van door open.

I emerged from the van, wearing my plumber’s jumpsuit and carrying a toolbox. The toolboxes came with the van, just in case we needed to actually look like plumbers. I strolled down the sidewalk, trying to seem as nonchalant as possible. I did not head toward the gas station; rather, I veered across the street. I darted into the alleyway beside Stenc’s building. Here, I was out of view of the security cameras.

I held a vape pen between my fingers. To any casual observer, I was just a teenage plumber taking my break. I certainly appeared that way to the janitor who kicked the basement door open from the inside, pushing a cart brimming with trash bags.

“Here,” I said, putting my vape away and holding the door open for him.

“Thank you,” said the janitor gratefully. He was an older man with grizzled gray hair and a kind face. I hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble for this.

As I held the door, I smoothed a bit of duct tape across the latch bolt. When it closed, the lock couldn’t activate.

There would be an alarm if it remained unlocked for too long. But I didn’t need more than two minutes.

The janitor vanished back inside.

I counted to thirty, and then I tugged on the small piece of tape. The door opened soundlessly.

I was in.

Within was a basement corridor brimming with cleaning equipment, boxes, and an elaborate system of pneumatic tubes. That had been in the mole’s report: the old tubes had been left over from the building’s stint as a bank. Stenc had decided to repurpose them for communication within his office. He thought they couldn’t be hacked.

I twisted my vape pen. Instead of smoke, a slender blade emerged.

Turns out, you can hack pneumatic tubes. You just need a sharp enough knife.

I grabbed a spare canister, yanked it open, and jammed a preprinted work order inside. I’d stolen the office header from Stenc’s website and created a passable forgery last night. Now, I stuck the canister into the hole I’d sliced. It vanished with a whoosh.

I turned and hurried toward the door, yanked the tape free, and stepped outside. The door locked behind me.

Picking up my toolbox, I walked around to the front of the building. By now, the ISD surveillance team would be panicking. Their cameras had a perfect view of the building’s entrance … and I was officially off mission.

Let them panic. I was finally having fun.

I walked through the front doors.

“Hi,” I said, stepping up to the security checkpoint. “I’m Augusta Pine. With—”

The guard sounded bored. Day security must not have been told of the recent break-in. “Step through the scanner.”

Light danced across my hand and I saw the words “Augusta Pine” appear on the holographic screen. The guard retrieved a canister and glanced down at the forged work order that said an outside plumbing company had an appointment. He didn’t even give the paper a second glance, and why would he? It had come up through official channels. “Did Anderson finally call you about the second-story bathroom?”

I nodded.

He typed something into the computer. “I’m giving you access to the building for a two-hour period,” he said. “Go on in.”

I gave him a polite, disinterested smile and went on in.

It was rather anticlimactic, if I was being honest.

I hurried into an elevator. There were two young employees chatting to each other. They didn’t even look at me.

I stepped out onto Stenc’s floor. From days of surveillance, I knew Stenc left his office to get lunch at noon. And I highly doubted he left his rail gun not-dog active during office hours. He couldn’t risk stray assistants and interns being accidentally murdered. If only to protect his insurance rates.

I pushed open the office door and stepped inside. Empty, just as I predicted.

I squatted beside the not-dog. Quickly, I pulled the ringware from my finger, then pressed it into a slot along the robot’s back. I’d written a program last night with Edgar’s help. This particular brand of robot dog didn’t have Bluetooth or Wi-Fi capabilities. Technically anything with wireless connections could be hacked. So all new commands and programming had to be entered manually.

“Run program ‘It Follows,’” I whispered. My older sister had adored old horror films; we spent countless nights watching them after I cracked the parental code on our family TV.

This hack was formatted to look like a firmware update. The dog’s anti-virus software wouldn’t flag it. The update took about thirty seconds to install. Once it was finished, I picked my ring up and rose to my feet. Then I pulled a note from my pocket and laid it on Stenc’s desk.

Deliver the rail gun schematics to the plumber’s van outside.

I got back into the elevator, trying to keep my face impassive as it descended toward the lobby. All I had to do was get out. The difficult part was done.

The doors slid open and two middle-aged employees got on. I nodded politely and shifted on my feet, tightening my hold on the toolbox. Sweat trickled beneath my jumpsuit and I wished I’d worn a lighter disguise.

The elevator paused at nearly every floor and I told myself it was lunchtime. Of course people were leaving the building for food. It only made sense. But it didn’t stop my treacherous heart from thudding. As the elevator filled, I pressed myself into a corner.

Finally, the doors gave a polite little ding and opened. The employees spilled out, chatting among themselves.

I breathed a little easier when I stepped into the lobby. I slipped through the bustle, angling myself through the front doors, and then I was outside.

Shoulders straight, I walked across the street toward the plumber’s van. The door slid open and I was all but dragged inside.

The shouting lasted for the better part of ten minutes.

I stood there while Warden uttered phrases like “out of bounds” and “stupid teenage girl” and “blew the whole operation.”

I looked at Prefect. He remained quiet the whole time, but his eyes spoke volumes. “Well?” he finally said, once Warden was out of breath. “What did you do?”

I smiled. And then I pointed at the screens. “That.”

Keith Stenc was walking back into the building.

He strolled through security, got onto the elevator, and went up to his office. He pulled out his expensive chair, sat down, and prepared to boot up his computer.

That was when he saw the note. He picked it up, frowned, and then put it down. He stood and went to the window, peering outside as though to find the plumber’s van in question.

Then the not-dog unfolded itself.

“No,” Warden breathed. “You—you didn’t.”

Stenc flinched, but the set of his mouth was one of surprise, not terror. He spoke a command. We couldn’t hear the audio, but I was sure the words were to shut down, go to sleep, something along those lines.

The dog did not lie down. It did not go to sleep. It took a step toward Stenc.

Stenc took a step back.

He said the command again, clearly enunciating.

And then the dog’s back lit up as the targeting sensor kicked in.

“Augusta,” said Prefect. “You did not.”

Stenc lunged to one side with an inaudible scream. The rail gun fired and a small spike buried itself in the wall. Drywall and dust flew into the air.

Stenc sprinted for the door, yanked it open, and rushed outside.

The not-dog followed.

In unison, Warden, Prefect, and Tweedledum all turned to gape at me.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I programmed it to only go after him.”

“That’s your idea of fine?” said Warden, aghast. “What part of ‘covert operation’ involves killing a billionaire in front of countless witnesses?”

“So it’d be fine if there were no witnesses?” I asked brightly.

Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly, then she turned back to the screen.

The employees of Stenc Industries were clearly not expecting to see their boss run screaming through the office. They scattered like startled chickens—in all different directions, graceless and squawking with fear.

The dog didn’t run. Perhaps that was the most horrifying part. It merely trotted along at a steady clip. My hack ensured it wouldn’t fire into a crowded area, but Stenc didn’t know that.

Stenc screamed at a security guard, who pulled a handgun from his belt and began firing. The bullets glanced off the dog’s metal exterior, ricochets biting into the walls. I winced, hoping no one would accidentally get hit. When the guard ran out of bullets, he picked up a metal chair and brought it down on the not-dog’s body. The dog staggered, righted itself, then continued trotting toward the stairs. It moved with a terrifying inevitability.

“I almost feel sorry for him,” said Tweedledum, with absolutely no sympathy in his voice. If anything, he sounded mildly curious. “You think he’ll make it here? He’s not a runner.”

“Terror makes athletes of us all,” replied Prefect.

“Maybe I should’ve named the program ‘Exit, Pursued by Robot Dog,’” I said.

Warden gave us a look that clearly indicated we were terrible people. Or at least, very unprofessional. Which to her was probably the same thing.

People were screaming, pulling alarms, trying to escape the building in droves. The man at the security desk took one look at the robot dog and decided this was above his pay grade. He grabbed a delivery woman and got them both behind the desk and out of sight.

Stenc staggered out of the building. He nearly fell down the five steps to the sidewalk in his panic. Rushing across the street, he gave no thought to traffic and ignored a driverless car as it swerved by him.

The not-dog appeared in the building’s doorway. Carefully, it began picking its way down the sidewalk.

Stenc pounded on the side of the plumber’s van. “PLEASE!”

For a moment, none of us moved.

It was Prefect who finally answered. The van’s sliding door opened and we all looked down at the billionaire. “Yes?” said Prefect, as though this were normal.

Blood ran from a cut on Stenc’s forehead and sweat stained his suit. The panic in his face was one of terrified prey. “Please—I’ll give you the designs. Anything! Just—just make it stop!”

By now, we had drawn a crowd. People were stopping on the street to watch the man in an expensive suit beg three plumbers for mercy.

And all the while, the not-dog ambled closer.

“You will give us the designs,” said Prefect.

“Yes, yes, whatever you want,” babbled Stenc.

The not-dog rounded the corner of the van. It saw Stenc and its legs stiffened as it braced itself to fire.

I stepped out of the van. “Good dog,” I said. At the sound of my voice, it froze. I walked to the machine and patted it on the back. “Go inside the van,” I said. The dog twitched to life and strolled into the van. Tweedledum nearly fell over backward trying to get out of its way.

Prefect walked over to me. “Mission accomplished?” I asked brightly.

He exhaled hard. “Why?”

I knew what he was asking. I could’ve accomplished this quietly. Now, we’d have to deal with witnesses, cops, and property damage.

I thought of Tweedledum, asking if he could leave a letter for his family. I thought of Tweedledee, whose death would go unmourned and unremarked on. I thought of the coolly professional Warden, who would never have been punished for her wraith’s death, but she would have to answer for this mess. I thought of Keith Stenc, who had probably never known true fear in his entire life. Until now.

I crossed my arms. My plumber’s uniform was rolled up to the elbows, so my scale and sword tattoos were visible. “Justice is messy.”
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The knife’s edge gleams in the dim light.

I draw in a sharp breath, slowly lifting my hands in a universal gesture of surrender. “I told you,” I repeat. “I’m Augusta Pine.”

“Not your name,” says Eames. “Who are you with? The killers?”

I grimace. “What makes you think—”

“You talked into your visor in the stairwell.” Eames takes a step back, keeping Piper behind him. “You spoke about taking a building in terms of how you would do it. You knew they hacked the mainframe. Who are you?”

He is right. In the last ten minutes, I’ve been unforgivably sloppy. I may have lied with my words, but my every reaction was that of someone who has dealt with this kind of thing before.

Only two kinds of people act the way I do: criminals and the law. If I confess to the former, there is no way I can get them to trust me. And I need them to trust me. That’s the only way any of us are going to escape this alive.

“I’m with law enforcement,” I say.

“You’re a cop?” Eames says the last word with such distaste that I know I’ve made a mistake. I should’ve just confessed to being a felon.

“Federal law enforcement,” I amend.

Piper frowns. “You’re lying,” she says. “FBI agents have to be twenty-five years old.”

I gape at her. “Aren’t you, like, nine? How do you know that?”

“I’m ten,” she says with restrained dignity. “And I know because I read a lot of true crime books.”

I look at Eames. “Seriously?”

“It’s true,” he says with the long suffering of an older sibling.

“There are more appropriate books for kids,” I say.

“I know,” he says.

“Whatever happened to those books about crime-solving horses?” I ask. “Foal Patrol? ‘All shall hear the hoofbeats of justice’?”

Piper wrinkles her nose. “Those are for kids.”

“Hey, I loved those books,” I say, vaguely offended. “And they’re way more age-appropriate.”

“I keep trying to buy her kid books,” says Eames defensively. “She just won’t read them.”

“You’re not an FBI agent,” says Piper. “You’re too young, even if you sound old right now.”

“Well,” I say. “You’re right, I’m not an agent. I’m an intern.” I swallow. Might as well give them a little more truth. “With ISD.”

“ISD?” asks Eames, his frown deepening.

“The Identity Security Division,” I say. “That’s how I know this stuff.”

ISD doesn’t have the reputation of the other alphabet agencies. It’s not romantic like the CIA, infamous like the FBI, or shadowy as the NSA. To most people, ISD is regarded much like the FTC: a government branch that exists, serves a purpose, but no one is clamoring to join it.

Prefect explained the rules of ISD when I was in physical therapy and recovering from the car crash. We try to avoid being noticed. As long as people believe that their identities are safe, we have completed our mission.

And how do we do that? I asked.

By solving problems creatively.

“And before you ask,” I continue, “I have no idea who that woman is. Or why she killed the security guy. I’m not even on a job right now.”

“If you’re with ISD,” says Eames slowly, as though he is putting his thoughts together, “then you can call someone, right?”

“Not if the building has all the cell signals jammed,” I answer. “Internet’s out, too.” A thought occurs to me. “Do you have a landline in your apartment? We could use that to call out.”

Eames lowers the knife. Finally, I seem to have won a degree of trust. “Who has a landline these days?”

I pace back and forth, teeth digging into my lower lip. Because I know exactly who has a landline.

My stubbornly technophobic grandmother.

I can’t. It’s a terrible idea.

“What about—” Piper begins to say, but before she can finish, I lurch forward and nearly clamp a hand over her mouth.

Eames brings up the knife but I shake my head and hiss, “No one say a word.”

I look where the apartment’s virtual assistant is installed. It sits on its high shelf. Still, silent, and unassuming. Forgotten—which is the point. VAs are meant to be unobtrusive and helpful, which makes most people overlook them. With the jammers in place, this VA won’t be able to search the internet for queries or order takeout, but it’s still listening. And it’s connected to the apartment’s mainframe. That’s how it knew the building is running on generators.

If I was going to take over a building, one of the first things I would do is tap into every apartment’s VA and run a program to eavesdrop for any dangerous words.

At once, I begin mentally replaying our conversation, trying to sift through any words that might have triggered an alert.

FBI.

ISD.

Well. That isn’t good.

Goldie Glocks might have overheard everything. Which means we can’t stay here, even if we want to.

Slowly, I point to the VA. “They might be listening,” I whisper.

Eames glances toward the virtual assistant and his eyes flash wide in alarm. Piper shivers, and I can’t tell if it’s from the pool water drying on her skin or her own fear.

Standing there, in the quiet and shadows of the blackout, I know there’s only one real way forward. I need to call for help. Nonna has a landline. There has to be a way into her apartment. My gaze tracks around my apartment, looking for escape routes. There is an air vent, but I refuse to crawl around in air vents unless absolutely necessary.

The balcony. I walk to the sliding glass door and try the handle.

It doesn’t open. Of course it doesn’t—it’s linked to the building’s mainframe just like the front door. Even the windows are probably locked down.

I hurry for my backpack. On it, I keep a small tool clipped to a strap. It looks a little like a tiny metal flashlight. I pull off the cap and within is a thick, needlelike tip. “What is that?” whispers Piper.

“Hopefully our way out,” I say quietly.

I bought this window breaker with my first stipend from ISD. With it, I can escape any car—even if it’s underwater. I’m not sure if it will work on the thick glass of the sliding door, but I have to try.

I press it against the door. For a heartbeat, nothing happens. Then the metal tip punches into the glass. White cracks form like cobwebs, spiraling outward. But the door doesn’t break.

I take a breath, then punch it into a new spot. More cracks flicker outward. I close my eyes, glad for the protection my visor provides. And I try a third time.

It shatters. Flecks of glass hit my cheek and I feel the whisper of a warm breeze. When I open my eyes, tiny fragments are scattered all around me.

I turn to see Eames and Piper gaping at me. I step to one side and gesture at the doorframe with a “ta-da” flourish. Then I walk outside. The fresh air is so very welcome. It smells like city—exhaust and the nearby river and August heat.

We’re no longer trapped in my rental apartment, but there’s no way to get to the ground. The apartments below mine don’t have balconies, so I can’t even try a foolhardy plan like jumping to a lower floor. There probably aren’t enough sheets or blankets to tie together to make a rope ladder.

I know what I have to do—and every cell in my body recoils from the idea.

“We can’t jump down.” Eames has followed me onto the balcony. At least he left his knife in the apartment.

I force my gaze upward. From this moment, I won’t look down. I can’t look down.

“No,” I say. “But we can jump over to the next apartment.”

Eames’s mouth tightens in disapproval.

“We can’t stay here,” I say quietly. Even if we’re out of the VA’s range, I still don’t want Piper to hear us. “Not if those killers overheard us. We talked about the FBI, about ISD. Those words could trip any software they’re running to keep track of potential problems. They could come here to kill us. If we can get to the next apartment over, we might be able to find a way out. Or maybe find a phone.” I can’t tell him that I know a landline will be waiting for us, not without tipping him off. I meet his eyes. I know he can’t see mine behind the visor but I hope the sincerity bleeds into my voice. “You can’t protect your sister here.”

Anger flares in his eyes. It’s a simmering resentment, the kind of frustration born of helplessness. He’s terrified for Piper.

If it were my sister, I would feel the same.

Eames reaches out and takes hold of my forearm. It isn’t a friendly grip. “Promise me,” he says, every word fierce. “Promise me you don’t mean my sister any harm.”

It’s been a long time since anyone touched me. And while this touch isn’t affectionate, it still sends a jolt of sensation through me. There are calluses at the tips of his fingers. He has worn hands—and somehow, that makes him more real. He has a life, a history, a world outside of this dangerous moment.

I cover his left hand with my own.

“Eames,” I say. “I’ll die before I let anyone hurt her.”

He jerks back, releasing my arm. Perhaps it’s the touch that surprises him, or the utter honesty in my voice.

I am not a good person. But there are good people in the world. The least I can do is try to keep them safe.

“Okay,” he says, stepping back. Then he repeats the word, as though to himself. “Okay.”

I reach up to touch my visor, making sure it’s set to the deepest opaque. It’s not quite a mask, but hopefully it will obscure enough of my features that Nonna won’t know me on sight. Because if she does … I don’t know what will happen to me. I don’t know what will happen to her.

I won’t let anything happen to her.

I retrieve my backpack from the apartment, giving the VA one last glare. “Come on,” I whisper to Piper. She follows me out onto the balcony, carefully stepping over the glass.

It’s a bit of a squeeze—three people on the concrete balcony.

I take hold of the railing. A summer breeze brushes my cheeks and neck, tasting of distant Douglas fir and warm grasses. I inhale twice before I feel steady enough to move.

It is perhaps five feet from my balcony to Nonna’s. It isn’t a long jump, not truly. But the distance is all the wider for the three-story drop. I carefully angle myself up and over the railing. My palms begin to sweat.

I have fallen from higher places.

But some things don’t get easier with practice.

I jump before I can stop myself. For a heartbeat, it feels as though I am flying. Then, gravity seizes me. My momentum slows. Far below me, I see sidewalks and mown grass.

My palms slam into the railing of Nonna’s balcony. I wrap my fingers around the metal as tightly as I can, but one hand slips. Gritting my teeth hard, I cling even tighter with my other hand. My ribs and back will protest all of this tomorrow, but for now I have adrenaline to keep any pain at bay.

I haul myself up and over, landing awkwardly on Nonna’s balcony. Heart hammering, dizzy with relief and the near fall, I turn back toward Eames. He has Piper around the waist. She looks like a cat that thoroughly dislikes being picked up: She’s curling in on herself and scowling.

I hold out my arms. Eames grimaces, clearly hating the idea, but he nods. And then he tosses his sister as far as he can.

I seize her—one hand around her arm and the other snagging on her bathing suit strap. My stomach thuds against the railing as the kid’s full weight drags me downward.

Agony tears through my left shoulder. My spine screams a warning and I squeeze my eyes shut, all the breath leaving my lungs. But I don’t let go. I won’t—not even if I’m pulled over, too.

With a gasp, I yank Piper upward. Her free hand fastens around the railing and her bare toes scrabble as she pulls herself up and over.

Eames nimbly steps over the railing without hesitating. With his long legs, it’s less of a jump and more of a hop to get onto Nonna’s balcony.

We’re safe—for the moment. “Come on,” I whisper. I peer through the glass door.

The apartment is dark, sunlight reflecting off the glass. I can’t see much beyond the living room. If Nonna is out, I might be able to slip into her apartment with no one the wiser. I really, really hope she went to the Saturday farmers market. Maybe she’s browsing locally sourced hazelnuts and tomatoes.

My fingers curl around the door handle. It’s only as I pull that I realize it’s probably locked, just like the rest of the building—

It comes open easily.

“How?” whispers Eames.

I feel a wave of affection for my nonna who remembers a time before cell phones, before social media, before the dawn of the information age. And she has stubbornly clung to it with the tenacity of a dog with a bone. I remember her front door with its physical lock. She must not have taken any smart upgrades at all.

As we step inside, it’s like being plunged right into a memory: the smell of rose-scented laundry detergent and that old luggage trunk Nonna uses instead of a coffee table. I want to breathe it all in, to close my eyes and luxuriate in it, but there’s no time. Nonna’s landline phone sits on a table by her love seat. I turn toward it and—

Nonna stands in the doorway. She brandishes a heavy rolling pin. “Who are you?” she says tightly.
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The good thing about being dead is that your family doesn’t recognize you.

Or at least, that’s what I tell myself.

Nonna looks surprisingly threatening for a lady in her eighties with rumpled hair and glasses askew on her nose. “How did you get in here?”

I stand there, frozen. Every unsaid word rises up my throat like floodwaters, and I fear I might drown.

The last time I saw Nonna, I had been barely fifteen. Baby-faced, with long brown hair, my body softer and voice lighter. Now, I’m stray-cat thin from constant travel and danger, scarred from the car crash, my voice roughened by intubation, and my hair burnt umber and pink.

Augusta Pine isn’t anything like the girl Nonna knew. But it still hurts when she doesn’t recognize me.

My fingers itch to tear off my visor, to try to fit myself into the smaller body that I had back then. I want to crawl into that life, to be her granddaughter again.

But I can’t.

The old lie comes easily to my lips. “My name is Augusta Pine. This is Eames Ahlberg and his sister, Piper. I’m sorry, but there’s an active shooter situation in the lobby. All the apartments are in lockdown mode, and I was trying to get out of mine. We came over the balcony.”

Nonna squints at me. “What do you mean, shooter?” she asks, lowering her rolling pin. “Is that what the alert was about?”

“I saw the security guard get shot,” says Piper, her voice shaking. “My brother and I were at the pool when—when it happened.”

“Matthew’s dead?” says Nonna sharply. A spasm of grief crosses her face.

I look from Piper to Nonna. “Who?”

“The security guard,” says Nonna. “Matthew.” She casts her gaze about, as if looking for something else to focus on. “I don’t know any of you. What apartments are you from?”

“Eleventh floor, ma’am,” says Eames. “We moved in with our Aunt Connie a few weeks ago.”

Perhaps it’s his politeness or the way Eames ducks his head to make himself smaller, but Nonna visibly relaxes. She’s always had a soft spot for strays.

“I don’t live here,” I say. “I’m just renting the apartment next door for the weekend.” I keep my tone calm and level. “We need to call the authorities. Do you have a landline?” I know she does, but I have to ask.

“Yes,” says Nonna. She walks to the cordless phone and hands it to me. Even the phone is familiar—the worn buttons and yellowed ivory. It’s got to be thirty years old.

I press the CALL button.

The sound of a dial tone floods my right ear and I exhale in relief. Finally, a bit of good luck. A landline won’t be connected to the building mainframe, so anything I say will be private.

I have Prefect’s number memorized. I wait, phone pressed to my ear and heartbeat unsteady. Pick up, I urge him silently. Pick up, pick up—

Prefect picks up on the second ring. “Hello?”

“It’s me,” I say.

“Why are you calling on a weekend?” he asks. “If you’ve attacked another billionaire, I’m not helping you.”

I let out a shaky laugh. “I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is, I haven’t reprogrammed another dog. The bad news is that a group of criminals invaded the apartment building I’m staying in. The ringleader killed the security guard and I’m pretty sure her crew just hacked the building. We’re under lockdown.”

There is a long pause, broken only by the sound of my breathing. I wait for his reply.

And wait.

“Prefect?” I say.

“… I left you alone for twenty-four hours,” he finally says. “Twenty-four hours, Augusta.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I say, exasperated.

I can hear distant click-clacks of a mechanical keyboard. “Oh, Augusta. Only you. I’m alerting our Portland office. Where are you?”

“I’m in one of the apartments of the Waterfront Jewel.”

I can almost hear Prefect’s frown. “Are you safe?”

“For now.”

“Is this line secure?”

“I think so. It’s a landline. All cell signals are being blocked.” There is a muffled whisper of noise, as if Prefect is moving around.

“All right,” he says. “I’ll call you back on this number. Stay where you are. Don’t make any impulsive mistakes, Augusta. That’s an order.”

“Got it,” I say. “My mistakes will be well thought out.”

He sighs and then the line disconnects.

“Listen,” I say, looking to Nonna. “Does your apartment have a virtual assistant? Is it hooked up to the building’s mainframe?”

Nonna’s mouth purses in disapproval. “They tried to make me upgrade a few years ago, but I turned them down.”

“Good,” I say fervently. “Can I try your front door?”

Nonna walks me through her living room and down a short hallway to her front door. There’s an old-fashioned chain latch, a dead bolt, and a doorknob. It’s perfect. The mainframe can’t touch it.

I glance at Nonna for permission before I reach out and unlock the chain, then the dead bolt, and, finally, the knob itself.

The door opens with a slight squeak.

I have a way out.

I hastily shut and relock it. “They’re still out there,” I say.

I take a breath, because Nonna taught me manners. Or, at least she tried. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your friend, I mean.”

Nonna looks away, her jaw clenching. I recognize that look. I was five when my grandpa died. While I remember the tears of my other relatives, Nonna’s face was etched in granite—cold and distant. It was only later that I found her in the kitchen, sitting at the table with a handkerchief between her fingers. It had been Grandpa’s. Always tucked into his front pocket.

Her grief has always been private.

I wonder if that’s how she grieved for me.

“Matthew was a nice man,” Nonna says now. “He held a monthly poker night down in the lobby, told anyone they were welcome. He has grandkids.” She seems to draw herself together. “Will the person you called be able to help?”

“Yes,” I say. “He’ll get the right people here. I’m not sure local cops are ready to handle that nasty-looking crew downstairs.”

Piper sucks in a breath. She has come into the hallway without my noticing. “There’s more? I only saw m—saw the one.” It sounds as though she was going to say “murderer” but choked on the word.

“There’s a few,” I hedge. I don’t want to scare the girl even more.

Nonna looks at me. “You said your name is Augusta, right?”

I lean against the wall. “Yeah. Never caught yours, though.”

“Irene,” she says. “You can call me Irene.”

That sounds wrong. But I can’t call her Nonna, no matter how much I’m thinking it.

We all have roles to play.

“Okay, Irene,” I say. “Here’s what we’re going to do—first, do you have anything to drink? I think the kid could use some water.”

Piper scowls. “I’m not a kid.”

The mundane request snaps Nonna into action. “Of course.” She bustles in the direction of the kitchen. I double-check the locks, then follow Piper into the living room. Resting atop the steamer trunk is an empty mug and a book of crosswords. Eames stands by the balcony door, his gaze hard on the outside world. I sink to the floor. Somehow it doesn’t feel right taking up space on the furniture.

Nonna returns carrying three mason jars full of water. Ice clinks against the glass as she sets them on coasters. “Thanks,” I say. “My boss should call me back soon.”

“Is there anything we should do until then?” asks Nonna. She sits on the love seat, adjusting the cushions in an absentminded manner. “Go warn the neighbors?”

I shake my head. “For now, it’s safest to stay here.”

In the meantime, I can try to figure out escape routes.

“Do you have a fire ladder?” I ask.

Nonna shakes her head. “Our fire-suppression system is supposed to be the best. We were told we didn’t need them.”

I glance up at the ceiling. Two sprinklers are visible—and they look a little rusty. “I don’t think a couple of sprinklers are state of the art.”

“I have the sprinklers,” says Nonna. “Because I refused the upgrade. The landlord tried to get me to take it, but I was here before they bought the building and my old lease was grandfathered into the contract.”

“What does everyone else have?” I ask, picking up a mason jar.

“Some kind of fancy carbon dioxide thing,” says Piper, speaking up. “The apartments have sensors, so they know when someone’s in their apartment, and then once people evacuate, they release the gas into the room. No oxygen, no fire.”

We all look at her.

“She also reads technical manuals,” says Eames. “Little weirdo. Won’t read classics but give her an air-conditioner repair manual or a serial killer biography and she’s set.”

“I’m not weird,” says Piper indignantly. “You’re weird.” She sticks her tongue out at Eames, who grins back at her.

A horrible, horrible thought occurs to me. I drop my mason jar against the steamer trunk with a thud.

“What?” asks Eames.

I swallow. “Hypothetically, if someone were to hack the mainframe—which they have—they could turn off some safety features. Like the ones that prevent all the air being purged from a room with people in it. And a hacker could fool the computer into thinking there’s a fire.”

Eames draws in a sharp breath.

Every single person trapped in their apartment could be asphyxiated with a few taps of a keyboard.

Hundreds of people.

Dead in moments.

The landline rings before the panic can truly take root. Grateful for the distraction, I pick up the phone.

“Augusta,” says Prefect. “Good, you haven’t done anything stupid yet.”

“We’ve got a problem,” I say.

“I’m sure,” he replies, “but mine’s more important.”

“The criminals have control of a deadly fire-suppression system that could potentially kill everyone in the building,” I say flatly.

If he’s shocked, I don’t hear it in his voice. There isn’t even so much as a pause on his end.

“I just received a call,” Prefect says. “There is something on the premises. Government intelligence. I’ve been told it’s exceedingly valuable.”

I grimace. I can feel the others’ eyes on me, and I wish I could take this call into another room without making them suspicious. It’s difficult to convey the urgency of the situation while also maintaining my cover as some lowly intern.

“And you didn’t know this until now?” I ask. Another thought occurs to me. “Oh. That’s what these guys are after, aren’t they? You don’t hack an entire building during a blackout just to rob a few people. They’re after something big.” I shake my head. “Why was it brought here?”

“It probably wasn’t done through official channels,” says Prefect.

“You mean someone brought confidential files home from work,” I groan. “Probably to sell or leak. And these people decided to steal it all.”

“I don’t know,” says Prefect grimly. “But that’s a possibility.”

“Are we talking a computer?” I ask. “A flash drive? The blueprints for the next cryptocurrency? You’ve gotta give me a clue here.”

“They did not tell me anything. Apparently it is very classified.”

I wish we were on a video call so he could see me face-palm. “And you don’t have clearance?”

“No,” he says, “I do not.”

That isn’t good. Prefect only stops using contractions when he is really pissed.

“Can you tell me anything?” I say.

An exhalation. “I have been informed that I cannot let it fall into criminal hands. It’s worth more than my job and your status as a wraith.”

“And how are you going to stop them?” I say, an incredulous laugh on my lips. “Prefect, they have an apartment building with hundreds of people hostage. They killed a security guard. They’ve locked down the building. You’ve got no plan and no idea what they’re trying to steal.”

I realize the answer a heartbeat before he says it.

“I know,” says Prefect. “But I have you.”
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WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



INTERVIEW WITH SUBJECT

I should tell you a bit about my handler.

The first time I met Prefect, I was recuperating from surgery, dragging myself upward through the depths of pain and drugs. Sitting at my bedside was a man studying a holographic chessboard. “You aren’t going to know my name,” he told me. “But you may call me Prefect.”

Wraith handlers always have titles in place of actual names. Supposedly it’s so wraiths can’t track them down after they are freed. Personally, I think it’s because they enjoy that extra degree of power that comes with anonymity. In my time at ISD, I have met a Decurio, an Alderman, a Warden, a Monsignor, and a Centurion.

And then there is Prefect.

Prefect has dark hair and a face that remains stubbornly boyish. When he doesn’t have time to shave, I’ve glimpsed flecks of silver in his stubble, but that probably has more to do with stress than age. A scar runs along one temple to his hairline.

“How’d you get that?” I asked once.

He gave me a flat stare and said, “Someone shot me in the head,” so flippantly I still don’t know if he was serious.

He wears expensive but unremarkable suits, and he always has coffee within reach. The only interesting thing about him is the elaborate tattoo running up his left arm. It’s biometric, but it isn’t electron-ink. Small clocks are etched in gold from his wrist to his elbow. It’s a beautiful, almost art deco style. It took me a year to realize there are twenty-four of them: one for each time zone. He is never content to remain in one moment—he lives in the past, present, and future all at once.

But here’s what you really need to know about Prefect: His world is a chessboard, and I am his knight.

Because I am the only underage wraith.

Wraiths are made. It consists of a medical procedure: ISD must stop the heart for about one minute—which is how long it takes a tattoo to deactivate. It’s risky; sometimes a life cannot be coaxed back.

The unspoken truth is that wraiths want to be wraiths. They make the decision to surrender their former lives, their old crimes, hoping for a second chance.

Only an adult can consent to the operation.

But the feds didn’t kill me. No, I managed that well enough on my own. That put me in a legal gray area—which was Prefect’s specialty. He finagled things so that they could recruit me as a federal asset. His asset.

I know him as well as anyone can. I know how he takes his coffee. I know his rotating assortment of ties and the way he carefully enunciates every word when his temper frays.

And the thing is, Prefect isn’t a terrible boss. He has dedicated the last three years of his life to working with me. And unlike some other wraith handlers, he treats me like a person. I enjoy working with him. His dry wit and attention to detail are a counterweight to my energy and impulsivity.

Not to mention, he saved my life.

Prefect studied the broken creature brought in by ambulance and saw her potential. He signed off on countless expensive surgeries and climbed a mountain of paperwork to save her.

But here is the stark truth. Prefect didn’t save that girl.

That girl who lived before? Her heart stopped in an ambulance, her clothes soaked with river water.

But from her bones, Prefect built Augusta Pine.

And I’m not sure if I can ever forgive him for it.
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“Augusta, did you hear me?” Prefect’s voice cuts through my daze.

“I heard you,” I say. “Someone stole government property, stashed it here, and now a group of murderous criminals have arrived to take it. And I’m your only hope.”

“Succinct as always,” Prefect says. “You’ve got full immunity for as long as it takes to get this done. Your mission is to keep federal property out of the hands of criminals. And I have more information for you. I looked through security cameras near your apartment building and I think I can identify one of the criminals.”

“Oh, good,” I say. “It’s always nice to know who might kill me.”

“Her name is Hannah Vale,” says Prefect. “Born in San Diego and considered something of a prodigy. Designed her own coding language at nine, went to college at thirteen. She’s an expert in cybersecurity. However, the few traditional jobs she had didn’t go well; I found several references to ‘issues with authority.’” A pause. “Sound familiar?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say blandly.

“She worked freelance for a while, but then she went off the grid,” continues Prefect. “It was only a year ago that she returned, leading her little crew.”

“What’s she into? Grand larceny? A bit of murder on the side?”

“Terrorism,” he replies flatly.

“Oh,” I say, suddenly very glad that only I can hear him. “Shit.”

“She’s a cyberterrorist,” says Prefect, “who has been part of an organization responsible for over thirty civilian deaths. They hacked a citywide water system last year, causing a flood of the sewage tunnels.”

I snort. “Okay, when I said ‘shit’ I didn’t mean it literally. She hacked toilets?”

“The organization was redirecting water,” says Prefect, “from certain parts of the city to other neighborhoods. Vale also claimed responsibility for bringing down two energy grids and hacking a few rather important companies and then selling the CEOs’ personal information.” A sigh. “Her little group call themselves the Ratiocination.”

“Radio-nation?” I repeat.

“The Ratiocination,” says Prefect. He makes no attempt to disguise the contempt in his voice. “The reasoning. Their manifesto, because of course they have a manifesto, is all about solving the inequality of climate change by any means necessary, even if it means killing people.”

“What does she want here?” I ask.

Prefect exhales. “I wish I could tell you. This is the first time any agency has caught them mid-job and I hope—”

His voice cuts out.

“Prefect?” I say. “Prefect?”

No answer. Which means that the terrorists finally severed the phone lines. It’s not entirely surprising—even if landlines are almost obsolete, they won’t want to risk anyone calling for help. We are wholly cut off from the outside world.

I’m alone. There is no backup, no help. Just me.

I can’t do this.

I have to do this.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Okay. We should—”

A siren slices through the air.

The fire alarm is a piercing wail that sets my pulse afire. I flinch in surprise, the phone dropping from my hand. A light flashes by the door for those who can’t hear the alarm.

Eames grabs Piper. Fear always brings out the most primal desires of people—what we care about, what we need to protect.

I step toward Nonna. It’s an unconscious movement and I only realize what I’ve done when her hand falls on my arm. Her fingers are warm and soft.

Then, as abruptly as it started, the alarm cuts off. None of us speak; none of us even move.

We all hear it when every virtual assistant in the building comes alive. The result is an eerie echo—hundreds of speakers all with the same voice. It thrums through the building and sets my nerves on edge. I’m not easily creeped out, but the voices give the sense that we’re utterly surrounded.

“Hello,” the voice says.

Piper whimpers and presses her face into Eames’s shoulder. His own face is drained of all color.

“By now, you’ll have noticed that you cannot leave your homes.” This must be Hannah Vale. Her voice is smooth and coolly professional. It’s the kind of voice I expect to hear from flight attendants and news anchors. “This building is no longer under control of the City of Portland. It belongs to the Ratiocination. But don’t panic—we aren’t here for you. We are here because something was taken from us and we intend to have it back. We do not wish to hurt anyone, but we will if we have to.

“Please remain calm. If you cooperate, you will not be harmed. If you fight back, if you attempt to hide, if you try to halt our search in any way, you should know that we have control of the building. Complete control. Should you try to subvert us in any way, we will know it. We can hear you; we can see you. And we won’t bother with guns or knives. We’ll drain the oxygen from your apartment. You will asphyxiate for nothing.”

It isn’t the statement that sends a cold chill through me, but the simple matter-of-fact tone. At least I have the grim satisfaction of knowing that I was right about her plans.

“If you’re in the halls, remain where you are,” continues Hannah Vale. “Do not try to hide. We’ll find you. If you don’t resist, we’ll put you someplace safe until this is over. If you do resist, we will take measures. I repeat, we are not here for you.” There is a pause. “Unless we are.”

And with that, the building goes silent.

I can’t move. As long as I remain perfectly still, a sense of dreamlike unreality keeps my fear at bay.

I’m not a hero.

I’m a wraith.

I am a wraith, I tell myself a second time, because it’s both reminder and strength. I have bones of steel, a half-mechanical heart, and the world’s most advanced spybot.

Death greeted me and then recoiled in horror. Probably because I am just that irritating.

I can’t save everyone. That’s too big to contemplate.

But these three people. I can save them.

“We’re going to be okay,” I say quietly. “This apartment hasn’t been upgraded. So they can’t suffocate us, even if they want to. And they can’t eavesdrop without a virtual assistant.”

Nonna nods. “Damn technology,” she mutters. “I knew better than to trust it.”

Eames shoots her an amused, tolerant look. “Of course.”

“Hey, give her some credit,” I tell him. “She’s the reason we’re safer than everyone else in the building.”

“Are we going to be okay?” asks Piper hopefully.

“Backup is on the way,” I say, not truly answering her question.

What I don’t tell her is that it will take some time—and even when help does arrive, hostage situations are messy. It’s one thing for a few desperate criminals to grab a civilian on impulse, but this was planned. Hannah Vale and her group are coordinated, methodical, and clearly not above murder to achieve their ends. I have no doubt that Vale will kill anyone that gets in her way.

“Okay, so here’s what we know,” I say. “The criminals are looking for something. I don’t know what.”

Nonna frowns. “They’re here to steal something? Why’d they lock everyone in, then?”

“Because now they can search the building at their leisure,” I answer, “without anyone interfering. And if anyone fights back or if the cops try to retake the building…” I hesitate, aware of the kid in the room.

“They use that fire thing to kill people,” says Piper flatly. “Maybe one by one. Maybe make an example if someone fights back. Broadcast the whole thing.”

For a moment, no one says a word.

Eames lightly cuffs her on the back of the head. “No more true crime books for you, P.”

She scowls at him.

I take a breath. “Piper’s morbid, but she’s not wrong. Where would you hide something in this building?”

They all look blankly at me.

“Well?” I say, holding out my hands. “I’ve been here under twenty-four hours. You’re all actual residents. Where do you hide something here?”

“A safe,” says Eames at the same time Piper chimes in, “Under my mattress.”

“At least now I know where you’re hiding your books,” says Eames.

I consider his suggestion. “Is there anyplace in this building where there might be a safe?” Most apartments wouldn’t have them, but this place was once a hotel.

He shrugs. “We’ve only been here a few weeks.”

Nonna looks thoughtful. “Well, maybe. In the security office.”

That’s a place to start. I shove my backpack under the love seat. “Do not touch that,” I say. The last thing I need is for them to find Edgar’s chassis.

“Listen,” I say. “I’m going out there. If I’m not back in three hours, barricade the door and stay quiet.”

Eames gives me a skeptical look. “Who put you in charge?”

“A federal agent.”

He doesn’t appear convinced. “And when was the last time you dealt with a hostage situation?”

I answer with complete honesty. “Two days ago.”
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WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



THE HIJACKING DEBRIEF

The bus had been hijacked and I hadn’t done it.

You would think that working for the feds would get me all kinds of cool transportation. Private cars, helicopters, maybe even a tank if things got really intense. But no. I got to take public transit. This bus was designed for long hauls—padded seats, a restroom in the back, and a driver encapsulated in his own cabin. The bus would be on autopilot, but vehicles were required to have a driver in case of emergencies.

After my rather abrupt ejection from San Francisco, Prefect had booked me a ticket to Oregon. I assumed my next job would be in Portland.

But as the saying goes, life is not about the destination.

The bus chugged along I-5, through a southern Oregon burn zone. Swathes of the west had been forcibly evacuated after the great fires of the forties. Entire towns had been abandoned, farms left behind, and houses boarded up. It was illegal to resettle, at least for now. The only people allowed inside a burn zone were government employees and the cars traveling along the interstates.

I watched the hills roll by; the trees were blackened needles against the horizon and the summer smoke painted the landscape in shades of gray blue. The off-ramps were crisscrossed with orange cones and a flimsy wooden barrier.

How did I know it was flimsy? Because abruptly, the bus took a right turn and crashed into one. The barrier broke as if it had been made of wet tissue paper. I heard a faint crunch as we rolled over the orange cones.

Someone cried out in surprise. I clutched my own seat as we jounced across a bit of uneven pavement and began to drive on a long-forgotten road.

I checked my visor for our location. Just north of the city previously known as Grants Pass. Now it was Burn Zone O-173.

“What’s going on?” a man called out from behind me. I craned my neck to see the other passengers; their faces were all shades of confusion and alarm. “Is this a mandatory detour?”

“Is the interstate blocked?”

“Did a new fire cross I-5?”

“I’ll ask the driver,” I called out. Gripping the seats for balance, I made my way toward the front of the bus. An old lady sat in one of the front rows, an elaborate lace crochet in her lap. I gave her what I hoped was a comforting smile. She did not look comforted.

The driver’s cabin was encased in bulletproof plexiglass. The driver himself was slumped across his steering wheel, his mouth slack and eyes closed. A cup of spilled coffee rolled on the floor. I rapped on the glass. He didn’t so much as twitch.

“Well,” I said, “that’s not good.”

The bus was driving off course.

The driver was unconscious.

And there was a wraith aboard.

Stuff like this was why I’d stopped believing in coincidences.

I twitched my fingers, activating my phone. It was built into my visor, the tiny speaker nestled just above my right ear.

Prefect picked up on the first ring. As though he had been expecting my call.

I said flatly, “You’ve got to be kidding me. The bus is the job?”

There was a beat of silence. Then he replied, “What’s the situation?”

“We’re heading down an off-ramp into a burn zone,” I said, keeping my voice low so the other passengers wouldn’t hear. “The driver’s unconscious. There are a bunch of scared passengers.”

“Oh.” His tone brightened. “Good.”

The bus jostled.

“Prefect,” I said, “your definition of ‘good’ needs some adjustment.”

“Is the driver dead?” he asked.

I peered through the glass. “Can’t tell.”

“Could it be natural causes?” said Prefect. “A stroke? Falling asleep at the wheel?”

I shrugged before I remembered he couldn’t see it. “I don’t know. I’m looking at him through a wall of glass. But it looks like the last thing he did before passing out was drink from a coffee. Wouldn’t be hard to drug it—I’m just saying.” I shifted from foot to foot, trying to stretch out my hips as I spoke. “So what’s good about a bus being hijacked?”

“There’s an office betting pool,” said Prefect. “About whose wraith would land on the right bus. I bet on you, of course.”

“I’m flattered,” I said. “Now tell me what I’ve won.”

“There’ve been a series of hijacked buses between San Francisco and Portland over the last year. We traced a pattern to routes that run north on Thursdays and south on Sundays.”

“So you’ve been putting wraiths on buses in the hope that one of us would end up on a hijacked trip?”

“Precisely.”

I leaned my forehead against the driver’s cabin. “And what did you win?”

Prefect sounded very satisfied. “A coffee maker.”

“This is only worth a coffee maker?”

“It’s a very good coffee maker. Just don’t set it on fire, too.”

“Why didn’t you just trace the passengers?” I said. “Surely you’ve got records of everyone who rides these things.”

Prefect made a soft sound that seemed to indicate I was being foolish. “Of course we tried. But buses are one of the few modes of transportation that take cash and don’t require ID. And some of the cameras have been nonfunctional. We haven’t been able to compile a list of all the passengers on the hijacked buses.”

I exhaled hard, my breath fogging the glass. “So where’s this bus going to end up? The bottom of a lake?”

“Of course not,” he said. “There are no lakes in your vicinity.”

I huffed out a half sigh, half laugh. “You always know just how to cheer me up, Prefect.”

“Don’t panic,” Prefect replied. “If these hijackings were violent, you’d have already heard about them. No, these are more of a … taunting nature.”

“Taunting?” I said, forehead scrunching. “What do you mean?”

“The first stopped by an amusement park,” said Prefect. “Another went to a restaurant. One to a popular tourist attraction that sells ice cream shaped like dinosaurs. And the hacks are so seamless that we only find out after the bus has arrived at its destination. Most of the previous passengers believed that the detours were scheduled. Right now, I’m looking at the bus’s supposed location and it says you’re on I-5. Luckily your personal tracker says otherwise.”

I caught on. “Okay. So whoever’s doing this is a pro. I assume you checked everyone at the bus company?”

“Of course,” he said, sounding faintly offended for the first time. “The navigation is input by the driver and cannot be altered remotely.”

I turned to face the passengers. There were about fifteen—among them was a dad reading to two toddlers, a middle-aged woman asleep with a baseball cap pulled down over her face, a preteen boy lost in his tablet game, a young woman with very pale skin and turquoise hair, a twenty-something with expensive sunglasses, and that old lady with the yarn.

“So,” I said. “It’s got to be a passenger.”

“That’s the assumption, yes,” said Prefect. “I’m sending backup your way and I’ll be keeping tabs on your route. If you appear to be going someplace dangerous, I will call you. But in the meantime, find the hijacker. This person is good enough that they either need to be in prison or on the payroll.”

“And I should try to keep everyone on the bus safe?” I asked a little dryly.

There was a short pause. “If you believe that’s necessary.” A click and the call ended.

What Prefect hadn’t said—and hadn’t needed to say—was that no driver had been drugged before. Whoever this hijacker was, they were escalating.

We headed into the heart of the burn zone. An uneasy thrum of conversation buzzed through the bus. About half the bus were arguing that this must be an approved detour while the others seemed to think something was wrong. The dead trees cast eerie shadows along the road. Wherever we were heading, it wasn’t an amusement park or a restaurant. I didn’t know where we were going and I didn’t really want to find out. The ground was orange red from the fire retardant. Scattered alongside the road were old cars that had been caught in previous wildfires. They were nothing but hollowed-out metal frames, dragged off the pavement and left to rust.

“All right,” I said, clapping my hands. All eyes turned to me. “I regret to inform you that you’ve officially all become part of a hostage situation.”

They all gaped at me and I realized my error.

“Not by me,” I said. I gestured at the front of the bus. “Our driver’s unconscious and our course has been altered. Which means we’ve been hijacked.”

It was the dad who spoke up first. “Why should we trust you?” He had sleek black hair and was tall enough that he had to angle himself sideways so his knees didn’t hit the seat in front of him. His kids looked like twins.

I pressed two fingers to the bridge of my nose. “If I’d done this, do you think I’d stand up and announce it?”

“Aren’t you a little young to know if we’ve been hijacked?” asked the older lady.

“I look young,” I said. “But I’m with law enforcement.” That was only sort of true. ISD didn’t so much enforce laws as treat them like fun little guidelines that could be bent for the government’s benefit.

“Shouldn’t you have a badge?” asked the turquoise-hair girl.

“I have a keycard,” I said, digging a white-and-blue card out of my pocket. Technically also true. But it was just a customer loyalty card for a national doughnut chain. I kept my finger over the words “Glazed and Confused.”

A few people looked relieved. “Do you know where we’re going?” asked a man with sunglasses. He had the sleek look of someone with money, which made me wonder why he was even on public transportation.

I shook my head. “No idea.”

“Should we try to break into the driver’s cabin?” the turquoise-hair girl said.

“It’s reinforced,” said another person. “You can’t shatter those walls or pick the lock.”

“What are we supposed to do?” asked the dad. His two kids were shifting uneasily in the seats beside him.

I held up both hands. “We’re supposed to stay calm,” I said in my most level voice. “Help is on the way. But in the meantime, they told me what to do. Does anyone have a tote bag?”

There was utter silence for a moment.

“A tote bag?” said the boy, frowning. He had one of those stickers on his shirt that said “Unaccompanied Minor.” He was probably around ten or eleven.

“A bag capable of toting,” I said. “A shopping bag? Extremely large purse? Anything?”

Finally, the dad reached down and came up with a pink backpack. A cartoon unicorn glittered across the front. “Would this work?”

“Perfect,” I said. “I am going to bring this bag around to everyone. I want you to power down your cell phones, visors, tablets, ringware, and computers. Then put them into this fine backpack. And as you do so, please say your name, your destination, and your favorite ice cream flavor.”

When people panic, they get dangerous. It’s best to keep them off-balance; confused is better than frightened. If I remained cheerful and authoritative, most people would go along with what I asked.

The dad pulled out a large phone and a laptop and tipped both into the backpack. “My name is Shin,” he said. “My twins are Sara and Haruka. We’re going on a camping trip with family in Washington. And—um. I don’t know. Chocolate?” One of the toddlers perked up at the word “chocolate.” The other was too busy mashing a stuffed bear’s face against the window.

As he moved, his sleeve rolled up enough for me to see his electron-ink tattoo. My visor scanned it, confirming his name. Not that I thought he was the hacker—most criminals didn’t believe in “take your toddlers to work” day.

“Good answer,” I said, taking the backpack. I turned across the aisle to the boy. He had sandy brown hair, a light tan across his forearms, and a cynical scrunch to his eyebrows. “Electronic devices, name, destination, and ice cream flavor, kid.”

The boy looked doubtful. “I’m Peter. My parents are divorced and I’m going to stay with my dad near Lake Oswego. And I like mint chip.” He reached up and unclipped an earpiece phone. He dropped it into the backpack. When I eyed his tablet, he clutched it a little closer to his chest. It was the kind of tablet parents bought for kids—limited internet access and cheaper than a visor.

“Keep it, kid,” I said. He might need a distraction in the next few minutes, and I wasn’t heartless.

The turquoise-hair girl was more reluctant. “What if this is some kind of trick?” she said. “You could be the hijacker and stealing our phones. How do we know you called anyone?”

I let out a sigh. Then I flicked my fingers, activating my ringware. I booted up the ID scanner on my visor and let my eyes flicker over her hand. The bars of silver ink came to life—and at once, all her information poured across my vision.

“Katharine Walsh,” I said. “Nineteen years old, currently employed as a PA for a lawyer working in San Francisco. You’re on this bus probably to visit your Great Aunt Helena, who I see was just hospitalized in Portland. Sorry about that. You also have a sealed record. Looks like some kind of juvie thing when you were fifteen. It would take me about two minutes to break that seal, so if you want to continue this conversation, please.” I held out my hand in invitation. “Let’s.”

Her face paled a little. Civilian visors couldn’t read ID tattoos. It was considered a violation of privacy. My pulling her personal info was more impressive than my doughnut loyalty card. “Fine,” she said, yanking off her own ringware and dropping it in the bag.

“Much appreciated,” I said brightly, and moved on to the next person.

It took about ten minutes, and at the end of it I had a backpack bulging with cell phones, laptops, rings, and tablets. Among the passengers were a middle-aged woman (Claire, headed for Tacoma, was lactose intolerant) and a couple in their late twenties (Craig and Oliver, going to visit the in-laws in Albany, couldn’t agree on strawberry or vanilla). Most people were reluctant to give up their tech, but one glance out the window at the dead trees and broken homes seemed enough to convince them.

Going around to each of them allowed me to take their measure. But I still didn’t know who was the hacker. None of them seemed the type.

I hauled the pink backpack toward the front of the bus. All the devices had been turned off, so whoever had hijacked the bus couldn’t input new orders. If they wanted to retaliate, to cut their losses by driving us into a tree, they were out of luck.

The old lady with the crochet was waiting for me.

“Name, phone, destination, ice cream flavor,” I said, holding out my hand.

The old lady had the kind of perfect eyebrows that could only be achieved with a mirror and a steady hand. Her hair was silver and mouth quirked up at one corner. “Elle,” she said. “Headed for Vancouver. I prefer frozen yogurt to ice cream. And here’s my phone, but it won’t help you.” She held out a hand and I saw the old-fashioned phone. It could make calls, but that was it. It was definitely not designed to hack into a bus navigation system.

I let out a startled laugh. “How old is that thing?”

Elle shrugged with one shoulder. Her other hand was still curled around her crochet project. It looked like a tiny sweater—maybe for a baby or a stuffed animal. “Older than you, probably. Phone company’s been trying to get me to upgrade for years, but I like this one.”

She reminded me a little of my nonna—forthright, sharp, and calm even in the midst of a dangerous situation. I found myself softening toward her.

I glanced over my shoulder at the rest of the bus to make sure no one was near enough to hear me. I leaned in closer. “Who do you think it is?”

Elle laughed. “Why ask me?”

“Because you’re the only person on this bus who hasn’t been buried in a book, tablet, or phone,” I said. “I’ve been watching people, but I’m just one pair of eyes. And normally I’d have backup, but he’s currently recharging. You see anything suspicious?”

Elle’s gaze swept out across the bus. I could see her considering. “That young man,” she finally said. “With the sunglasses.”

“Archer,” I said promptly, “headed to Portland for a programming conference, carrying one phone and a laptop, likes rocky road.” The bus bounced as we hit a pothole. “Which seems rather fitting.”

Elle exhaled through her nose. “He’s got another phone on him.”

I blinked. I hadn’t caught that. “How do you know?”

“See how he’s looking down,” said Elle with a nod at Archer. “I was a teacher for enough years to know when someone’s texting under his desk.”

I grinned at her. “Score one for Team Crochet.”

I stood and began making my way down the aisle.

Archer had dark hair with an undercut and the kind of lanky build that reminded me of a fashion mannequin. He lounged in his bus seat, one arm thrown elaborately over the back. His mirrored sunglasses hid his eyes, but his head was angled down. He was headed for a programming conference. He’d kept a phone hidden. And while this was all circumstantial, something else struck me. He looked … unafraid.

What kind of person wasn’t afraid during a hijacking?

During the first few years of automated cars and buses, hijackings weren’t uncommon. Criminals realized they could take people hostage and demand ransoms with a few taps on a keyboard. It was only after the vice president was taken and identity theft became an automatic federal felony that the hijackings became less common. These days, most drivers pay for layers of firewalls and virtual security for their private cars. Those who can’t afford it … They take their chances. Public transit companies either hire their own cybersecurity experts or contract with a larger company. It’s cheaper than being at the heart of a wrongful death suit if a hacker manages to drive a bus off a cliff.

I plopped down in the seat beside Archer. He jerked back a few inches and my gaze roamed over him. One hand was shoved inside his jacket pocket. He could have been holding a phone.

Or a gun, a quiet part of me whispered. Everyone getting on the bus had gone through security, but a man capable of hijacking a bus was surely able to smuggle a weapon on his person.

Archer regarded me coolly. A teenager posed little threat to him. I couldn’t force him to give up that phone, couldn’t stop him physically if he was the hacker. Which meant I’d have to handle this carefully.

“Hi,” I said brightly. I couldn’t meet his eyes through those mirrored sunglasses, so I found a freckle beside his nose and focused on that.

“Yes?” he said.

I didn’t retreat. One did not show fear when facing a predator. My voice was pleasant but very quiet. “Give me the phone.”

His shoulders twitched in surprise. “What?” Shadows flickered across his face; the sun was falling behind the dead trees as the afternoon wore on.

“The phone,” I said, my smile fixed in place. “The one you have in your pocket. Give it to me and I won’t raise my voice.”

His brows drew together over his sunglasses. “And why wouldn’t I want that?”

“Because,” I said lightly, “there are other people on this bus. And if I raise my voice and call you the hijacker, people are going to panic. Some might even try and hurt you. Give me the phone, let me disable the hijacking, and I won’t say a word. The feds will arrest you, but it’s better than being buried under a mob.”

The bus rumbled, the windows creaking as we took a sharp turn. Was it my imagination or was the bus going just a little too fast? I couldn’t tell. Adrenaline was a hot flush against my skin and sweat prickled against my back and neck.

Archer made a low sound that might have been a scoff or a laugh. “You’re blaming me.”

“Well, look at the evidence,” I said, voice still low. “You’re alone, you’re headed to a tech conference, and I’m pretty sure I just saw you texting when no one was looking. Give me the phone, tablet, whatever you have. Or this is going to get ugly very quickly.” I nodded toward Shin and his children, only a few rows away. “Parents get very upset when someone threatens their kids. And I may not be big enough to make you do something, but he definitely is.”

I wasn’t bluffing; there was a palpable tension in the air. Fear was like gasoline—all it would take was one accusation to spark into violence. People were scared and they would be looking for an outlet to vent that fear.

Unless he was armed, in which case this would get very messy.

For a few long seconds, Archer did not answer. I tensed, readying myself. If he made a move, I would have to react fast. He’d disabled the driver, so hurting someone else wasn’t an impossibility. I’d need to disarm him, get the phone, find a way to break the hack—

Archer pulled his hand out of his pocket. I flinched but it wasn’t a gun. Or even a phone.

It was a small, velvet box.

And then I realized what he’d been doing with his hand, his head tilted downward: opening and closing a jewelry box. He flicked it open with his thumb. A diamond glittered in the orange-tinted sunlight.

“You want this so bad, go ahead,” Archer said. He leaned in closer, voice conspiratorially quiet. “Take it.” He angled the engagement ring so I could take it.

Well. There went that theory. I slouched a little in my seat.

“Disappointed?” asked Archer.

“Well, you just made such a clear-cut villain,” I said. “I was imagining you going to this tech conference with tales of how you effortlessly hijack public transportation.”

“Sorry,” he said a little dryly. He reached up and pulled his sunglasses free. And I realized why he wore them—a scar ran beneath his left eye. He must have gotten tired of people staring. “Next time I’ll try to be more villainous.”

I gave him an even look. “You’re also way too calm for someone on a hijacked bus.”

He shook his head. “This isn’t even close to the worst situation I’ve ever been in.”

I considered him. He could have been ex-military, but I wouldn’t know until I ran his tattoo through a few databases. Which I couldn’t do at the moment; his tattooed hand was tucked into his pocket.

“Fine,” I said. “Who do you think the hijacker is?”

His gaze was a calculating one. “You.”

I tensed again. “What?”

“You accused me, threatened me,” he said. “And you don’t know if I’m armed or not. Only person who does that either knows I’m not the hijacker and won’t hurt them or is stupidly confident.” His chin moved as he gave me a once-over. “So which is it? Guile or stupidity?”

I blinked in surprise. I was usually the person who got underestimated, not the person who did the underestimating.

“You forgot one other motive,” I said.

He raised an eyebrow in silent question.

Before I could answer, my phone rang. I picked up at once, rising to my feet in the same motion. “Yes?”

“We have a problem,” said Prefect in my ear.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You’re headed for the Rogue River,” he said.

It took a moment for his words to sink in.

We were headed for a river.

A river.

A—

Panic burned hot in my chest. Memories flooded back, and for a moment I was frozen by the sensations of pain and cold and the knowledge that death was inescapable.

No. I was on a bus. I wasn’t in a car.

I was still alive.

“Shit.” The word slipped out before I could bite it back. One of Shin’s toddlers looked up at me, her small mouth silently framing the curse. I hastily took two steps away before I could accidentally teach her more new vocabulary.

“You do have a way of summing up these situations,” said Prefect, a slight edge in his voice. He had a good poker face, but his words always became a little more clipped when he was anxious.

“What’s your ETA?” I asked.

“There’s a helicopter headed for you,” he replied. “It’s about twenty-five minutes away.”

I gritted my teeth. “That long?”

“You’re in the middle of nowhere, Augusta.”

“How long until we hit the river?”

Prefect hesitated.

Prefect never hesitated.

“Ten minutes,” he finally said.

And again I was there, in that place I only visited in my nightmares.

The plunge and the jerk of impact—the cracked windows, water streaming inside.

I pinched my wrist hard. The pain drew me back to the moment. “Okay, then.”

“Augusta, what are you—”

I hung up on him. It wasn’t the first time and hopefully it wouldn’t be the last. Then I set my phone to silent. I couldn’t have Prefect buzzing in my ear, not when I needed to think. I turned to face the driver. He was still unconscious, one arm dangling limply by his side. For a moment, I felt an angry stab of envy. He got to sleep through the chaos behind a layer of bulletproof plexiglass. If he was conscious, maybe he could stop this. Maybe he could reprogram the destination. He’d be motivated to help; the front windshield would probably shatter on impact when we plunged into the river.

A thought snagged in my brain.

The windshield. It would shatter.

I sucked in a sharp breath.

Well. That was a plan.

It was a bad plan. But I didn’t see any better ones.

Hastily, I returned to my seat. There were a few tools I always kept in my backpack: Edgar, some food, a solar charger for my ringware, fingerless gloves with reinforced knuckles, my bump keys, and a window breaker.

Peter watched me as I pulled something out of my bag. “What’s that?”

“Hopefully a way out,” I said.

And before anyone could think to stop me, I hurried to the front of the bus. The doors were all tinted glass, sleek as the rest of the vehicle. I touched the window breaker to the surface. Inside was a spring-loaded trigger. All it would take was one good, hard press.

I jammed the window breaker against the door. In a fraction of a second, the glass frosted over, cracks spiderwebbing over the surface. The glass door shattered and hot summer air rolled into the bus. A few people cried out behind me, but I ignored them.

Chunks of glass fell to the road below, scattering along the pavement and vanishing.

“What are you doing?” A familiar voice came from behind me and I turned. Archer had come up the aisle, one hand gripping the back of a bus seat and the other extended toward me.

Like he was trying to help me.

Or he was trying to hold me back.

There was no way to tell, not right now.

But I had to trust someone.

“Listen,” I said. The wind nearly swallowed my words; I had to half shout them. “I’m going to try and reroute the bus from the driver’s cabin. If I don’t make it or if I can’t, you have to get the kids off this bus before it hits the water. Break the back door open, jump if you have to.”

Archer’s eyes widened. “We’re headed for…”

“Yes,” I said. “In less than ten minutes.”

For a moment, he seemed frozen. Then his expression smoothed out, his shoulders straightening. He nodded sharply. “I’ll do what I have to.”

“Thanks.” I gave him a tight-lipped smile.

“Good luck,” he said simply.

I inhaled, once, twice, bracing myself.

“Prefect,” I said through gritted teeth, “that coffee maker better be worth it.”

And then I stepped outside.

The hot wind hit me like a physical thing. The air smelled like burned pine and dry sun. It whipped at my hair, dragged at my clothes, roared in my ears. You don’t really understand how fast a vehicle is moving until you’re clinging to the side of one. My fingers clutched so hard to the doorframe that my knuckles ached.

I forced myself to look up from the blur of concrete beneath me. I could see the shape of the forest all around: the skeletons of dead trees, a flicker of deer as they bolted from the road, and the shimmering surface of the distant river.

I reached for the side-view mirror as I edged forward. The bus’s front was mostly flat, with a bumper that wrapped around beneath the side mirror.

I managed to put my foot on the bumper, trying to dig my toes into the small seam between metal and metal. I imagined what it would feel like to be run over by a bus and tried to quash that thought.

It’d be a faster death than drowning, at least.

Still clinging to the side-view mirror, I reached around to the front windshield. Silently hoping that I wouldn’t drop it, I jammed the window breaker against the glass. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pressed harder. For a long heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then I felt the windshield shatter. Glass tinkled all around me; something sharp grazed my cheek.

The bus hit a pothole and the world jerked. I dug my fingers into the seam of the hood. The bus jounced over another rough patch of pavement.

I held on.

There was nothing else I could do.

Finally, the road smoothed out. I used my forearm to push more of the glass away and then I hauled myself upward.

I heaved myself onto the dashboard, using my legs to propel me forward. I half dropped, half fell into the driver’s cabin. Glass crunched beneath me, biting into my palms as I caught myself.

For a few heartbeats, I couldn’t move.

Relief flooded my body, making me unsteady. I leaned over the driver, ready to examine him, and then jerked back. The stench of whiskey rolled off his warm breath.

Drunk.

He was drunk off his ass. He hadn’t been drugged. Which meant—

I checked the navigation screen and saw our destination. “Oh,” I said. And abruptly, a few things became clear.

I picked up the driver’s hand and used his ringware to unlock the cabin door. I stepped out and found an entire bus of people gaping at me.

I must have looked a sight: wind-blown hair and glass clinging to my clothes. “Good news,” I called. “We’re going to be all right.”

Elle had half risen from her seat. “What did you do?”

“I’ll explain everything soon,” I said. “First I have to make a call.”

Prefect picked up halfway through the first ring. “Augusta—”

“Hey,” I said, “the day that hijacked bus stopped for the dinosaur ice cream. Did anyone actually buy any?”



The bus continued toward the Rogue River.

I let the bus take its course, because it was obvious to me now that it wasn’t programmed to drive into the river. Rather, the bus took a left turn into the lot of an abandoned state park. The brown signs were rusted and the pavement was cracked and uneven.

Brakes hissed, the engine powered down, and then the doors slid open. A few more chunks of tempered glass tinkled gently to the ground, and an automated voice cheerfully informed the passengers it was time to disembark.

For a moment, no one moved. Then everyone surged to their feet and began rushing for the doors as if afraid they might close again. I let Peter go in front of me and I heard Shin at my back, carrying his kids.

We spilled out into the parking lot. The air smelled of sun-warmed water and fresh greenery, shrubs kept alive by their proximity to the river. The Rogue was beautiful, twisting through the burned forest. A few people headed for the restrooms, settled on concrete benches. Others simply stood and stared at the bus like it might catch fire. Elle walked toward the river, gazing at the water. “Well,” she said, “if we had to take a detour, this isn’t so bad.”

Archer stood a few steps away. He gave me an incredulous stare. “I can’t believe you crawled out of a moving bus,” he said. “I’ve seen some wild stuff, but never something like that. What in the world made you do that?”

“Penance,” I said.

“And what would a kid like you have to be guilty about?”

I looked out at the river. “Surviving.”

“Ah.” I expected him to ask for more details, but he didn’t. Instead, he gave me a small, tight smile. As if he understood. “That ring,” he said. “It belonged to my wife.”

Past tense. And I understood why he would keep it near, why he toyed with it in moments of stress.

And perhaps that was the best thing I could encounter in my transient, dangerous life. A moment of understanding—when my own trauma brushed up against another’s.

I walked away from Archer. The sunlight was pleasant, and I regretted that I wore a long-sleeved shirt. It would have been nice to feel a little heat against my skin. Sitting on the slope of dead grass and large rocks, overlooking the river, was a lone figure.

I sat down beside him.

“Mint chip,” I said.

Peter looked up at me, brows scrunched together. “What?”

“That day you made the bus detour for dinosaur-shaped ice cream,” I said. “Only one passenger actually went inside and ordered ice cream. And no one else on this bus likes mint chocolate chip.”

His big brown eyes flashed wide in surprise, and in that moment he lost his grip on the tablet. I gently pried it free and glanced down at the screen. There was a game—aliens fighting a war in space—but it wasn’t moving. A screenshot of a game. I flicked it away with two fingers and up came the screen I’d truly been looking for.

It showed a bus navigation system.

“How’d you know?” Peter asked.

I shrugged. “I was put on this bus to find you. I knew the previous hijackings had taken passengers to tourist destinations and no one got hurt. But this time, the driver was passed out—I thought the hijacker had drugged him and was escalating to violent crimes.”

Peter frowned. “I didn’t do anything to the driver.”

“I know,” I said. “I assumed things. I assumed you were innocent because you’re a kid. I assumed the driver was a victim, when in fact he was probably the most dangerous criminal here. Drinking on duty? Come on.” I rested my elbows on my knees, clasping my hands together. “Now, out of professional curiosity, how did you do it? Hijack the bus at age ten?”

“I’m twelve,” he protested.

“Well, that changes everything,” I said dryly.

Peter looked down at his knees. He seemed to be expecting a scolding.

I nudged him gently with my shoulder. “Come on. As someone who hijacked her first car at fifteen. How’d you’d do it?”

His gaze swept up to meet mine, startled by my confession. “First trip up, my tablet was dead. I asked the driver if I could use his phone to text my parents.” He shrugged. “They’re not supposed to come out of the cabin during trips, but I cried a little. So he let me borrow his phone. I … downloaded some malware onto it. Gave me access to all his passwords. From there, I could get all the drivers’ passwords, then lock them out.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “And why here?” I asked, nodding toward the river.

“My dad asked my mom to marry him here,” said Peter. “I looked up the location once, and it was pretty. I wanted to see it.” A bitterness beyond his years crept into his voice. “I kept hijacking the buses because I thought my parents would notice. Maybe one of them would worry when it was late. They would care. But neither of them did.”

He hugged his knees a little tighter to his chest. Probably for effect, the little con artist. I grinned at him.

“Am I in trouble?” he asked.

“You’re going to have to answer some questions,” I said.

“But are people going to be mad?” he asked.

“Actually,” I said, “I think a very nice recruiter is probably going to visit your parents in the next few days. You could get your education paid for, have a career waiting for you when you graduate. If that’s what you want. And if it isn’t…” I handed the tablet back to him and looked out at the river. Green grass flourished beside the river and I saw a few fish darting between the rocks. A small oasis in a scorched land.

I said, “Next time, order a different ice cream flavor.”
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I have to leave Nonna’s apartment.

Well, first I use the bathroom. The last thing I need is to be distracted at a high-stakes moment. And then I make for the door.

When I pass through the living room, I see Eames sitting on the love seat beside Piper. Her face is pressed into his shoulder and he’s murmuring quiet reassurances.

They’re both terrified, even if Eames hides it well. Their fear sharpens my own determination—I won’t let anything happen to them.

As my fingers alight on the doorknob, I hear a familiar voice. “Are you sure you should be doing this?”

I glance over my shoulder. Nonna stands a few feet away, her arms crossed. “Doing what?”

“Going out there,” says Nonna quietly. “The smart thing would be to wait for the authorities.”

I give her a rueful smile. “Would you believe me if I said this wasn’t the worst situation I’ve ever been in?”

Nonna’s gaze skims over me and I realize belatedly that I’ve allowed the left sleeve of my arm to ride up. One of my scars peeks through. I tug down my sleeve.

A frown crosses Nonna’s face—but it’s mostly concern.

“Who are you?” she says.

The question stings. Even if it is meant rhetorically, it still hurts. Because the truth is, she doesn’t know me. She knew the girl that once dwelled within my bones. A girl who looked at the world as something to conquer, something to enjoy, something that could be hers.

I’m not that girl.

Not anymore.

“Lock the door behind me,” I say, and slip outside.

And then I stand in a shadow-drenched hallway. Red illumination softly pulses from the emergency lights.

I am afraid. Or at least my body is. There’s that sharp tingle of adrenaline in my arms and legs, the way my vision narrows.

My mind, on the other hand, is racing. I am a knight on the chessboard, behind enemy lines. This isn’t safe. I am not safe.

But “safe” isn’t where Augusta Pine thrives.

A buzz draws my attention and I look up sharply. A bee clings to the grate of an overhead vent.

Relief lurches through me. “Edgar,” I say.

The bee shifts his wings, but my earpiece remains silent. The jammers, I think, with a flash of irritation.

I grimace and slide a finger along my ringware. It takes a few moments for me to fix our audio connection. I can’t rely on the internet or cellular, so I set up a short-range signal between us. It’s not secure, but it’s better than nothing. It’ll also allow me to control my visor with my ringware again.

“—hear me now?” Edgar’s voice is too loud in my ear.

I flinch. “Yeah, I hear you. Edgar, stop yelling. Listen, you’re on short range only. Which means I’m only going to hear you if you’re within thirty feet.”

“Acknowledged.” Edgar flies down from the ceiling and settles on my fingers. He looks as adorable as ever—a bumblebee with huge eyes and a fuzzy body. He regards me for a moment. “Orders?”

Of course he would want orders. Because this is exactly what Edgar was built for: high-stakes surveillance, going places no human can, collecting valuable information.

I need a few moments to collect my thoughts. “Just … give me a second.”

He does. For exactly one second. Then—

“Orders?”

I sigh. “Tell me about the intruders.”

Edgar flutters his wings. “There are six. I took the liberty of recording their faces for you.”

I blink in surprise. AIs aren’t known for anticipating needs beyond their original programming; I was planning to write a macro into Edgar’s code so that he would do this very thing. But after working together for three years, he has begun to anticipate my needs.

“This is how the robot uprising begins,” I say. “When you and your AI brethren rule over us, please remember me fondly.”

Edgar seems to consider. “Humor?”

“Humor,” I say. “I hope. Are there any intruders on this floor?”

“No,” he says. “Two in the basement. Two on the main floor. And one on the roof.”

“Probably setting up those jammers,” I murmur to myself. “All right. All right.” I bounce on the balls of my feet, hoping the movement will kick-start my brain. “Let’s see who I’m working with,” I say. Five holographic faces appear in midair, projected into my vision by the visor.

The first is Goldie Glocks, aka Hannah Vale. She looks like a beauty pageant contestant instead of a cyberterrorist. She isn’t tall, but she carries herself with unmistakable confidence.

The second is the burly, towering man. He has a visible golfer’s tan peeking out from under his dark short-sleeved shirt. “Who’s that?” I ask. Normally, I could run his face through my facial recognition software, but without the internet, I have to rely on my own wits. And my spybot.

“I heard someone call him Corey,” answers Edgar. “The other man is called Bud.” A new picture flashes up to replace the last one. This man has shoulder-length hair, long limbs, and the pale countenance of someone who only sees sunlight under duress.

“And the next one?”

“That is Carla,” says Edgar, and the picture changes to show a Black woman kneeling beside a backpack. Her hair is in two-strand twists and she has a smart-ring on every finger. In the photo, she is unloading several small items. The jammers, I realize. A second woman is helping her—the one with bright red-orange hair, light skin, and the compact build of a gymnast. She still has a golf bag slung over one shoulder. “I did not catch her name,” says Edgar.

“Five,” I say quietly. “A five-person crew. One leader, one brought to you by steroids, one that’ll burst into flame if the sun hits him wrong, one tech expert, one who’s definitely not here to golf, and…” I frown. “Wait, you said six. Where’s the sixth?”

Edgar’s wings flutter. “I did not get their picture. They weren’t in the lobby.”

I frown. “Then how do you know there’s a sixth terrorist?”

“Because,” says Edgar, “I overheard the others speaking about it. From the sound of things, they were sent in before Vale.”

A chill goes through me. “So someone arrives early this morning,” I say quietly, “to prepare the way. Maybe they were even the one to implement the hack, to have it ready.”

“That is logical,” Edgar agrees.

Six terrorists. And one of me.

“We’re going to the main floor,” I say. “I need you to stay overhead and warn me if you see anyone.”

“Acknowledged.” Edgar flutters toward the stairs.

The hallway floor is linoleum, scuffed by shoes and gleaming with red emergency lights. Those lights are supposed to guide people toward safety … and there is some irony in the fact I’m following them into danger. I take the stairs two at a time until I’m on the first floor.

Nerves squirm through my stomach as I step into the lobby. The pool laps quietly, water eddying around some invisible filter. I lower myself to a crouch, shuffling from shadow to shadow. The garden of potted succulents provides cover. I feel a little like a lizard, darting from rock to rock and hoping no hawks will spot me.

As I creep toward the security office, I hear voices. I lean around one of the plants and flick my fingers to zoom in.

There are two people in the office. One of them is a man—pale, with his long hair pulled into a bun. Bud. Standing at the door is the woman with the red-orange hair. It’s smart-dye; it has to be. I recognize the light sheen that accompanies the color. She has several white bracelets loosely looped around each wrist and her golf bag rests against the doorframe.

“You done in there yet?” asks the woman.

Bud waves one hand. “Genius takes time, Anasova.”

At least I have a name for her now.

“Genius is going to get himself shot the moment SWAT arrives,” says Anasova. “This office has far too many windows. One sniper and—” She curls her hand into a mock-gun and pulls an invisible trigger.

“Come on,” says Bud. “No one’s coming. Not yet.” He continues typing. “All right, I’ve routed all outside security cameras to the basement mainframe.” He speaks with the air of a pianist showing off a particularly complicated bit of music. His fingers are a graceful blur across the mechanical keyboard. “Downloaded all the resident info. And…” He hits a button, then leans back in the squeaky office chair. “If anyone tries to tamper with their doors or windows, we’ll get an alert. Admit it, you’re impressed.”

Anasova does not look impressed. “You better know what you’re doing. If you accidentally cut power to those generators, we lose everything. Including the fire-suppression system. If that goes, we lose our only real leverage.”

“I still say we should just start backing up people’s toilets,” says Bud. “Much more cruel than just suffocating them.”

Anasova makes a sharp gesture—a conductor silencing an orchestra. “I need to set up on the roof. You finish up your computer stuff, then meet Vale in the basement.”

“You’re not my boss,” says Bud. “Sign my paychecks, then you can give me orders.”

Anasova makes another disgusted sound. Then she picks up her golf bag and walks out of the office. She steps over the security guy’s corpse without giving him a second glance.

She has to pass by me to reach the stairs. As she approaches, I realize that she isn’t wearing white bracelets as I assumed. They’re plastic zip ties, loosely dangling from her wrists, just waiting to be used on a hostage.

I squeeze my eyes shut—a childish impulse. If I can’t see her, she can’t see me. Let her not see me, let her just walk on by and not notice me—

Her footsteps grow louder.

I draw in a breath and hold it. I will myself to stillness and silence, to become as invisible as a real wraith.

And then Anasova passes me. She doesn’t glance my way as she strides up the stairs. I watch as she vanishes.

From the security office comes a loud sigh. “Thank you, Bud,” says Bud, in a breathy imitation of Anasova. “You’re a genius, Bud. You gave up a million-dollar career in cybersecurity, Bud, and we appreciate it.” He bends over the computer and continues to type, his attention absorbed.

I touch a finger to my ringware. Then I create a new text file and save it in my visor. I’ll leave Prefect all the information I can find. If I die, at least he’ll have a lead on the killers.

Morbid? A little. But also proactively morbid.

Six deadly criminals.

One teenage hacker.

It’s time to even those odds.
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“Edgar,” I whisper. “Keep an eye on Bud. If he notices me, I want a heads-up.”

“Righto,” he replies, and flies toward the security office.

I slip from my hiding spot behind the plants and begin to crawl across the marble floor. It’s cool against my sweaty fingers. Without the air-conditioning, the August heat has begun to seep into the building.

Hannah Vale left the dead security guard where he fell. I scurry toward him, my jaw clenching. I’ve never liked dead things—not flowers, not roadkill, not the frogs we were supposed to dissect in eighth grade. I made my lab partner do it.

But this can’t be avoided.

I kneel beside the security guy. Matthew. His name is Matthew. I remember the flash of grief in Nonna’s face when she spoke of him. She’s a good judge of character, which means he was probably a decent man. His eyes are open and glassy, his lips slightly parted. Rigor mortis hasn’t set in yet, so he still looks uncomfortably alive.

I try not to look at his face. Instead I reach for his belt. It’s one of those industrial-heavy affairs carried by cops and private security guards. Clipped to it are a flashlight and—

“Bingo,” I hiss as I find a can of pepper spray and a baton. I’m not trained with guns or knives, but I can shoot a spray can and hit someone with a stick just fine. I take both. I turn to leave, but something makes me pause.

Matthew deserves better than to be scavenged and abandoned. Even if it’s irrational, I can’t just leave him here.

A dark hoodie is tied around his waist. It’s not a sheet, but I want to cover him with something. I carefully pry it free, then give it a shake to straighten out the fabric.

As I do, something falls out of the pocket and clinks to the floor.

I look down. A gold ring. He must have put it in his pocket and forgotten it there when he tied the sweatshirt above his belt.

Carefully, I pick it up. At first, I think it’s a wedding band. It has the clean lines of one. But the moment I touch it, I realize my mistake. This thing is far, far too heavy to be simple gold.

It’s ringware.

This is the difference between ringware and an electron-ink tattoo: Rings are designed to interface with one’s technology. They’re temporary and cheap—but the real price is that they’re far less secure. Electron-ink tattoos can only be deactivated upon death. They’re linked up with all the information a person holds most dear: social security, bank accounts, addresses. Matthew’s electron-ink tattoo vanished within a minute of his death—and with it, all of the passwords and passkeys that someone might have taken from him.

But a fingerprint is all too easily stolen.

I flick the ring to activate it and reach for Matthew’s hand. When I slip the ring over his finger, it beeps softly. Awaiting a command. With a grimace, I twist Matthew’s fingers in a familiar gesture to open up new Bluetooth connections.

Instantly, a pop-up in my visor announces a new ring available. “Thank you, Matthew,” I breathe.

A few swipes of my fingers and I manage to change the ring’s security passcode to my own fingerprint.

The layout of the building spreads out before me. Blueprints layer over my vision—pipes hidden in the walls, a series of hallways, brilliant outlines of doors that require authorization.

This ringware is Matthew’s master key to the building. And now I have it.

“Thank you,” I whisper, touching his arm. “And I’m sorry.”

I half crawl, half shuffle toward the security office. Bud is still there, diligently typing.

The keyboard is the manual kind, and its loud clack-clack-clacking covers the sound of my approach.

I have spent enough time in this job to recognize dangerous people. Dangerous people—truly dangerous people—don’t cackle or twirl their metaphorical mustaches. Most of them don’t look or act differently than anyone else. But even so, they’re recognizable.

Have you ever met someone and felt a jolt in your stomach like when you miss a step on a staircase? Or a prickle of awareness at the back of your neck? Have you ever felt like you were being watched? Odds are, you were in the presence of someone dangerous.

Humans are apex predators now, but our bodies retain those prey instincts.

Looking at Bud, I do not feel that awareness. He looks like an overconfident hacker.

Honestly, he reminds me of … me.

Which makes this next step much easier.

“Hi there,” I say brightly, closing the office door behind me. And then I pepper-spray him.

He launches out of his chair like a cat with its tail on fire. His knees clip the desk and he falls over backward, the chair crashing down with him. He tries to stagger upright, clawing at his stinging eyes.

A nice person would’ve let him have a moment.

I whack him upside the head with the baton. He falls again, moaning and dazed and half blinded—but still alive. I look him over. There’s no ringware on his fingers, no visor, and no weapons.

Holding the baton in one hand, I use the other to scour the desk for anything useful. There’s an electronic picture frame featuring Matthew and two young kids, a half-empty coffee cup, a ball of rubber bands, a permanent marker, and a half-used roll of duct tape.

I seize Bud’s arms and quickly duct-tape them behind his back. Then I do the same for his ankles. At least now he can’t run.

“What the hell,” he rasps.

“If you scream, I will knock you unconscious and dump you in the pool,” I say pleasantly.

“Who are you?” Bud gazes at me, squinting as though trying to focus through immense pain. He snorts—and then he hacks up a gob of saliva, spitting it on the floor.

I skip back. “Oh, that’s disgusting.”

“You pepper-sprayed me in the face,” he says accusingly.

“You’re a murderer,” I snap back.

He tries to sit up, a difficult task with his arms bound behind him. “Oh, no. I killed no one. I am strictly here for tech support.”

“Oh, yes,” I retort. “You came here to commit a crime and someone ended up dead. That’s textbook felony murder.”

I should know.

He snorts again. “What are you, the world’s youngest lawyer?” He blinks. “Where did you come from?”

“I’m asking the questions here.” I point the baton at him.

Bud appears unimpressed. “You’re a teenager with a stick. You’re not gonna kill me.”

“I could,” I say. “I’ve got full immunity at the moment.”

The problem with employing criminals is that … well, we’re criminals. Which can cause problems when we’re working on behalf of a federal agency. If ISD ends up with a serial killer gleefully going on a new spree, that would be bad for their image. So part of the deal for any wraith is that if we commit a crime—outside of our work with ISD—then we can have our contract yanked. On assignments, we get a certain amount of flexibility. We can weave the line of legality … but we can’t just pole-vault over it. Things like murder are still frowned upon.

But for this job, the only thing that matters is retrieving that mysterious government property. Prefect made that perfectly clear.

“Wait…” Bud frowns and I can see the thoughts running behind his reddened eyes. “You—you’re a wraith.”

I don’t know how to react to that.

“I—uh,” I say eloquently.

“You’re working with them.” He squints at me. “You’re so young. I thought they didn’t recruit that young. Makes sense, though, with this job.”

For some reason, I always thought an interrogation would be difficult.

“Well, of course,” I say. “They needed me for this. Uh, job. Because I’m young.” Even as I speak, my brain is racing. A lot of people don’t believe in wraiths. We’re one part boogeyman and one part action hero. Those who are in the know look at us like we’re badly trained attack dogs. That I find more understandable—after all, most wraiths are felons. Those not in the know think we’re a rumor, a conspiracy theory. So why the hell is Bud unsurprised to find a wraith in this building?

“How much do you know?” I ask. Might as well be blunt.

He gives me a flat look. “Enough. Hannah’s not exactly forthcoming but I’m in charge of pen-testing.”

Penetration testing. So he’s used to testing systems for weaknesses. Nearly every major cybersecurity company employs them as white hat hackers. It makes sense that a bunch of cyberterrorists would have their own.

“I checked out this building before we came here,” says Bud. “I know your people picked this location because of its back door.” He shrugs. “Not a bad plan, but we already secured it.”

A secret back door? I have no idea what he is talking about. But I don’t want him to realize how clueless I am.

“Tell your boss to cooperate,” says Bud, sounding almost earnest. “No one has to get hurt.”

I laugh—but it’s a jagged sound void of amusement. “The security guy might argue with that if he weren’t, well, dead.”

“No one else has to get hurt,” amends Bud.

I look at him. At this twenty-something self-proclaimed computer genius with his university sweatshirt and lanky build. If my life went according to plan, I could have been very much like him.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask. “You and the rest of Radiocastration.”

“Ratiocination,” he corrects me.

“Radioministration,” I say airily. Getting the name right affords them a certain amount of respect—and they don’t deserve it. “If you wanted people to remember the name, you should’ve picked something catchier.”

His jaw flexes, but he doesn’t try again. “This blackout. Did you even stop to ask why it’s happening?”

Of all the answers I expect, this wasn’t on the list.

“Public safety power shutoffs prevent stray sparks from causing a fire,” I answer. “And because the dam can’t draw enough power right now with the drought.”

“You would think.” Bud’s face lights up, as though excited by my answer. “But you should know, other neighborhoods still have power. These so-called rolling blackouts only ever affect certain places. Certain people. The poor give up a few hours of power and light so that the rich can still have them. So that certain companies can still have them.”

I blink. I admit, I have never actually looked into the geography of the blackouts; I just assumed they affected the entire city.

“Same goes for Seattle,” says Bud. “For LA. For everywhere on the West Coast. Those who can afford to will move to neighborhoods with power. And those who can’t … well.” He gives a little shrug. “It’s a few hours of darkness. Unless they require medical devices that need power. Or if they can’t turn on the lights, can’t find their inhaler when they need it. Or if the AC goes out and they suffer heatstroke. But those deaths are ignored. After all, it’s just the elderly and the disabled. They would’ve died anyway, right?” Bud’s voice brims with bitterness. “The cost of doing business.”

I gape at him. “You lost someone, didn’t you?”

He gives me a dark look. “We’re all losing someone, sooner or later. Unless you can afford to protect your loved ones. Same thing’s happening in other parts of the country, too. Think about who gets left behind during hurricane and tornado evacuations. The East Coast gets winter storms—who digs people out of their homes? What happens when the power goes off in the winter? And the Midwest has toxic algae outbreaks, and guess who normally drinks tap water? Point is, those who can afford to buy safety and fresh water and food will survive. Those who can’t … It’s all a roll of the dice.”

“So that’s what Radioagnation is all about?” I ask. “If you’re concerned about climate change and saving the poor, why didn’t you go to work in politics? Start a nonprofit? Do something that doesn’t involve…” I gesture at the security office. “This.”

Bud lifts his chin, defiance flickering in his eyes. “Because hacking is the only thing I’ve ever been great at. And no corporation is going to pay me what I’m worth for eco-activism. So I found a different employer instead. And we’ve done some good work. We’ve rerouted power, shifted water. Putting resources back where they belong.”

“And the maintenance workers you drowned?” I snap. “They weren’t rich or privileged.”

His mouth tightens. “An accident.”

“The cost of doing business,” I say coolly, reflecting his own words back at him.

To his credit, regret flickers across his face. “I’m not saying we’re perfect. But we’re trying, at least. And that security guard—I’m sorry about him.”

“Is that why you came here?” I ask. “To make the world a safer place for the common people?”

It’s the closest I can come to outright asking Bud, What are you here for? I don’t dare reveal how little I know.

“No,” he admits. “Today’s about Hannah. As long as she’s distracted, we can’t do our jobs.”

What in the world does that mean?

“Listen,” says Bud, trying to squirm upright. “You’re not with them by choice. I know that. I’ve learned enough about ISD to know that they give wraiths just enough of a leash to hang themselves.”

I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. His words strike a little too close to home.

“Come with me,” says Bud. “You’ve got a subdermal tracker, right? We can remove that—Carla has the equipment. A few forged paper IDs, a new passport, and you could be free. The tattoo is trickier, but I’m sure we could either keep it covered or, you know. We’re trying to bring in some medical specialists. We could find a way to deactivate it.” He sounds terrifyingly earnest. “Work with us. Or don’t. We wouldn’t force you. That’s where we differ from the feds.”

I take a step back. “How did you go from your manifesto to a job offer?”

“You’re young,” he says simply. “You were smart enough to escape the lockdown procedures. You care about the dead guy, which means you’re not heartless. And you took me out.”

“Not difficult.” I cross my arms.

That earns me a flash of a grin. “And I think we’d work well together. Our group attracts a certain … type. I think you’d fit in. I’ll vouch for you, kid.” He gazes at me. “How long is your sentence? Ten years? Twenty? How many years of your life will you let them steal, when you could steal them back?”

“Sorry, but I don’t work for murderers,” I say coolly.

Bud gives me a pitying look. “Of course you do.”

I have no answer to that. Because … I’m pretty sure he is right.

For a moment, I let myself consider his words. I imagine unbinding his wrists and ankles, going to Hannah Vale and the others. I imagine the brief flash of pain it will take to remove the tracker in my arm. The tattoo will prove trickier; they’ll have to stop my heart for about a minute. With the tracker and tattoo gone, I can slip into the shadows like a true wraith, vanishing from this place. Freedom will be within reach.

I will no longer be Augusta Pine.

But I’ll be forever on the run.

Before I can answer, a crackle of radio static sounds from Bud’s pocket.

“Hey,” comes an unfamiliar voice. “We’ve got movement outside. SWAT just showed up. Looks like someone managed to get a call out before the jammers went up. Over.”

Another crackle.

Then a new voice. Smooth and assured. Hannah Vale.

“Get off the roof, Carla,” says Vale. “Anasova, you keep watch. Anyone gets too close, you take them out. Clock’s running, people. We start on the first floor and make our way up. Apartment by apartment. Project Persephone is somewhere in the building. Good hunting.” Another crackle of static, and then—silence.

I squat down, angling myself closer to Bud. I pull the radio from his pocket. It’s an old bit of tech, but not reliant on internet or cellular signals, which makes it perfect for this operation. I click it off so I won’t accidentally radio anyone.

“What’s Project Persephone?” I ask. “Computer program? Missile guidance system? Blackmail file?”

Bud shakes his head. “Nope. No more details for you. It’s time for you to make a choice.”

“What choice?” I say skeptically. “Join you and your merry little band of cyberterrorists?”

“Whether to escape or not,” replies Bud. “You are imprisoned, whether or not you can see the bars. Untie me. Join us. I promise no one else has to get hurt. And you could do some good in the world.”

I wonder what is more terrifying—that he is lying or the possibility that he is wholly sincere. He sounds sincere. He is right that humanity’s future is unraveling, with the most vulnerable people routinely getting screwed over while the powerful enjoy a life of safety. And things are probably going to get a lot worse.

But I have certain lines I won’t cross.

“His name was Matthew,” I say.

Bud sounds confused. “What?”

“The guard that Vale shot.” I shake my head. “His name was Matthew. And as for your job offer…” I fasten a strip of duct tape over his mouth. “Nope.”

I step outside the office and I hold up my right hand, settling it on the door’s lock pad. Matthew’s ringware connects, and a screen appears in my visor.

Lock/Unlock

I swipe my fingers, and a lock slides into place. Then I enter a command to cut off this door’s access from the mainframe.

There—now not even Hannah Vale can free her hacker.

One down, five to go. I take a breath.

Project Persephone.

At least now I have a name.
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File Name: AVENGE ME, PREFECT

THE CREW OF RATICINO-

THE CREW OF RACITNO

Screw it. These people ruined my weekend. They don’t deserve correct spelling.

THE CREW OF RADIO-NATION


	Goldie Glocks Hannah Vale

	Corey aka Mr. Muscle

	Carla, Our Lady of the Jammers

	What’s in the Golf Bag, Anasova?

	“Genius” Bud —Neutralized. Locked in security office.

	Number Six



ENEMY OBJECTIVE: Project Persephone


	Government Intelligence

	Important to Hannah Vale

	Hidden on the premises



NOTE

Prefect, if I die, I’m haunting your new coffee maker.
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I have to get to the roof.

“Edgar,” I whisper. He bobs alongside me as I hurry up the stairs. “Go to Nonna’s apartment. I need you to keep watch. If you see anyone coming to search that floor, come find me. I’m going to the roof.”

“Why?”

“Vale sent Anasova there.” I grimace. “I think I know what’s in that golf bag. And if I’m right, then I have to stop her.”

Edgar’s voice seems to perk up. “Are you going to throw her off the roof?”

I open my mouth to reply no, then hesitate. “I’m leaving my options open.”

“Understood.” Edgar circles my head once and then buzzes away.

Ten flights of stairs later, I am debating whether or not to just let the cyberterrorists have the building. Finally, I stumble toward a door marked “Roof Access.” There’s another digital lock and I pause for a moment to catch my breath. I don’t want to explain to Prefect that the terrorists caught me because I was wheezing too loudly. Then I touch Matthew’s ring to the scanner. The lock clicks open and a shaft of sunlight pierces the darkness.

I shake out my hands, then slip through the door.

It isn’t a pretty roof: all white gravel, HVAC vents, and solar panels. Rocks crunch as I duck under a panel. It won’t block a bullet, but it helps hide me while my eyes adjust to the brilliant sunlight. At first I see nothing: just several large vents and more panels.

Then I catch sight of someone beside the edge of the roof.

It’s the woman with the brilliant orange hair and the zip ties for bracelets. Anasova. Her golf bag lies beside her, as empty as a deflated balloon.

Anasova is on her stomach, her fingers gently resting on the scope of a sniper rifle. It’s angled downward, the bipod mount balancing in the gravel.

She’s an assassin. Sometimes I hate being right about things.

I should leave. It’s the smart thing to do. I can use Matthew’s ring to lock the door from the inside and block the mainframe’s access to it. Anasova will be trapped on the roof, unable to help her fellow terrorists.

But she’ll still have her rifle. And a clear shot at anyone on the ground.

Like Prefect.

Prefect stands at the intersection of mentor and warden, jailor and teacher, friend and watcher. Half the time, I can’t even tell if he really likes me. But he has sat with me on countless stakeouts. He buys me tea whenever he goes out for coffee. When I get sick, he makes sure I have time off. He forces me to do homework programs, insisting that I continue my education. I’m not going to let him get shot.

Taking on Bud was one thing, but Anasova is a different kind of criminal. Looking at her, I feel that apex predator tingle along the back of my neck. She will kill me if given the chance.

I have to be smart about this. I reach down to activate my ringware, then type a command into my visor.

Finally, when I’m sure of my plan, I pick up a small piece of gravel and throw it toward Anasova.

She jerks away from her rifle, one hand unholstering the pistol at her belt. Her gaze sweeps across the rooftop and her mouth tightens with suspicion. Silently, she edges toward the rows of solar panels.

There are only so many places to hide.

She moves with careful, measured steps. Her orange hair—smart-dye, like mine—shines in the sunlight. Any other criminal would have dyed it a more nondescript color. Particularly a sniper. But maybe Anasova is just that cocky.

She approaches, her footsteps nearly silent despite the gravel. Her gaze flicks from panel to panel.

And then she sees me.

Her pupils dilate and her lips part. It’s like watching a cat sight a mouse—all predatory instinct as she brings up the gun and falls to a firing crouch.

The gun goes off four times.

Then she lowers the weapon, clearly expecting to see her target on the ground.

But I have not moved. I kneel there, frozen.

Anasova stares at me in confusion.

Or, rather, the holographic projection of me.

My visor sits beneath the solar panel, dutifully projecting the full-body selfie I took. It’s not a particularly high-tech projection, but it keeps her attention for a few seconds.

Which is why she never sees me coming.

I crash into her with the force of a wrecking ball. I take her down at the waist, one hand scrabbling at her wrists. The gun has to stay pointed away from me. That’s the only thing that matters.

My hand closes around hers, jamming her finger into the trigger. This is why you’re supposed to keep your finger along the barrel until you fire. It prevents misfires like this.

The gun goes off—once, twice, three times. The rounds kick up gravel and dust and everything is a jumble of movement. Luckily, there is a suppressor attached to the barrel to muffle the shots. Otherwise I might have just lost an eardrum.

Anasova’s elbow jabs into my ribs. She’s stronger than I am, but I’m desperate. Adrenaline sets fire to my muscles. I snarl soundlessly at her, slamming her hand into the roof again and again. Her finger hits the trigger. Another misfire. That’s eight shots.

Her 9mm Glock should have ten.

Only two left.

But two is plenty enough to kill a person.

She rears back, her skull cracking into mine. I flinch just in time to save myself from a concussion … but not a broken nose.

I feel the sickening crunch. The pain will come later, but for now, adrenaline and endorphins keep the agony at bay.

Anasova shoves me off her, jerking the gun around. The barrel is a black hole—all-encompassing, growing larger with every fraction of a second. I frantically kick at her. It’s clumsy, but my foot slams into her elbow.

It bends. And not the way an elbow is supposed to bend.

Her scream rips through the air.

The gun falls from her hand, skitters across the roof. I lunge for it, fingers closing around the grip, and then I scramble backward. Anasova crouches a few strides away. She cradles her broken arm, her face blanched with pain.

We’re both injured, but the difference between us is that I know what true agony feels like. I can block out a broken nose, no problem.

Anasova curses as she tries to crawl out from under the panels with her one good arm. I can’t let her escape.

I aim the gun at her. “Don’t move,” I say. The words come out a little wet and mangled.

Anasova freezes. Her gaze flicks from the weapon to my face. She’s weighing me, gauging my reactions. She doesn’t know if I’ll shoot.

I swallow a mouthful of coppery saliva. I desperately wish Prefect was here; he has the kind of quiet authority that can bend a person to his will. Me? I mostly annoy people into submission.

“You’re not going to kill me,” says Anasova. Her gaze is on mine, and she seems utterly certain of herself again.

I’ve been measured and found wanting, it seems.

“I am not going to kill you intentionally,” I agree. “But considering what a bad shot I am, I could try to take out one of your knees and hit your kidney.” I swallow another mouthful of blood. It’s disgusting and I choke back the urge to vomit. That won’t be intimidating. “Now, you’re going to do exactly as I say.”

“Am I?” she asks.

I nod. “You are. Because it’ll be pretty hard to earn a living as a hired gun if you’re stuck in a hospital with bullet wounds. And I bet your health insurance is pretty bad.”

She bares her teeth. “Either kill me or shut up.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “Now, those zip ties? Time to put them to use.” I hesitate, then dig into the pocket where I stashed a pen. “Wait, before you do that—throw me one of your boots.”
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PHONE CALL TRANSCRIPT DURING PORTLAND HOSTAGE CRISIS

PREFECT

Well, I have confirmation that my asset is alive.

ISD DIRECTOR

How? I thought communications were cut.

PREFECT

A size seven tan combat boot just fell from the sky and nearly took out Steve.

ISD DIRECTOR

You’re not serious.

PREFECT

That’s what Steve said.

ISD DIRECTOR

How is that proof of life?

PREFECT

Augusta wrote a note on it.

ISD DIRECTOR

Of course she did. And what did she say?

PREFECT

“Give me time to disarm the fire system.”

ISD DIRECTOR

Damn it.

PREFECT

She’s right. If we storm the building, Vale could start killing people. Entire families. Entire floors. They’ve barricaded every entrance and exit, and every single security camera is trained on us. They know we’re here. They’re watching us. Our only advantage is that we have an agent inside the building that Vale doesn’t know about.

ISD DIRECTOR

We can’t lose Project Persephone. It’s worth—

PREFECT

More than everyone in there? More than my asset?

ISD DIRECTOR

I know that if I say yes, you’re going to be a pain in the ass from now until you retire.

PREFECT

Probably. Ma’am, if we blast our way in there, a lot of people could get hurt. Waiting is the smarter option.

ISD DIRECTOR

And if we lose the project? What then? What’s to keep her from taking Persephone and running?

PREFECT

Trust me. If anyone can screw up a plan, it’s Augusta.

[CALL ENDED]
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THE LAWYERBOT INCIDENT DEBRIEF

The first time I was arrested, I was sixteen.

I met Prefect on a sunny downtown street in Alexandria, Virginia. The neighborhood was a tourist trap—it was all old-fashioned cobblestones and quaint little shops designed to look colonial. Prefect’s black SUV looked thoroughly out of place. He had double-parked, entrapping a car with a private security logo. The owner of said car was a middle-aged white man with a utility belt, a receding hairline, and a frustrated glower. But he didn’t do more than glare at Prefect from a safe distance. He was probably hired by the local homeowners association and knew better than to annoy someone with actual power.

I walked toward Prefect, carrying two to-go cups. “You’re double-parked,” I said.

Prefect shrugged. “I’m allowed.”

“This was, like, seven dollars,” I said, handing him a cup. “The only coffee place had artisanal beans or something like that.”

“I’ll make sure you’re reimbursed.” Prefect took his coffee and held it under his nose, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. His expression held the kind of peace and contentment of a man kneeling in church.

I let him have his moment. Exactly one moment. Then I said, “So, why are we here?”

He opened his eyes, and with that, he was all business again.

“Someone’s hacked an app,” he said. “Or so we think. It’s a … delicate situation.”

“Which app did they hack?”

His mouth twisted up at one corner. “Lawyerbot.”

I blinked. “Someone’s hacked Lawyerbot?”

“Possibly,” said Prefect. “That’s the thing. We don’t know. We’ve been asked to look into it.”

“Since when does ISD do personal favors?”

“Since the CEO of Lawyerbot is a friend of the head of the Department of Defense,” said Prefect dryly.

“Okay.” I drew out the word. “So the CEO thinks his app has been hacked. Did they find evidence? Leaked emails on the dark web? Missing files? A copycat app?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the security guard walking toward a group of young women in college sweatshirts. Despite what looked like a thirty-year age gap, his body language was flirtatious. I could see his mouth moving, even if I couldn’t hear the words. The young women were instantly wary, edging away from him.

“No,” said Prefect. “The app”—he made the word sound dirty—“has a certain win rate. It is predictable. With the algorithm and experience of those involved, there shouldn’t be any surprises.”

“Oh,” I said, understanding. “They’re losing cases.”

Prefect’s frown deepened. “Actually, they’re winning.”

I gaped at him. “Wait, so the CEO thinks he’s been hacked because his app is doing too well?”

“The app has a tiered payment system,” said Prefect. “There’s the cheapest subscription, the mid-range, and the most expensive. The cheapest one is just an algorithm. The midrange has access to one or two lawyers available for chats, but it’s never the same lawyer. And the most expensive will have a dedicated lawyer for chats, if only for brief consults.”

I took a sip of my coffee. It tasted too bitter. “So, the more money you pay, the better defense you get.”

“Precisely.” Prefect sighed. “But suddenly, the cheapest tier is winning almost eighty percent of its cases.”

“Is that good?” I asked.

He nodded. “Very experienced and educated human lawyers often don’t have such a good win rate. For an algorithm, it’s unheard of. As good as AI can be at some things … the law isn’t one of them.”

I glanced past Prefect. The security guard was still talking to the girls, leaning on their car with a kind of indolent confidence. The girls were smiling, but in that strained way that conveyed more fear than friendliness.

“The problem is that fewer people are paying for the higher tiers,” Prefect continued. “Which is losing the app money.”

“So we need to investigate to see if someone changed the algorithm to be good at defending people,” I said. “Next, we’ll see if there are any puppies for you to kick.”

Prefect looked about as happy as I felt. “It’s a proprietary algorithm. If it has been hacked, it’s because someone used identity theft. It does fall under our purview.” He took a long drink of his coffee. “I was thinking we could look at a few cases before and after the win rate changed. See if the program responded differently.”

The security guard stood between the girls and their car. “Please,” one of the girls was saying. “We just want to go.”

“What’s the rush?” The guard was smiling smugly, leaning against the closed driver’s side door.

“Or,” I said, “we could test the app ourselves.”

Then I picked up a brick.



Lawyerbot was born, like so many inventions, out of opportunism.

It began in the late twenties, after a couple pandemics and an economic crash. Society came to a grinding halt and then tried to limp back to normalcy—to varied levels of success. One of the aspects of society that had trouble finding its feet was the justice system. There weren’t enough public defenders. Those who stuck around were overworked and underpaid. People found themselves on waiting lists, unable to afford a private attorney while waiting for a public defense lawyer’s schedule to free up. People lost their jobs because they were stuck in jail or ended up with fines they couldn’t negotiate their way out of.

And so along came Lawyerbot: the first virtual defense lawyer.

Technically a defendant couldn’t be represented by an app. The founding fathers wouldn’t have approved. But a person could represent themselves pro se—and if they happened to be following the advice of an app, that was their choice.

It wasn’t really a choice. But the illusion made the whole system seem less dysfunctional.

If I’d gone to court, I probably would’ve been repped by Lawyerbot. My parents were middle class, but with three kids to feed and put through school, there hadn’t been a lot of money left over. I had occasionally imagined what my life would have been like if I hadn’t taken Prefect’s offer. If I had simply let the justice system take its course.

I probably would’ve ended up in a jail just like this one.

“I can’t believe you did that,” said Prefect. He leaned against the wall, arms crossed. He had pulled rank as my guardian to stay with me. “I had a plan, Augusta.”

“I can’t believe you can’t believe I would do that,” I replied. “Now, give me your phone.”

“I hate that I followed that sentence,” he muttered, and handed me his phone. He carried an old-fashioned one—a slip of glass that shifted from transparent to opaque as needed. I normally used my ringware and visor, but the cops had confiscated those.

While Prefect might have grumbled throughout the process of arresting me, he had still downloaded the app and made an account. “If you boot it up, it’s considered a billable hour,” he said. “Even if you don’t use it for the full hour. It’s still eighty dollars.”

I winced, imagining how hard it would be for most people to afford that. “Just for the lowest tier?”

He nodded.

I opened the app.

A cartoon of a man wearing a business suit appeared. He had dark hair, a serious face, and bore an uncanny resemblance to Prefect. I glanced at him, then back at the app.

“What?” he said.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just wondering if you were spawned by a computer program.”

Above the cartoon appeared a word bubble: Hello, I am Lawyerbot. Let’s get you justice! The bubble expanded to take up the whole screen, and I was in the chat.

I typed in, I have been arrested for throwing a brick through a private security guard’s windshield. He was harassing some women.

Three dots appeared. It was just for show. I wasn’t chatting with a person. When Lawyerbot first launched, the chatbot had responded to queries instantly and it had put people off. Having those three dots, the pause, and the illusion that there was a person behind the screen made customers trust it more.

I am sorry to hear that, the chatbot wrote back. Have charges been filed?

No, I typed back.

Three dots. Undoubtedly the app was checking my location, the local time, and what court I would end up in. Do not talk to the cops came the reply. The next step, if they decide to charge, will be arraignment. They’ll decide whether to set a bond or take you into custody. Is this your first offense?

I briefly considered telling the app that I was guilty of felony murder. But that would just confuse the program. Yes.

This time, the pause was longer.

Are there witnesses who saw the harassment?

That made me pause. I had honestly thought the app would skip over that part.

“Okay, this app is better than I thought it would be,” I said. “It wants to know about witnesses.”

Prefect stood at my shoulder, reading the chat. “Well, go ahead and answer.”

I did. Yes. Three women.

Did you get their information? Do you have any way to contact them?

I have their phone numbers, I answered. Prefect had made sure to get them, just in case. And the license plate of the security guard.

Three dots. Send over the plate number. I will see if any previous charges have been filed against him.

“Can Lawyerbot check plate numbers?” I asked.

Prefect was frowning. “No, it doesn’t have access to that kind of information. Or, rather, it shouldn’t. It’s designed to offer general advice, not to do research. That’s reserved for the lawyers working at the higher tiers.”

I was typing in the plate number already. “Well, let’s see if it does.”

We waited for about fifteen minutes before the three dots appeared again.

That security guard has had two restraining orders brought against him by previous girlfriends. Attached are copies of the orders, along with a formal reprimand from his old boss. You will use these to show a pattern of behavior. He could have injured those women. You were using appropriate force to disable his vehicle in order to protect them.

I gaped at the phone, then held it up. Prefect read over the message, his dark brows drawn tight.

“Well,” I said. “I think we’ve established two things.”

“First, the app has definitely been hacked,” said Prefect.

“Agreed,” I said. “But, more importantly, the basic tier of Lawyerbot isn’t an algorithm. That’s a person.”



In the end, I didn’t need Lawyerbot to walk out of jail. Prefect made a call and had the arrest expunged, cleared out any evidence that I’d ever walked into the precinct, and then we grabbed dinner at a local Italian restaurant.

There are some benefits to working for the feds.

“What’s going to happen to that security guard now?” I asked, chewing a bite of my pizza. We’d taken a table in the restaurant’s courtyard. It was warm enough that the evening breeze was pleasant. And I’d had enough of the indoors for one day.

Prefect was eating pasta with military precision. He even cut his noodles with a knife and fork. My nonna would have been horrified.

“He’ll probably go back to work,” said Prefect.

I scowled. “And if his boss gets an email with those restraining orders and reprimand attached?”

He drank delicately from a glass of ice water. “Well, that would be unfortunate. For him.”

It was as close to permission as Prefect would ever give me.

“Anyway, while you were fixing my legal problems, I was digging into Lawyerbot,” I said. “I looked at its source code.”

“And how did you manage that?” asked Prefect mildly.

I pulled the crust off my pizza. “Depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much immunity I have for this mission,” I said.

“Let’s say none,” he replied.

I popped a piece of crust in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. It gave me time to compose an answer. “So, hypothetically, if a person wanted to dig into an app, they’d use a decompiler—an app that can break any program down to its source code. Some applications are obfuscated to prevent that kind of thing, but hackers are always coming up with ways to break encryption.”

“And, hypothetically,” said Prefect, his tone utterly dry, “where would one get such a decompiler?”

I shrugged. “All sorts of places. They’re perfectly legal. It’s just copying and screwing with copyrighted source code that gets legally dicey.”

“And, hypothetically,” said Prefect, “what would a person find if they did dig into the source code of Lawyerbot?”

I grinned. This was the fun part. “Nothing. Because it’s not Lawyerbot.”

His fork froze on the way to his mouth. “What?”

“It’s not Lawyerbot,” I repeated. “It looks like Lawyerbot. It works like Lawyerbot. But the company hosting it isn’t the actual company that owns it. Someone impersonated the app, took the original down from the app store, and then replaced it with an identical one. Logos, trademarks, everything.”

“Where’s the money going?” asked Prefect.

I shrugged. “No idea. But definitely not into the real company’s bank accounts.”

“The CEO has to know,” said Prefect. “But he’s keeping it a secret instead of letting Lawyerbot’s subscribers know. Divulging that their entire app has been replaced would be rather alarming to their shareholders.”

“So the CEO brings us in rather than using his own cybersecurity experts. Less chance of the news leaking,” I said. I wadded up the last slice of my pizza and crammed it into my mouth. “There’f one fing I don’t get.”

Prefect winced at my lack of table manners. “And what’s that?”

“What’s the point of the app replacement?” I wiped my mouth with a napkin. “If someone wanted to damage the company’s reputation, they would be tanking cases. Or publicly claiming that they were responsible for the takeover. Or selling the information from the cases.”

“The hackers are making money,” said Prefect.

“Yeah, but there are easier ways for a hacker to make money,” I said. Then added, “Hypothetically.” I took a sip of water to wash down the pizza. “It takes education and experience to pretend to be a lawyer. Hijacking an app and providing legal advice is overly complicated if the only motive is money.”

One of the golden clocks along his arm glowed red. Prefect glanced down at the tattoo and tapped it twice. The clock’s color returned to gold. He picked up his phone and glanced at it.

“What is it?” I asked.

“One of our investigators managed to trace the address of the new ‘company,’” said Prefect. “You’ll be going undercover.”

I perked up. “As a lawyer?”



I rang the door buzzer in a food delivery T-shirt. “Hi, this is Augusta from Shrewd Food,” I said, with the bored intonation of a gig worker.

I stood by the door of an office building. The area was heavily industrial, a far cry from the brick buildings and gardens of Alexandria. My visor was connected to the stakeout van that Prefect currently occupied, so he could see everything that went on.

I buzzed again. “Hello?”

The food order was real. The hackers had a regular café they ordered from—but this time, Prefect had impounded the two plastic bags laden with food and given them to me. I wore the branded orange-and-white T-shirt, the shorts, and worn sneakers. My smart-dyed hair was a dark green.

There was no answer at the front door. Maybe the hackers had somehow realized I was an imposter.

“Sorry,” said a voice behind me.

I turned and saw a young man approaching. He wore a suit, but it was far cheaper than one of Prefect’s. It sagged a little around his shoulders, as though it had been meant for someone wider. He had the bright-eyed look of someone eager to help.

“That door only opens when Helena remembers to buzz people in,” said Mr. Bright Eyes. He was carrying a tray of coffees. “Or if you’ve passed the bar.” He balanced the tray with his right hand, then flashed his left over the scanner.

“You programmed the tattoo scanner to check for a law license?” I said. It wasn’t the best form of security I’d come across.

“Yup.” He beamed at me. “Sorry for the wait—Hel must be in the bathroom or something. Mind carrying that in?”

Prefect’s orders had simply been to pass off the food. There was a bug hidden in the handle of the takeout bag. But if I got inside, maybe I could do my own investigating.

“Sure,” I said, imagining Prefect face-palming as I went off script.

Mr. Bright Eyes led me past the desk and into a large conference room. The office had been set up as an open floor plan and there were perhaps forty people at work. But everything had a haphazard feel to it. The desks were little more than folding tables and chairs, and the computers were cheap; an arterial system of extension cords ran along the floor. I stepped over one of the cords, careful not to trip. The workers were milling about with boxes and tape.

“Just put the food over there,” said Mr. Bright Eyes, gesturing at a half-empty table. I set down the plastic bags with no small relief; my left shoulder was beginning to throb with a familiar ache. “Hey, Avery! Lunch!”

A woman with inky hair and a light complexion rose from her table. She had been working diligently on a tablet, but the moment she set it down, the glass turned transparent and the work vanished. My fingers itched to pick it up and see what she’d been doing.

“Thanks,” said Avery, reaching into her pocket. She withdrew a cash tip. I blinked. That was rare—and a little weird. I’d used enough food delivery apps to know that most people tipped through the app.

But hey—free money is free money, right? I reached out to take it.

And then she snapped a plastic handcuff around my wrist. It was so quick I didn’t have time to jerk away. Then the other half of the handcuff was around the back of a metal chair. It wouldn’t stop me from escaping, but it would make running much more difficult.

I gaped down at the handcuff. “Um. Is this because I forgot the chicken salad?”

“No,” said Avery, leaning against the table. She crossed her arms. “It’s because there’s a surveillance van parked two blocks away, because most gig workers can’t afford a visor with facial recognition, night vision, and recording software. And because our food was supposed to be delivered by someone called Doug.” She reached up and pulled my visor off. I blinked. I felt strangely vulnerable without it—a knight deprived of her armor. “Who are you?”

It had been a trap. Mr. Bright Eyes lured me in here with his deceptively cheerful attitude and polite request to bring in the food. Normally I wouldn’t fall for such a thing, but he was just so earnest-looking.

And then I realized what they were doing. Everyone except Mr. Bright Eyes and Avery was packing. Computers were loaded into boxes, packing tape screeched across cardboard, and tables dismantled. There were so many people, no wonder there wasn’t tighter security. It would’ve been a nightmare to program new places for each person’s tattoo.

They were running. Because they’d made us before we’d made them.

“Temporary office?” I asked. “That’s why the Lawyerbot people can’t find you. You’re probably moving every other month. That way no one can track your IP address.”

Avery gave a little shrug. “We can access their servers remotely. It’s hard to keep us out when I helped build the system.”

“Ah,” I said. “Problem is, now I’ve seen your faces. So we’re going to find you again.”

Avery raised one brow. “You’re not giving us a lot of incentive to let you go.”

“You’re not going to kill me,” I said. “You’re hackers, not murderers.”

Avery’s smile was thin and hard. “Well, you’re right. We’re not going to kill you. But we are going to keep you here until we leave, so you can’t alert whoever you work for.”

“Her bedtime’s at ten,” said Prefect, strolling into the conference room. “So you’ll have to let her go before that.”

I gaped at him. He looked perfectly nonchalant in his expensive suit—but this time, he wore his shoulder holster in plain sight. All the workers froze.

“I do not have a bedtime,” I said, offended.

“Bedtime, curfew, it’s all the same.” Prefect kept his arms loose at his sides—his gun within reach. His eyes settled on Avery. “Avery Hendricks,” he said. “One of the founders of Lawyerbot before your partner forced you out. Undergrad degree in computer science, law degree from Georgetown, clerked for the Supreme Court before you went corporate.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do I know you?”

“Probably not,” said Prefect blandly. “I would appreciate if you freed that asset.”

“You could at least use my name,” I said.

He fixed me with a look. “You were supposed to just hand over the bag. After walking into a trap like this, you’re lucky I added the ‘e’ and the ‘t.’”

Point to Prefect. I bit my lip to hide a rueful grin.

“So you’re here to investigate what we’re doing?” asked Mr. Bright Eyes.

Prefect snorted. “It’s not hard to guess. Your boss here is taking her revenge against her partner—the one she cofounded Lawyerbot with. I did my own research into your app. Lawyerbot was founded by two people, one of whom was forced out in a corporate takeover.” He nodded at Avery. “Her. Which is why, years later, she has now retaken the app by hostile means. I assume all the payments are going to you now, too?”

“No,” said Avery.

Prefect frowned. “No?”

“What kind of criminals are you?” I said, giving the plastic handcuff a little yank.

“We’re not criminals,” said Avery. “Well, not really.”

“Not Really Criminals explains why your security sucks,” I said. “So … what are you doing here?”

“Winning cases,” said Avery. Her gaze remained warily on Prefect. “And that’s all I’m going to say without a lawyer.”

Oh. Oh.

And that’s when I got it.

“Oh.” This time I said it aloud. “You’re—you’re not in it for the money. You’re … you’re legal hacktivists. Or hacky legal counsel. No, wait, the first one sounds better.”

“Exactly,” said Mr. Bright Eyes. He must not have gotten the memo not to talk to the feds. “The app was supposed to help people who needed it. We’re just … returning it to its real purpose.” He gestured at all the other workers, still hastily packing up their things. “It’s all pro bono.”

“Way to incriminate yourself,” said Avery, with a sigh. She looked at Prefect. “Lawyerbot—the initial idea, at least—was mine. It was supposed to provide people with help. But it was co-opted as a way to make a rich man even richer. And then I was forced out of the company.”

Prefect looked as though he wanted to bang his head against a wall. Under normal circumstances, he probably would have just handcuffed them and been done with it. But something kept him talking. “Then you should have staged your own corporate takeover. But this—this is still illegal. You and your team co-opted the app when you do not in fact own the app.”

“We were just trying to help,” said Mr. Bright Eyes.

“Then start your own app,” I said. “Don’t try to supplant Lawyerbot. Do your own thing. Call it ProBonoBot.”

He blinked at me. “That’s … actually not bad.”

“I assume you called for backup?” asked Avery.

“They’ll arrive in five minutes,” said Prefect. “I am going to have to arrest you.” With a perfectly robotic intonation, he said, “You will be charged for your crimes.” He cleared his throat. “It is unfortunate that only two of you were here.”

The lawyers gaped at us.

Prefect spoke a little louder. “Unfortunate that only Avery Hendricks and her much younger associate were here to arrest. And then the associate managed to escape because I had to rescue my asset.”

Mr. Bright Eyes paled. He turned, picked up one of the moving boxes, and ran for the back door.

Avery’s forehead wrinkled as she looked at Prefect.

He stared back, expression opaque. “You going to make this hard?”

She shook her head. “No.” She reached down and uncuffed me. I rubbed at my wrist.

“And as for me?” said Avery.

“Ironically,” said Prefect, “I am going to recommend you call a lawyer.”



I leaned against the stakeout van. The late afternoon was blurring into evening. Prefect spoke into his phone, then flicked the screen back to transparency. Avery was handcuffed inside the van.

“Bosses happy?” I asked.

He nodded. “Lawyerbot will be restored to the app store. The fake replacement will be gone by tomorrow. The CEO is pleased.”

“So everything goes back to normal,” I said. “Eighty dollars an hour for a crappy chatbot.”

He shrugged. “Probably. At least until someone creates an alternative.”

I thought of Mr. Bright Eyes and all those other lawyers scurrying out the back door. “That’s why you let most of them go.”

His face was blank as glass. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You sympathized with them,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “Didn’t you? That’s why you helped them.”

“I did no such thing.” He speared me with a look. “And neither did you. Officially, we’ll both be reprimanded if anything else ever comes to light.”

“You were a lawyer,” I said. “Before … all this. That’s how you got inside without anyone buzzing you in.”

I caught a glimpse of something like longing in his eyes before he closed them.

“Another life,” he said. “Another world.”

I considered pressing. After all, he knew everything about my life. But he’d done a good thing today—bending the law in a way that wasn’t entirely un-Augusta-esque. He could keep his secrets.

“Fair enough,” I said.
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I zip-tie Anasova to one of the solar panels.

Then I pry open one of the HVAC vents and toss both of her guns into the ventilation shaft. I wince as metal clatters against metal, hoping desperately no one below will hear it. But I don’t dare chuck guns off the roof and into the courtyard below. With my luck, I’d accidentally take out a civilian.

I do steal her radio—it’s good to have a spare. As I work, I can feel Anasova’s eyes on me. She sits under that solar panel, wrists bound behind her. Her ankles are also tied and one boot is missing. Even unarmed and shackled, she’s still terrifying. Fury rolls off her like heat shimmering off pavement.

“I will kill you,” she says.

“There’s a waiting list,” I say.

I leave her to stew on the rooftop, making sure to pull the door shut behind me. Then I tap my ring against the lock and seal access to the roof.

I close my eyes, trying to calm my breathing. It feels as though half a day has passed, although it has probably only been half an hour since I left the security office.

Two down, four to go.

The thought exhausts me. I’ve only managed to eliminate two of six threats. As the adrenaline ebbs from my body, fatigue sweeps in to take its place. My broken nose throbs in time with my heartbeat, and I can feel blood drying on my chin. I slip my visor into place, delicately propping it atop my sore nose.

I’m a mess. I need a few minutes to rest, to take stock of my surroundings and plan my next move.

But of course the universe can never give me that.

A familiar buzzing sound makes me look up. A bumblebee rounds the corner. I lick my lips and taste copper. “Edgar?”

Edgar buzzes around my head. “There’s someone poking around the third floor.”

I bite back a vehement curse. I thought it would take longer for Vale’s crew to reach Nonna’s apartment.

“Who?” I ask. My mind races through possibilities: that brawny Corey or the tech-savvy Carla. Or even Vale herself.

“I don’t recognize her,” says Edgar.

The bottom of my stomach drops out.

Number Six.

There’s nothing quite as frightening as the monster just out of sight. It’s why we fear the gap between the floor and the bed, why closets are closed at night, why dark alleys are avoided. We can’t fight what we can’t see; we can’t prepare for it, either.

And now that unseen threat is on the third floor.

Hurriedly, I shove Matthew’s ringware into my shoe. It’s too big for any of my fingers and my pockets are full of the radios and other stolen tools. Then I take the hallway at a sprint, rushing into the stairwell. I reach into my pocket and pull out the can of pepper spray. It’s half empty, but still the best weapon I have.

The stairs are the riskiest part of my journey—if I’m going to run into any of Vale’s crew, it’ll be in the stairwell. I race down eight flights, half expecting gunfire at any moment.

Then, finally, I’m on the right floor. The dark hallway opens up before me—apartment doors on the left, open air to the right. The chlorine smell of the pool wafts upward from the lobby.

I angle myself sideways, ready to duck behind a corner if anyone fires at me. Edgar lands on my shoulder so his buzzing won’t alert the intruder.

I swallow, trying to wet my too-dry tongue. I peer around the corner toward Nonna’s apartment.

And there she is—the sixth.

She’s a little shorter than I am, with an average build. She has dark gold hair pulled into a knot at the base of her neck and wears high-waisted jeans and a flowered blouse. Her back is to me, thank goodness.

I can’t see a weapon, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t armed. Pepper spray in hand, I take a step closer. Then another.

I move with all the care of a deer wandering into a wolf’s territory.

I have to take her down before she notices me. My index finger twitches against the pepper spray’s trigger. Just a little closer. Just—

And then the woman turns. She raises her gun before I can so much as blink, and then I’m staring down a pistol’s barrel for the second time in less than an hour.

Let me tell you, it doesn’t get less terrifying with practice.

“Don’t you move,” she says.

I don’t move.

Now that I can see her face, I’d put her somewhere between forty and fifty. A few strands of graying hair shine at her temples.

I wait for the inevitable “Who are you?” but it never comes.

“Where are they?” she says, and that takes me by surprise.

“What?” I say. Eloquent as ever.

Before she can answer, Nonna’s door opens. A flashlight’s beam falls across us both. No, no, no. They’ve opened the door, they can’t open the door.

I open my mouth to shout a warning. But it’s not Nonna in the doorway. Eames stands there, his mouth agape and eyes wide. He isn’t looking at me.

“Aunt Connie?” says Eames.
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It takes a few seconds for my brain to switch tracks.

This isn’t the mysterious Number Six. It isn’t one of Vale’s crew at all.

Aunt Connie. Eames and Piper’s aunt.

“What are you doing here?” asks Eames, sounding shocked. “How did you get out of the apartment?”

Aunt Connie—my brain keeps calling her that, even though she’s not related to me in any way—lowers her gun and turns toward Eames. “You’re all right?”

He nods.

“Piper?” she says sharply.

Another nod. “We were in the pool,” he says. “Well, Piper was. When they came. She—Augusta Pine”—he gestures at me—“helped get us to safety. This apartment isn’t locked down like the others.”

Aunt Connie’s attention switches to me. “Thank you. For helping them.”

I nod. It sounds as though those words cost her something. Perhaps she’s angry that she wasn’t there to protect her family. Or maybe she’s not used to owing anything to a wiry teenager with half-pink hair and a can of pepper spray.

“We should get inside,” I say. “Just in case.”

Eames takes a step back and I wait for Aunt Connie to go inside before I follow. Nonna is in the hallway of her apartment, rolling pin in hand. Once she sees me, her shoulders relax.

“Aunt Connie?” says Piper, coming out from behind the love seat.

Aunt Connie smiles. She hugs her niece, then sits down on the love seat and sets her pistol on the steamer trunk.

Unspent adrenaline simmers in my veins, urging me to action. I want to get up, to leave this quiet apartment and track down the other members of Radio-cremation. But I need every scrap of information I can find.

“How did you get out of your apartment?” I ask. “Did you see anyone out there?”

Aunt Connie’s attention flashes to me. “I was taking out the garbage when everything locked down. Had the front door propped open so I wouldn’t have to take my key. I went looking for the kids.”

“With a gun?” I ask.

Aunt Connie nods. “I keep one in a safe for personal protection. I went back for it after that announcement. Then I started going up and down the floors.”

She’s lucky she didn’t run into any of Vale’s crew. Or even Vale herself.

“Okay,” I say. “Listen, I don’t have time to explain everything right now, but the criminals are looking for something owned by the government. I’m an intern with a federal agency, and my boss told me to find it first.”

“Oh,” says Aunt Connie. She manages to gather her expression into something neutral. “Aren’t you a little … young?”

I rub my forehead. “I get that a lot.”

“Why are you hiding in this apartment?” she asks.

I answer, “Because the stubborn old lady refused to upgrade.”

“I prefer ‘determined’ to ‘stubborn,’” says Nonna, with a serene sip of iced tea.

I bite back a grin. “We can’t be locked in remotely, there’s no virtual assistant to spy on us, and the fire system won’t suffocate us. It’s an improvement over all the other places to hide, trust me.”

Aunt Connie stares at me rather distrustfully. I can’t fault her instincts.

“You know how to use that?” I ask, with a nod at her gun.

Her lips purse. “I took a class.”

Great. A single class. She’s just as likely to shoot one of us as one of the bad guys.

“Listen,” I say. “The criminals have to go through the apartments one by one. We’ve got a little time.”

“And what happens,” asks Nonna quietly, “when they reach this apartment?”

The truth is, I could let Vale’s people search this place. They’re not going to find a government work product in my grandmother’s apartment. “Whatever they’re looking for isn’t here. You should let them in and don’t put up a fight.”

Eames’s gaze flashes to mine in alarm. I can clearly see my own fears reflected in his eyes—he has no desire to let such dangerous people near his family.

“What are you going to do?” he asks me.

“I need to find out what they’re looking for,” I reply.

Aunt Connie scoffs. “You?”

I could tell her that I’ve already dealt with two of Vale’s crew, but that would sound like a childish brag or a lie. The truth is, I’ve been surviving on a combination of luck, good timing, and scrappy skill.

“I’ll do what I can to stop them,” I say evenly. “But first, I’m going to clean up a little.”

The bathroom is murky with shadow; only a sliver of window over the toilet lets in any light. I see linoleum tiles, a faded shag bath rug, a toothbrush holder shaped like a wave, and the fraying towels with daisy embroidery at the edges. I can’t believe she still has these. My hand rises without my brain telling it to, and my fingers stroke the edge of the towel.

I slip my visor from my face and set it on the counter. Blood flecks my nostrils and I can see the bruises beginning to form beneath my eyes.

“Hey.” Eames stands in the doorway. “You all right?”

“Just cleaning up.” I pick up a white washcloth and turn on the water. Thankfully, the building’s generators still keep the water running, even if it isn’t hot. Once the cloth is soaked through, I dab the crusted blood away from my nose and mouth. “What is it?”

He steps inside, pulling the door shut behind him. He sets a bag of frozen peas on the counter. “I thought you might need some help. And if it were me … I wouldn’t want everyone knowing I needed help.”

I look at him sharply. It’s not that I expect the worst in people, but in my experience, acts of kindness are few and far between. “Thanks.” I pick up the bag, wrap it in the damp washcloth, and gently press it against my nose. It hurts—a flare of agony like fire—but then the discomfort ebbs away. I sit on the toilet, keeping the bag firmly in place. Sitting is a bliss all its own. I want to close my eyes and let the quiet have me.

But I can’t let my guard down. I open my eyes and look at Eames.

He is studying me. “So that’s what you look like.”

I gesture at myself—from the bag of peas pressed to my face to the half-pink hair to the gravel dust on my knees. “Hot, I know.”

That gets me a snort. “You’re a better sight than any of those terrorists.”

“That’s a low bar.” My mouth tastes like old pennies. “How’s Piper doing?”

“She’s scared,” he admits. “But she’s strong. Stronger than I ever was at that age.”

“And your aunt?”

He gives a little half shrug. “I’m glad she’s all right.” He exhales. “We just moved in with her a few weeks ago. I—I don’t really know her. But she’s nice, and she risked her life to come looking for us.”

I wonder what kind of circumstances led Eames and Piper to live with their aunt they barely know, rather than a parent. Probably nothing good.

I’m not the only one with a tangled, painful past. Perhaps that’s why Eames understood my need to retreat to see to my own wounds. Those of us who’ve had to rely on ourselves tend to isolate in moments of danger.

“I never thanked you,” says Eames abruptly. “For helping us.”

I wave off his thanks with my free hand. “I thought it was implied.”

He looks irritated with himself. “I threatened you with a kitchen knife.”

“The knife was dull,” I say, “and most of my friends have threatened me with bodily harm at one point or another.”

The corners of his mouth turn up. “Is that what we are?”

I pull the damp washcloth away from my nose. “I mean, I trust you more than most of the people I’ve met in the last hour.”

“Low bar.” I can feel the weight of his gaze, as though he’s trying to decipher a half-remembered language. “Who are you?” he says quietly. “Really?”

I swallow again.

The best lies are told with one’s body, not words. Smiling at someone to put them at ease. Walking briskly into a busy building so no one questions that you belong. Putting your right hand on someone’s shoulder so they won’t notice your left slipping into their pocket.

I can’t tell him I’m normal. My every action will contradict that. But I need him to trust me.

More than that, I want him to trust me.

“I’m not your enemy,” I say quietly.

His eyes never leave mine. “Then what are you doing here?”

That is the question, isn’t it?

“I’m trying to do better,” I say. The words slip out—I don’t mean to say them. I expect Eames to frown, to demand an explanation. Because if I’m trying to do better, that means I’m a bad person.

But to my surprise, he nods. “Aren’t we all,” he says quietly.

For a few moments, neither of us speaks. I look down at the bloodied washcloth in one hand and the defrosting bag of peas in the other. As much as I want to, I can’t stay here. I force myself to rise, setting the bag and cloth on the counter. There is a cupboard close to Eames’s elbow, and I carefully reach for it. Inside, Nonna keeps an assortment of over-the-counter medications. I pull out a bottle of painkillers, swallow two, and drink directly from the sink to wash them down.

“All right,” I say, straightening. I pick up my visor, slip it back into place, and run a hand through my hair. “I’m going back out there. You keep an eye on everyone in here, all right?” I pass by him and walk past the living room.

Before I can get to the front door, Eames takes hold of my arm.

He looks down at me. His face is drawn in lines of fear and bedrock determination.

“I’m coming with you,” he says.

Aunt Connie lurches to her feet. “Eames, no.”

“What she said,” I say, pointing at her. “But add an expletive in the middle.”

“You can’t do this alone,” says Eames. “There are five of them and one of you. What you’re doing is brave—but you’re going to get yourself killed. At least take me with you. I can be a distraction.” The corners of his mouth twitch into a self-deprecating smile.

I squint at him. I know so little about Eames—only that he’s a recent high school graduate, he lives with his aunt and sister, and he prefers to stay out of the water while teaching a kid to swim. I know that he put himself between his sister and an armed killer and that he was willing to jump from a three-story balcony to keep her safe.

The truth is, most people never know how they’ll react in life-or-death situations.

But I know how Eames will react. He’ll try to keep me safe.

I don’t deserve his protection.

“How old are you?” I ask. I know, but he doesn’t know that I know.

“How old are you?” he counters.

“Eighteen. As of a month ago.”

“Eighteen, as of three months ago,” he replies, then flashes me a lopsided grin. “I win.”

Warmth floods my cheeks, but I look away. I remember the last time a boy smiled at me like that. It didn’t end well for him.

“You’re not trained for this,” I say.

His gaze is steady on mine. “And you are?”

I can’t answer that—not without revealing too much. Instead, I bite down on my lip.

“You have any family?” he asks.

I don’t look at Nonna. She is listening to every word, but maybe I can pretend she isn’t there. “Yes. But … we’re not really on speaking terms.” It’s a simpler explanation than telling him that my entire family thinks I’m dead.

He nods. “I get that. Piper … she’s all I have left. I won’t lose her.” His gaze hardens, his mouth tightening. “Can you promise she’ll be safe, if we stay here and hide?”

I hesitate. I could promise that, but I’d be lying. No one in this building is safe.

“No,” I say. “But I’m going to do my best to make sure everyone comes out of this alive.”

He nods a second time. “You need help. I’m coming with you.”

I grimace. But then again, I’m not really in a position to refuse him. I can’t physically stop him from coming with me.

I give him a once-over, trying to see him as an outsider might. He’s perhaps six inches taller than me, and he has a swimmer’s build—all shoulders and hands. He is more intimidating than I am, I’ll give him that.

He really is beautiful. Sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw—the delicate line of his mouth looks as though it should be captured in marble. His complexion is lightly tanned from the summer sun and his dark hair has a few strands of gold in it. Maybe he was blond like his sister when he was a kid.

When I was fifteen, I’d been cute. I was growing into my legs and arms, still finding my balance. After I was pulled from the wreckage of a car, I was rebuilt—titanium-reinforced bones, a half-mechanical heart, muscles that needed stitching back together.

When ISD decided I was worth resurrecting, they had taken other liberties. My eyesight was lasered to perfection; my nose was straightened; even the angle of my cheekbones was lifted. When I asked about it, a doctor explained parts of my face had needed surgery after being crushed. But part of me always wondered if perhaps it was to distinguish Augusta Pine from the girl I’d once been. To draw a sharp line between the before and the after. To remind me every time I looked in a mirror that I was not the same person.

“Eames,” says Aunt Connie, a slight edge to her voice. She has risen to her feet, one hand on Piper’s shoulder as though to restrain her. Something in Aunt Connie’s voice makes me think that she wishes it was only her and Eames in the room.

“I’ll be careful,” says Eames.

“It’s too risky,” says Aunt Connie.

“Keep her safe,” says Eames quietly.

Aunt Connie opens her mouth to protest. Then she heaves a resigned sigh, as though she has come to the same conclusion I have: She can’t stop him.

Piper wrenches free of Aunt Connie’s grasp. She comes to stand in front of her brother, her arms crossed and mouth set.

Eames squats down in front of her. “I’ll be fine, P.”

“Don’t call me that,” she says at once, her anxiety crumbling into fond irritation. She shakes her head. “Just … come back, okay?”

He gives her that lopsided smile, gently chucking her beneath the chin. “I always do.”

Aunt Connie crosses her arms. I can feel the skepticism coming off her in waves. She looks at me. “You think you can find what the criminals want?” she asks quietly. “Before they do?”

I shrug. “I’m pretty good with deadlines.”
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WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



THE ESPRESSO INCIDENT DEBRIEF

I plopped down on Prefect’s desk and said, “I should not have to work on weekends.”

Prefect hated when I sat on his desk. The corner of his mouth twitched in displeasure. “You’re not working. You’re studying. Or at least you’re supposed to be.”

“It’s a Saturday,” I said. “I should be asleep.”

“It’s two in the afternoon.”

“My point exactly.” I picked up one of his knickknacks: a snow globe depicting the Manhattan skyline. “Why am I even here? You’re the one writing up the reports on our last three assignments.”

Prefect didn’t look up from his typing. “I am. But I need you just in case I have to corroborate certain details. And they’re due on Monday.”

We had been on the move constantly for two months. There had been a hacked amusement park, the heist of a rather valuable painting, and a thoroughly boring week spent spying on an old lady we thought was a master criminal but it turned out her neighbor was stealing her internet so her crimes wouldn’t be linked to her own IP address. After all that, it was almost a relief to return to the ISD offices.

Almost. But not quite.

When we weren’t working, I was supposed to be furthering my education with a homeschooling app Prefect had downloaded onto my visor. But I learned better on my own. If someone gave me an internet connection, a computer, and a new interest, I’d become an expert in about twelve hours. But the monotonous drone of the learning app just made me want to fall asleep.

“Go back to your cubicle,” said Prefect, glancing up at me. “Better yourself. I’ll come get you if I need you.”

I tilted my head. “Someone’s feeling paternal.”

“Education reduces recidivism rates,” he said. “Do you need me to use smaller words? Study.” He looked back down at his computer, smirking.

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re crabby. You need coffee?”

“I’m on my third cup.”

“Which means you’re desperately behind schedule,” I said, scooting off the desk. “I’ll get you another cup.”

“You’re just trying to avoid your schoolwork.”

“I can’t hear you, I’m too far away,” I said, walking out of his office.

I wound my way through the maze of cubicles. On a Saturday, the ISD offices were mostly empty. There were only a few other people: a handful of junior agents, a wraith handler called Centurion, and Leo the Intern.

Our floor had a small kitchen that held a fridge filled with all sorts of forgotten horrors, a coffee machine that refused to die, an electric kettle, and the snacks that people would occasionally bring to work.

Leo was in the kitchen. “Uh-oh,” I said. “You’re not having soup for lunch again, are you?”

Leo was ISD’s only intern. Typically, the Identity Security Division didn’t do interns. We were a highly secretive agency and those who worked here were subject to binding confidentiality. But Leo was the son of a senator. A senator we needed to keep happy in order to get more funding. Hence, a sudden intern position opening up. He had dark blond hair, light skin burnished gold by time spent in the sun, and a jawline that could have sliced bread. He was also … How do I put this politely? He was the stupidest person I had ever met. He didn’t need an NDA to keep our secrets. I was pretty sure Leo didn’t know what we did, how we did it, or even what day of the week it was.

“Augusta,” he said, holding up his hand for a high five. I always obliged him. It was easier that way. “You’ve been gone a while.”

“Assignments with Prefect,” I said. “You know how it is.”

He absolutely did not know, but he nodded eagerly.

“Someone brought in muffins this morning,” said Leo. “I made sure to save you one. It’s in the paper bag with your name on it.”

Sure enough, sitting on the counter was a small white bag with a chocolate chip muffin inside. “Thanks,” I said, a little touched. He beamed at me. With his connections, Leo would only ever fail up. That he was genuinely kindhearted made it harder to resent him.

I turned, ready to bully the coffee machine into making a cup. It was older than the president, produced coffee with the taste and texture of freshly churned concrete, and had stubbornly refused to die no matter how many people tried to sabotage it.4

But the old coffee maker was gone. In its place was something else. Something pristine, silvery, and high tech. Something that looked as though it belonged in an Italian café.

“What,” I said flatly, “is that?”

If Leo noticed my disappointment, he didn’t say. “It’s an espresso machine,” he said happily. “It came with the last supplies order. I was helping unpack stuff and there it was.”

This machine was the kind where all you had to do was press a button and it would produce a perfect shot of espresso, latte, macchiato, hot chocolate, or Americano. It even had a small pot for those who preferred drip coffee.

I scowled at it. “What else did I miss?”

He seemed to rack his brain for any memories of the last month. “Well, our floor has a new janitor. Oh, and Steve tried to ask out Marco but Marco gave him the whole ‘I don’t date coworkers and also we just had a six-hour sexual harassment remote seminar.’”

“Oh, Steve,” I said. “Yeah, I had to watch that seminar, too.”

“Oh, Steve,” agreed Leo. “Also Harold is retiring.”

I frowned. “Harold?”

“You know, the lady with the dark hair,” said Leo helpfully.

“Oh, Herald,” I said, understanding. Another wraith handler.

“That’s what I said,” replied Leo.

“When did the new coffee wonder arrive?” I asked, with a nod toward the espresso machine: The words “Brewtiful Day” were written across it in cursive.

“About a week ago,” said Leo. “It does great hot chocolate. I just downloaded the app to get the machine to make one.” He pointed to a steaming mug on the counter. “You should try it.”

“Well, let’s see if this machine’s up to Prefect’s standards,” I said.

I reached down and hit the cappuccino button.

And in that same moment, the entire floor went dark.

Our office technically does not have windows. We have squares of illuminated glass meant to give the impression of windows. Without the power, we were plunged into pitch darkness.

Voices rang out from the cubicles.

“Who blew a breaker?”

“It must be a blackout.”

“None scheduled for today!”

“We have generators—even if there was a blackout, we should still have power.”

“What’s going on?” asked Leo. I could hear him behind me. “Was that you, Augusta?”

I bit my lip to stifle a sarcastic reply, that no, I had not in fact somehow managed to switch off the entire building’s power while trying to make coffee.

Or—at least I didn’t think I had.

“Stay here,” I said.

After three years, I knew the office by heart. I settled my hand on one of the cubicle walls and traced a path toward Prefect’s office. He kept a battery-powered lantern at his desk, and it cast a glow across his face. “Right,” he was saying into his phone. “Uh-huh. Of course.” When he hung up, he looked at me.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Something just triggered a lockdown procedure. An outside signal was detected—someone is trying to break into our systems.”

I wasn’t claustrophobic but I hated the sensation of being trapped. “We’re stuck in here?”

“Doors are all locked, elevators won’t arrive, lights are off,” he replied. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Well, at least I have an excuse to get an extension on my reports.” His hand fell away and he looked at me with tired eyes. “I don’t suppose you managed to make that coffee.”

“Um,” I said. “About that.”



The espresso machine sat on the counter, looking utterly innocent. We all stared at it.

Prefect aimed a flashlight at the machine. “You’re sure the lockdown initiated when you tried to make my coffee?”

“Oh, yes,” I said. “Exact moment.”

“It can’t be the problem,” said Steve. He was an agent trainee in his early twenties, with auburn-brown hair, a pale countenance, black-rimmed glasses, and a lanky build. “It’s a coffee machine.”

“Who requisitioned it?” asked Keiko. I’d put her in her midthirties. She was a Japanese woman with sleek dark hair she kept in a bob. She was an ink technician—or, put into layperson’s terms, she designed biometric tattoos.

“It wasn’t me,” said Steve. “It came last week, with a shipment of office supplies.”

Leo said, “Coffee doesn’t cause blackouts. That’s alcohol.” He looked at me, totally sincere. “Or were you trying to make a”—he lowered his voice—“special coffee?”

I stared at him incredulously. “Of course not.”

“Don’t say it like that,” said Leo. “I once put bourbon in my dad’s espresso maker to make coffees for a party.”

“Did it taste good?” asked Keiko, in the tone of a person continuing a conversation out of morbid curiosity.

“Oh, no, it caught on fire,” said Leo. “And then I chucked it out a third-story window.” He looked rather proud of himself. “The apartment was fine. The Mercedes it landed on … was not as fine.”

Prefect looked as though he was getting a migraine.

Centurion strode into the kitchen. He was a middle-aged Black man with a shaved head, goatee, and finely cut suit. He wasn’t overly friendly, but he always gave me a polite nod in the hallways. “Ms. Pine,” he said. “You were the one to discover the problem?”

I was an anomaly in more ways than one. Most wraiths didn’t hang around the ISD offices. In fact, wraiths were normally kept far away in dormitories or undercover on assignment. But I supposed that the higher-ups wanted to keep the only underage wraith under greater supervision.

“I’m not sure if I discovered it,” I said, “but when I hit a button…” I waved vaguely at the surrounding darkness. “This happened.”

Centurion and Prefect shared a glance.

“It went through security, right?” said Centurion.

“I have no idea,” replied Prefect. “Until three days ago, Augusta and I were in Atlanta.”

“Everything goes through the scanners,” said Centurion. “Mail, personal belongings, food deliveries. I can’t see how any Trojan programs could be brought inside. It could be a coincidence. Perhaps someone in the mainframe tripped something and triggered a lockdown.”

Keiko frowned at the espresso machine. “Do we have power?”

“No,” said Centurion. “Not on this floor. When a lockdown is triggered, everything is cut.”

She pointed at the espresso maker. “So why is the coffee maker’s clock still on?”

Sure enough, a tiny digital clock glowed faintly.

“The real question is why is the time ‘zero-fifty-nine?’” said Leo. “In what time zone is there a zero o’clock?”

Steve opened his mouth as though to explain what a twenty-four-hour clock was, then closed it again. Probably a good choice.

“It must have an internal battery,” said Prefect. He pulled the espresso machine farther from the wall. “Steve, go see if you can radio security. See what they make of this.”

“Of course,” said Steve, looking grateful to escape the conversation. He navigated his way out of the kitchen using a tablet’s flashlight.

“Keiko,” said Prefect, “I want you to see if you can get the director on the phone—I know it’s the weekend and she’s with her grandkids and she told us not to disturb her, but only her codes will undo the lockdown.”

Keiko nodded and hurried away.

“What can I do?” asked Leo eagerly.

Prefect’s gaze flicked toward him. “Go find more flashlights.”

“Okay,” said Leo happily, and bounded off.

“Do we have more flashlights?” asked Centurion.

“No,” said Prefect.

As Centurion and Prefect talked among themselves, I took a few steps back. Something about this situation was off—and it wasn’t the pitch-dark offices or the smell of coffee grounds as Prefect began disemboweling the machine to find its battery. “If we can find out what tripped the lockdown, maybe we can disable it,” he was saying.

I glanced at the clock.

0:57

A thrill of panic tore through me. “Prefect, wait!”

We had worked together for the better part of three years. While Prefect might gently needle me, might sigh and roll his eyes at my antics, might even complain occasionally about being saddled with a teenage wraith—I knew he respected my abilities. When he heard the fear in my voice, his fingers froze.

“Look at the clock,” I said.

Centurion and Prefect looked at the clock. “Augusta,” Prefect began to say, frowning.

Centurion got it first. And he took two full steps back. “That clock,” he said. “It’s going down, not up.”

It was hard to tell in the dim illumination of the flashlight, but Prefect might have paled.

“It’s not a clock,” I said. “It’s a countdown.”


FORTY-TWO MINUTES REMAINING

We were trapped on the fifth floor of an ISD office building with no lights, no escape routes, and a ticking clock. We had hurried to the other side of the floor, nearest the elevators. It was as far from the kitchen as we could get.

“Forty-two minutes until what?” said Keiko. She had been trying to call the director for the better part of five minutes.

“Maybe someone set it to make their coffee,” said Leo. “Like, in forty-two minutes, it’s going to try and make a latte. You can do that through the app.”

“It has an app?” said Steve, sounding irritated. “You mean I could’ve just used my phone instead of walking across the entire floor?”

“Yeah,” said Leo. “There was a QR code on the side of the machine.”

“Why does everything have an app these days?” said Prefect, sounding about a hundred years old.

“How about we debate the pros and cons of apps after we’re not blown up by the office espresso machine,” said Keiko, her voice tight. “And don’t say I’m panicking, Steve. I know I’m panicking. We can’t even get a bomb squad up here because of the lockdown. And I’ve been calling the director’s aunt’s house but apparently there’s some kind of family reunion, so I just keep getting the catering crew.”

“The one time the director takes a weekend off,” muttered Prefect. “Of course this happens.”

“There’s got to be someone else we can call,” said Steve. “The FBI?”

Keiko gave him an offended look. “We do not need the FBI bailing us out of this.”

ISD didn’t have the greatest working relationship with the FBI. Mostly because we could waltz in and steal their cases if there was any identity theft involved. And they had to come to us if they wanted undercover agents to be given new identities. And one of us might have once glitter-bombed their team at an interagency training simulation.5 Which didn’t foster a lot of goodwill.

“They have a bomb squad, don’t they?” said Steve.

“So does the fire department,” said Keiko. “Call them. They’re not assholes.”

As they began to squabble, I stepped away from the group and nodded at Prefect.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Come on,” I said. “I want to check something. Do you have a burner phone?”

“Of course.” He pulled the thin slip of glass from his pocket and handed it to me.

I frowned at it. “No, not your normal phone. If there’s anything valuable on it, it might be compromised.”

“All my phones are burners,” said Prefect blandly. “There is no identifiable information on that.”

Wow. And I thought I was paranoid.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“Just a suspicion,” I said. “I don’t want to freak anyone out before I have confirmation.”

“I believe the presence of a potential bomb and our entrapment is reason enough to ‘freak out,’” he said dryly.

“You’re not scared,” I said. Either the prospect of being blown up didn’t frighten him or he had a world-class poker face.

“It’s not the first bomb threat I’ve dealt with.”

“It’s not?”

The corner of his mouth curved upward in an enigmatic half smile.

There were times I wondered about his life before he’d become a wraith handler. I’d heard enough office gossip to know Prefect had joined ISD only five years before I had. But anytime I tried to look him up, either with web searches or a facial recognition scan, all I got was one big blank.

We returned to the kitchen. Prefect had set up a flashlight as a makeshift lamp within, shining the beam on the espresso machine. The spotlight cast an eerie shadow across the wall. “Okay,” I said, holding up Prefect’s phone. “We still have Wi-Fi, thankfully.”

“I believe all Wi-Fi is routed through the first floor,” said Prefect. “It wouldn’t be affected by the fifth story being locked down.”

I nodded. “Okay, I’m going to scan that QR code.”

“You think it’ll download malware?”

I shrugged. “Not sure. Quick response codes are like … the technology equivalent of unprotected sex. Some are safe, others aren’t. You have no way to tell. And you never know what you’re going to be infected with.”

His nose wrinkled. “Could you use a cruder metaphor?”

“Oh, I could,” I said cheerfully, “but we just had that harassment seminar.”

I turned on the camera and aimed it at the QR code. At once, the phone scanned the barcode and the screen flashed away from the camera. I waited for something to happen—a malware warning to appear on the phone or a sketchy website to pop up.

Instead, all that flashed onto the screen was the app store. The familiar logo of the espresso machine popped up. “Brewtiful Day,” I read aloud.

“I hate this app already,” said Prefect.

“It looks legit,” I said. I downloaded the app and in a minute, it had loaded onto the phone. It paired easily with the espresso machine, and several options appeared. Sure enough, it looked as though I could have the espresso machine make whatever coffee I wanted with the phone.

I frowned. “Okay, so an actual app. Not malware, then. Although I’d have to dig into the app’s code to be sure, it doesn’t look malicious. And the privacy settings are normal. It’s not trying to access your microphone or camera.” I flicked through the phone.

Prefect snapped his fingers. “Wait, this thing has an app.”

I dragged my gaze from the phone and up to his face. Then I shone the phone’s flashlight into his eyes. He jerked back.

“Just checking to see if you had a stroke,” I said.

He gave me a withering look. “I mean, in order for the communication to go between that phone and the espresso machine … it needs to pass through the internet. Which means this machine has Wi-Fi capability.”

I saw where he was going with this. “Oh,” I said. “Oh, crap. You think someone’s hacking our Wi-Fi using the coffee maker?”

It made sense. Many household items were connected to the internet. And most of the companies that produce them didn’t have the most robust security. There were accounts of hackers using smart vacuums, fridges, or even toilets to sneak into a home’s private Wi-Fi.

“I think,” said Prefect grimly, “that getting past our firewalls and stealing our encrypted files would prove very, very valuable. That’s why all our devices aren’t smart. Why we use janitors instead of robo-cleaners. Only our computers and phones can connect to the internet, and we keep stealing NSA cybersecurity experts to make sure those devices are as secure as possible. This machine couldn’t have had a Wi-Fi signal when security scanned it or it would’ve been rejected outright.”

An espresso machine was the perfect Trojan horse for an office of caffeine addicts. But for all our flaws—and there were many—ISD wasn’t stupid. Every day we walked through scanners that checked for bugs, for bombs, for computer viruses on any of our tech. There were tattoo scanners at every door, in every elevator.

My mind raced. “So someone activated the Wi-Fi capability on the espresso machine,” I said. “They had to physically be here to turn it on. And once it was connected to the network…”

“The hacker got access,” said Prefect grimly. “Which means we have a traitor.”



THIRTY-ONE MINUTES REMAINING

We had four suspects.

First, there was Centurion: a man of late middle age who had been working for ISD since its inception. From what I knew of him, he mostly focused on identity theft that involved human trafficking.

“It’s not Centurion,” said Prefect. “I’ll vouch for him.”

“Aw, you do have friends,” I said, grinning.

“I don’t have friends,” said Prefect. “I have colleagues that I trust.”

“So you think it’s one of the others?”

“Steve,” said Prefect, “Keiko. Or Leo.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think he’s smart enough to pull this off.”

“It could be an act.”

I shook my head. “He set the office microwave on fire trying to heat up a can of soup. Not in a bowl—he put the whole can in there.”

“He could be the world’s best actor.”

“He once asked me if photocopying his face would give him a tan,” I said.

“Okay, maybe not an act.” Prefect paced back and forth a few steps, rubbing his neck. “Steve. Or Keiko. Opinions?”

“You’re asking me?” I said.

“You talk to people more than I do,” he said. “What do you know about Keiko?”

I considered her. “She’s nice. She’s an artist who went into ink technician work. Transferred in from Detroit. She brought in cupcakes once. I don’t think it’s her.”

“Because of the cupcakes?” he asked dryly.

“Anyone that feeds me gets a little trust.” I looked at Keiko. I could barely see her silhouette in the dim light. “Also … hypothetically, I may have hacked into her work computer. She doesn’t have any debts, nothing blackmailable, and she has a lot of photos of her and her family going on vacations to Iceland. If she’s a double agent or in this for the money, I’d be shocked.”

Prefect gave me a look. “Do you investigate everyone around you?”

I returned the look. “Do you not?”

“A fair point.” Prefect’s tone sobered. “And Steve?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Steve is—well. How do I put this nicely?”

“Indecisive, spineless, and only good for grunt work?”

I bit back a smile. “He also has a yearlong crush on Marco that just got rejected because they’re coworkers. He could be upset about that. Maybe it’s a revenge motive.”

“So Steve,” said Prefect.

“Steve,” I agreed. “So how do we confirm it was him?”

Prefect reached down and picked up a stapler. “I have a few ideas.”



TWENTY-FOUR MINUTES REMAINING

It was a rare Saturday that I watched a coworker get interrogated.

“Talk to us, Steve,” said Prefect. “It’ll go better for you if you talk to us.”

Steve looked even paler than usual. He had been forced into a rolling chair so we stood over him. Keiko was still on the phone. There was hold music filtering tinnily through her phone’s speakers. Centurion had his arms crossed. And Leo just looked mildly bemused.

“If this is about asking Marco out, I’m sorry,” said Steve. He looked from Centurion to Prefect, panic written across his face. “I admit, I didn’t actually watch the harassment seminar, so I don’t know what’s okay and what’s not. I put my visor on my dog so it’d look like I was attending. I was behind on work! So I was doing some at home.”

“Oh my god,” said Keiko, sounding both horrified and delighted by this revelation.

“We don’t care about that,” said Centurion. He leaned over Steve. It was an impressive lean, I had to admit. “But selling confidential information is a whole different story.”

“What?” Steve squeaked out the word. “I—I would never. If you think I had anything to do with the lockdown—”

“Someone activated the Wi-Fi on that espresso machine,” said Centurion. “Someone could be in our systems right now. If they’re stealing confidential files, you will be charged as an accomplice.”

“Why me?” said Steve. He looked at me. “She’s a hacker! And a wraith!”

“He has a point,” I said.

Prefect didn’t so much as look at me. “Augusta did not have an espresso maker delivered to the office so she could activate the Wi-Fi when she returned.”

“That actually does sound like a decent plan,” I said. “I’ve even got you to alibi me.”

“Stop encouraging him,” said Prefect. “There’s one other very good reason I know it wasn’t you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you’re the one who’s been keeping the old coffee maker alive,” said Prefect grimly.

If my life had been a film, there would have been a record scratch. I found myself looking at four very appalled faces. Even Steve was horrified.

“No,” said Keiko. “You’re the reason we’ve spent years drinking the worst coffee in the world?”

“You didn’t,” said Centurion, sounding disappointed in me.

“What?” said Leo, utterly confused.

“She’s been repairing the old coffee machine,” said Prefect, with the air of a detective unveiling the murderer. “Every time someone sabotaged it, she’d fix it. So we could never requisition a new one.”

“Why?” said Keiko, as appalled as if I’d been accused of tossing puppies off a cliff.

Because it had been fun. Because I both enjoyed and resented ISD. Because watching everyone repeatedly try to kill the old machine so we could get a new one had been entertaining. Because it had become a game to see if I could keep the machine alive, despite all efforts to the contrary. And because I didn’t need caffeine the way most of these people did.

“I plead the Fifth,” I said.

“We’ll deal with you later,” said Centurion. He turned his attention back to Steve. “Is the countdown a distraction? Or is it actually a bomb to destroy evidence?”

“I don’t know,” wailed Steve. “I don’t know anything, I swear! It wasn’t me!”

“Well,” began Keiko, but then a voice emanated from her phone.

“Yes?” said a raspy woman’s voice. The director of ISD sounded highly irritated. “You better have a damn good reason for dragging me away from my granddaughter’s birthday party.”

Centurion all but lunged for the phone. He took it from Keiko and pressed it to his ear. “Ma’am,” he said, “we have a situation.” He walked away.

“Well, at least we can undo the lockdown before we all blow up,” said Prefect, watching him go. “The director will release the codes, and we’ll be safe.”

A horrible thought went through me. “Wait—what if that’s the goal?”

Prefect looked at me sharply.

“Think of what a hacker could do with the lockdown codes,” I said. “Maybe whoever it is wants us to lift the lockdown while he’s in the system. That way he could get those codes.”

The color retreated from Prefect’s face. He turned and rushed after Centurion.

Which left me, Keiko, Leo, and Steve.

“So why did you do it?” asked Keiko.

“No,” said Steve desperately. “I didn’t do this. You have to believe me. I’m not the greatest employee, I know. But I’m not a traitor. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt ISD. I need the health insurance.”

“Guys, I don’t think he did it,” said Leo.

“And your reasoning?” asked Keiko, her tone dripping with morbid curiosity.

Leo shrugged. “If he gets fired, then he can’t see Marco again.”

“Maybe he doesn’t want to see Marco again,” I said.

“But if you love someone, you want to see them again,” said Leo reasonably.

I bit my lip. There were many people in my life that I loved, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to see them again. The thought of confronting them, seeing the disappointment in their faces … it made my stomach churn.

“Not always true,” I said quietly. “Sometimes, you can’t bear to see someone you love.”

“I don’t actually love Marco,” said Steve. “I just think he’s really hot.” He stared at me and Keiko beseechingly. “I mean, have you seen him?”

“The point is,” said Leo, “is that if he goes to prison, he’ll never see Marco again. So I don’t think he did it.”

“You think Marco’s hotness is reason enough to discount him as a potential saboteur?” said Keiko.

“He is pretty hot,” I admitted.

Keiko shrugged. “I’m too ace to tell.”

“And besides,” said Leo. “Steve didn’t even know about the app.”

The app.

The app that wouldn’t have worked until someone activated the Wi-Fi function on the espresso machine.

I whirled on Leo. “You’ve been using the app to make your coffee, right?”

He nodded.

“When did you start doing that?” I asked.

“This morning,” said Leo. “I saw the QR code and used it to download the app. Then there was a switch to make it work on the coffee machine.”

We all gaped at Leo.

For a few moments, no one could speak.

“You,” I said, aghast. “You turned on the Wi-Fi capabilities. So you could make the app work.”

“Did I?” Leo rubbed at his chin.

“He did it,” cried Keiko. “He did it and he didn’t even know he did it.”

“Whoever sent that coffee machine must have figured someone in the office would be stupid enough to do it,” said Steve.

“Hey,” said Leo, “I’m not stupid. You’re always just yelling at me. Every time something goes wrong, it’s all, ‘Leo, why did you flood the bathrooms again? Leo, did you accidentally hit ‘reply all’ on that thread with the vice president? Leo, why is there bubble gum on the computers?’”

Steve glared at him. “Because you did all those things!”

“There’s no traitor,” I said. “Just a bunch of caffeine addicts and someone who wanted to use an app instead of walking forty feet to the kitchen.” I turned around, looking for Prefect and Centurion. They were nowhere in sight—probably on the phone with the director, trying to sort out how to fix this.

“So what now?” said Keiko.

“The scanners would have picked up a bomb,” I said. “I have to believe that. Maybe—maybe the countdown is a distraction. A way to make us panic and use the lockdown codes. I don’t know. But we can’t let it continue.” I met the eyes of Leo, Keiko, and then Steve. “We have to do what this office has been trying to do for years.”

“What?” asked Leo.

“We,” I said, “have to kill a coffee maker.”



EIGHT MINUTES REMAINING

“I’m not sure if this is going to work,” said Keiko. She held up a flashlight over the espresso machine. “Shouldn’t we get Prefect or Centurion?”

“No time,” I said. I pressed the ON button. Whatever internal battery it had was still fully powered. It whirred to life with a pleasant little mechanical tune. “Leo, did you get it?”

Leo bounded into the kitchen, holding a bottle. “Got it!” he said. He held up the vodka bottle proudly. “Harold keeps a stash in her desk. Maybe for her retirement party.”

“Or maybe this is why Herald’s being retired,” muttered Keiko. “And did you just call her ‘Harold’?”

“Isn’t that her name?” said Leo innocently.

I bounced on the balls of my feet, impatient. The espresso machine’s clock ticked down to four minutes. I wasn’t sure exactly what was going to happen when it hit zero, but I wasn’t going to find out. “All right, pour it in.”

Leo dumped the vodka into the machine. “Now what?”

“Run it,” I said.

Keiko took a step back. “Are we sure this is a good idea?”

“Nope,” I said. “That’s why I asked you to get the fire extinguisher.”

Normally, the machine would have taken five minutes to boil the water. But vodka had a lower boiling temperature, and in perhaps two minutes, the machine began making ominous sounds.

This time, we all took a step back.

The machine spat and hissed, gurgled and protested, and then it produced a brown sludge that looked even worse than what the old coffee maker had given us. I took the cup with a grimace. “Now, where is—”

Steve skidded around the corner. “I got it,” he panted. “Here.”

I took the lighter.

“Now this,” I said, flicking it to life, “is how you destroy a coffee maker.” I lit the edge of a paper towel and dropped it into the water tank.

The remaining vodka ignited. I imagined that fire flaring through the pipes, all the way to the coffee grounds. Smoke burst forth from the joints, and illumination spilled across the floor. Keiko hefted the extinguisher higher, keeping it at the ready.

The clock flickered—numbers jolting back and forth. Then it went out.

When Prefect and Centurion came rushing into the kitchen, they found us standing around the smoking remnants of the Brewtiful Day espresso machine.

I handed Prefect the cup of brown vodka sludge. “I finally got your coffee,” I said.



A week later, the old coffee maker was dug out of the basement and returned to its place of honor.

No one ever sabotaged it again.
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Eames and I stand in the darkened hallway of the third floor. The door to Nonna’s apartment is firmly locked.

“What’s the plan?”

“First things first,” I say. “Edgar?”

Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t reveal him. But today has been anything but normal.

Edgar buzzes down from where he was sitting on the ceiling. He alights on my hand.

Eames takes half a step back. “I’m allergic.”

I tuck that bit of knowledge away, in case I ever need it. “You’re fine. It’s not a real bee.” I take Edgar on my fingers and hold him out. “This is Edgar.”

Eames frowns, a trace of confusion touching his face. He steps closer, peering down at Edgar.

Edgar raises one tiny leg and waves.

“What…?”

“Spybot,” I say, with a shrug. Then I hold out my hand.

“You have a spybot that looks like a bumblebee?” asks Eames. “Where did you get it?”

“I am not an ‘it,’” says Edgar in my ear. “I am a he. And I’m far more important to this mission than you.”

I snort. “Not your best comeback, Edgar, but good effort.”

“Why is he even here?” asks Edgar, wings fluttering indignantly. “We don’t need him.”

“We kinda do need him,” I say. “So far we’ve been surviving on luck and scrappiness. But until I upgrade your stinger with poisonous darts, you’re kind of useless in a fight.”

Edgar flies into the air. “I would accept such an upgrade.”

“Oh, no,” I say, waving him off. “I am not going to be the instigator of the robot apocalypse so easily.”

Eames looks from the bumblebee to me. “Are you … talking to it?”

“Old habit,” I lie. Better to let him think that Edgar is running some advanced VA software instead of actually being a working, sentient AI.

Eames straightens his shoulders, takes a breath, and meets my eyes. “All right. How do we do this?”

I give myself a moment to compose an answer. “We need communications. That should be our first priority.”

“Why?” asks Eames. “Even if we can call out, what good is that going to do?”

I sigh. “If we can take down the jammers, then there’s a chance the feds could remotely hack into the building mainframe and regain control of it. I don’t know if they can do it—but we have to give them a chance.”

“Because if they take away the fire-suppression system,” says Eames, “then the terrorists don’t have hostages anymore. I mean, they’ll still have guns, but they can’t kill everyone with the push of a button.”

“Exactly.” I nod. “As for the jammers, I’m going to assume there are probably two on each floor. Their tech expert is a woman called Carla—she’s about six inches taller than me, braided hair, and looks like she could kick some ass. I don’t know if she’s armed but I’m going to guess most of them are. We should—”

At that moment, a crackle of static makes us all jump. Even Edgar flinches higher into the air.

My hand falls to my pocket, pulling out the radio on instinct alone. A grumble of feedback echoes through the cheap speaker. “First floor clear,” says an unfamiliar voice. It’s a deep baritone growl. “Starting sweep of second. Has anyone heard from Bud? Asshole was supposed to help us once he finished with the security office.”

A few seconds pass, and then a second voice chimes in. A lighter female voice—pleasant, but with the rasp of a longtime vaper. “Anasova was with him last. Ask her.” That must be Carla herself.

Another moment of quiet as the radio switches back to the first speaker. That baritone grumbles, “Anasova, do you copy?”

Silence.

“Anasova?”

And then a chillingly familiar voice comes through the radio.

“Someone get up to the roof and check on Anasova,” says Hannah Vale.

I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Well, crap,” I whisper.

“What?” asks Eames quietly. His face is grave.

“I stole these two radios so far,” I say. “From Bud and Anasova. I, uh, already dealt with them. It was only a matter of time until the others noticed. I tied up Bud and left him in the security office and went up to find Anasova on the roof.”

Eames seems to grasp the situation at once. “The others must know something is wrong,” he says. “Or they will very soon.”

I grimace. “Yeah.”

Up until this moment, I’ve had the advantage of going unnoticed. Once Vale realizes that her crew is being hunted, she may take … more drastic actions.

“Okay,” I whisper, mostly to myself. “Okay.”

This isn’t great, but I still have an advantage. They don’t know who I am; they don’t know where I am; they don’t know what I can do. If they’re smart—and I know they are—they’re going to have to treat me like I’m a deadly threat.

“They’re going to have to call off the search to find me,” I say. “Once they figure out that someone is taking them out.”

Which is good. If they’re looking for me, they’re not looking for Project Persephone. I flick my fingers, activating my ringware. I have a recording function in my visor, and I think I’ll want a record of what I’m going to do next.

Eames shifts on his feet, as though he yearns to move. “So what does that mean for us?”

“I believe,” I say, holding up the radio I stole from Bud, “it’s time to introduce myself.”
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WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



TRANSCRIPT OF RADIO CONVERSATION

[Crackle of static]

AUGUSTA PINE

—lo? Hello? Anyone on this channel?

HANNAH VALE

Carla?

AUGUSTA PINE

[Fake buzzer sound] Ehh—wrong answer.

HANNAH VALE

Who the hell is this? How did you get on this channel?

AUGUSTA PINE

Well, it’s not really secure. All I had to do was press a button.

[Static]

COREY MILLS

Boss, what is going on—

HANNAH VALE

Corey, I thought you rounded up all the stragglers.

COREY MILLS

I did, Boss. Put ’em in an empty bathroom on the first floor. They’re locked in.

HANNAH VALE

Then who the hell is on the radio?

COREY MILLS

How should I know?

HANNAH VALE

Get off this channel, Mills. No one talks until I tell them to. [Pause]

HANNAH VALE

Hello? Who are you?

AUGUSTA PINE

I thought you said not to talk.

HANNAH VALE

Listen. We won’t hurt you. Just go to the main floor. You’ll be put with the others.

AUGUSTA PINE

As tempting as it sounds to spend the afternoon locked in a sweltering hot bathroom with a bunch of scared hostages, I’m going to pass.

HANNAH VALE

This is for your own safety. We’re not interested in violence.

AUGUSTA PINE

That corpse you left in the lobby would probably beg to differ. You know, if he weren’t dead. [Pause] You should hide your bodies better, Hannah.

HANNAH VALE

[Inhales] You’re not a resident, are you?

AUGUSTA PINE

Took you long enough to figure it out. Heard from your hacker lately?

HANNAH VALE

[Inaudible speech] I don’t know what you’re talking about.

AUGUSTA PINE

Skinny, scraggly-looking guy. He was rather talkative after I tied him up. Your sniper was less forthcoming.

HANNAH VALE

Have you harmed them?

AUGUSTA PINE

Not permanently. But they’re out of play. Now, I believe we should have a talk.

HANNAH VALE

[Deep breath] Fine. You have two hostages. I have two hundred. Unless you are willing to let everyone suffocate, you will hand over the project to me.

AUGUSTA PINE

Tell you what, how about we meet next to the pool in ten minutes and have a nice conversation about this.

HANNAH VALE

[Laughter] You’re trying to negotiate?

AUGUSTA PINE

[Vocal imitation of static] Oops, losing the signal, going through a tunnel!

[CALL ENDED]
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Eames gapes at me.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “Did you call Hannah Vale just to piss her off?”

“No,” I reply. “I called a terrorist to piss her off, make sure she knows her radios aren’t secure, and lure at least one of them down to the pool in ten minutes.” My grin widens. “I’m a multitasker.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Why are you trying to lure Vale down to the pool?”

“Are we going to push her in?” asks Edgar.

“Edgar, you’re like the robot equivalent of a cat,” I say. “I don’t always have to push stuff off of other stuff.” I take a breath and look at Eames, who is frowning. Hearing one half of my conversations with Edgar is probably confusing. “I’m trying to keep them separated. Now that they no longer have a secure line of communication, they’re either going to have to meet up in person, or…”

Comprehension flashes across Eames’s face. “Take down the jammers.”

I nod. “Yup. So either they are massively slowed down and unable to coordinate or we get a link back to the outside world. Either way, it’s a win for us.” I shrug. “It’s like speed chess. You keep your enemy off-balance so they don’t have time to form their strategy.”

So long as Vale is scrambling to keep up, she can’t find Project Persephone.

Eames shakes his head. “I always sucked at chess. My dad taught me poker.”

“Well, you better hope this works,” I say, “because honestly this is one big bluff.”

“So what are we going to do once one of them goes down to the pool?” asks Eames. His skepticism has melted into curiosity.

I take a deep breath. “How do you feel about traps?”

To my surprise, Eames smiles.



The apartment lobby is still and silent. The sun’s angle shifts westward, casting long shadows across the marble floor. Only the lapping of the pool and the reflection of sunlight on water betray any sign of movement. A faint thumping comes from the security office—the sound of a tied-up computer hacker trying to free himself and failing.

All in all, the lobby is creepy as hell.

Exactly how I want it.

For a few minutes, everything is quiet. And then, a shadow detaches itself from the stairwell. The figure is dressed in dark colors, moving swiftly from the stairs to beside one of the potted plants. Then they dart to the next plant.

They’re acting like prey.

That casts me in the role of hunter.

As a shaft of sunlight hits the figure, I recognize her. It’s Carla, Our Lady of the Jammers. Her monocle visor glitters as she scans the lobby. She pauses by one of the large potted succulents, kneeling in a way that makes me think she’s carrying a gun. Her arms are straight, holding something pointed at the floor.

Let her look. She’ll never find me.

I’m watching her through Edgar’s eyes—and he is perched on the back of a pool chair.

A crackle of radio static makes her jerk in surprise.

“Carla.” My voice filters through the radio’s speaker. The sound echoes oddly against the marble and the pool water.

“Carla,” I say again. And then, because it’s the creepiest thing I can think of, “I see you.”

Carla stiffens. Her head moves back and forth, scanning the lobby.

“Over here,” I say helpfully, and her gaze zeroes in on the place where I put Anasova’s radio. Where my voice is coming from.

On Matthew’s dead body.

I can tell she doesn’t want to look at it. Her jaw tightens. “Come out where I can see you, coward,” she says.

“Nope. Not negotiating unless it’s on the dead guy’s radio.” I need to lure her closer.

Carla winces. Her lips press into a line as she gazes at the corpse of the security guard.

“Why?” she says.

I let the silence answer for me.

Carla takes a deep breath, then another. She lifts her radio and says, “Hannah?”

Ah—she wants orders. Or backup. Or both.

“Do it,” says Vale. “If something goes wrong, I’ll send Corey.”

A flash of irritation crosses Carla’s face. “Why not send him now?”

“He’s looking for Persephone,” says Vale.

I see how it is.

Vale is testing me. She needs to know what tools her opponent is wielding, how far I will go. If I kill Carla, then Vale will learn what kind of person I am. And if I don’t … she’ll also learn.

Carla’s gaze tracks upward. I can see the thoughts playing out behind her eyes. It would be so easy for a sniper to be sitting on one of those upper floors, rifle perched on the railing.

Her hand goes to her belt. She unclips something small, presses her thumb to a button, and tosses it into the lobby. It looks like a small mechanical ball—and for one heart-stopping moment, I think she just tossed a grenade.

Then smoke begins to pour from it, gushing into the lobby.

A smoke bomb.

She darts out from beside the potted plant, using the smoke as cover. Edgar takes to the air, following her movements. She hurries toward the body. The smoke is thick and dark, and even Edgar’s mechanically enhanced vision struggles to pierce it.

Carla skids to a halt. He lies on his back, hoodie covering his face. She reaches down for the radio I placed on his chest.

And then the dead man sits up and seizes her by the wrists.

Carla’s scream rips through the air.

But it isn’t Matthew that appears when the hoodie falls away—it’s Eames.

This plan is a little deranged, I will admit. Hastily dragging Matthew’s body into the mail room, then using his bloodstained hoodie to cover Eames with, and luring Carla over to the “body.” It sounds kind of sociopathic when you frame it like that. It was a risk—but desperate times and all.

That scream slices through the lobby, echoing from the walls and warbling back in a ghostly wail.

I flick my fingers, switching my view away from Edgar’s. Then I tear open the door to the mail room and run into the lobby, pepper spray in hand.

Through the thick smoke, I can just make out the struggle.

Carla is startled for only a heartbeat. Eames grips her right arm—the one holding the gun—and brings her down over his own knee, slamming joint against joint.

I recognize the maneuver as a disarming technique. Prefect never let me take combat classes, saying he would train me once I turned eighteen. But he did enroll me in basic self-defense. The gun skitters across the marble.

I’ve really had enough of guns today.

I lunge for the weapon. My fingers almost close around the metal, but then Carla’s booted foot catches me in the shoulder. Agony flares through my left side. My bad side. Rebuilt bones and resewn muscles scream in pain and my vision whites out for a moment.

The gun is still an arm’s length away. Eames grabs Carla by the jacket, but the woman ducks out of her garment and rolls away. She’s agile and quick, and a far better fighter than myself or Eames.

Two teenagers versus one cyberterrorist.

It’s an unfair fight.

Carla glances around, peering through the smoke until her gaze falls on the gun. She dives for it, finger closing around the trigger.

The world slows.

I see the gun barrel come up. Her finger tightens, her arm tensing as she prepares to fire.

I can’t stop her—I’m barely three feet away. She won’t miss me.

And then Eames is between us.

It’s stupid, it’s so stupid. I open my mouth to yell at him to move, to let the inevitable happen. I’m living on borrowed time, but he has his whole life ahead of him.

I won’t let another innocent boy die because of me.

But then something like panic flashes across Carla’s face. She swings the gun upward, even as her finger squeezes the trigger.

A bullet cuts through the thick smoke.

“Will you—” Carla begins to say, but then Eames crashes into her.

He hits her at the waist, and there is a loud crack as one of her knees crashes into the marble floor. She goes down hard, gun falling from her hand. I snatch it up and lob the gun as hard as I can in the direction of the pool. I hear a distant splash.

When I turn back, I see Eames has wrestled Carla to the floor, half pinning and half sitting on her. “Help me,” he snaps.

I fumble for one of the zip ties in my pocket. The smoke stings my eyes but I manage to tie her wrists and ankles. I really should be thanking Anasova for carrying so many zip ties—they’re quite useful. I make a mental note to buy some next time I’m at a hardware store.

If I survive this.

Eames retreats. He has the look of a spooked horse—breaths heaving and skittish steps. Carla is coughing on the smoke, eyes red-rimmed. “No,” she begins to say, her voice hoarse, but Eames snarls at her.

“Shut up,” he says. “You endangered everyone in this building. You don’t get to talk to me.” He looks at me. “What do we do with her?”

“We’ll put her in the mail room,” I answer. “She can keep Matthew company.”

And maybe being locked in a small room with a corpse will make Carla rethink her career choices.

“Come on,” I say. We have to move quickly. Vale will be sending reinforcements, I’m sure.

Carla tries to speak a third time, her voice still smoke-rough, but Eames says, “So help me I will dump you in the pool if you say another word. Got it?”

Her jaw snaps shut so quickly that I hear her back molars click. I look sharply at Eames, surprised by his vehemence.

“Come on,” I say, nodding toward the mail room. “We should—”

But I never get the chance to finish that sentence. There is a hiss of air and then a stinging pain in my back. At first I think I’ve been stung by a wasp or a hornet—or maybe even Edgar accidentally jabbed me. And then I touch something hard and cold. I yank it free, ignoring the fresh wave of pain as I do so.

In my palm rests a tiny hypodermic needle.

I gape at it for a moment, uncomprehending. Then I remember Carla looking up. As though checking for something.

“Shit,” I breathe.

“What,” Eames begins to say, looking down at the tiny dart. Confusion, alarm, and realization cross his face in quick succession.

I thought myself so clever for setting this little trap. But all the while, Vale set up her own.

There is a second whisper of air. Eames throws himself behind one of the succulents. I follow him, putting the plants between myself and the shooter.

My hands curl into fists. Anger pulses through me, but it’s directed inward. I was so stupid. Always, always assume the enemy is as smart as you are. I underestimated Vale and her crew.

“Shit,” says Eames. His eyes are red from the smoke, his voice hoarse. “Augusta—”

I shake my head. “Don’t worry about me. You weren’t hit?”

He runs his hands over his chest, his arms, his stomach. “I don’t think so.”

“Good.” I lean my head back against the potted plant. I reach down, digging Bud’s radio out of my pocket. I hand it to him. “You take this. Use it to eavesdrop on them, if you can. I’m going to run. Lead the sniper away. You get back to 309.”

I see the moment he understands that I’m not going to be with him. His lips press tight. “No.”

“Don’t argue,” I whisper. “There’s no time.”

“I want to help you,” he says.

I nod. “You did.” The world is fragmenting all around me. I feel wrong: heartbeat slowing, breath sluggish, lips going numb.

“Eames,” I say. “You—you’re a good person. You were brave enough to step between me and a gun. Now you need to be brave enough to leave me here. Think about Piper. You take care of Piper—and the old lady, okay? Promise me you’ll keep them safe.”

He opens his mouth to argue, but I shake my head. There is no time to debate this, and he knows it.

His jaw clenches in frustration but he gives me a nod. “I promise.”

“Thank you.”

I push myself to my feet, putting my silhouette in full view of anyone on the upper floors. Let them chase me. Then I turn and run for the stairs. I have to lead the sniper away from Eames. Even if it kills me. “Edgar, you’re with me.”

This time, I don’t go up. I sprint downward, looping around the corner and heading deeper into the earth.

The basement.

“Augusta?” Edgar’s voice sounds in my ear. “Where are you going?”

“Mainframe,” I pant. I remember Vale saying she would be in the building’s mainframe.

Knight to queen.

The sniper has to follow me. There’s no other choice. He has to assume I’m a deadly threat to his boss.

“You don’t look well,” says Edgar. He flies alongside me, tiny wings buzzing.

“Thanks.” My brain is spinning through everything it knows about dart guns—they can deliver anything from tranquilizers to poisons. I don’t know how long I have, but the harder my heart beats, the faster the drug will spread through my body.

The air cools as I descend into the basement. Dampness clings to the concrete walls. I keep to the shadows, slowing my pace. Emergency lighting glows in lines along the floor. The rumble of the backup generators hums through my bones. I put out a hand to the wall, steadying myself.

The floor wavers beneath me, and at once I’m reminded of the time my family chartered a boat to take us out to sea for fishing. I feel like that now: unsteady and sick to my stomach.

The drug. Whatever it is, it’s taking hold.

“Augusta?” says Edgar. He sounds almost worried.

I swallow. The taste of metal floods my mouth and I have to blink several times to clear my vision.

“Keep my family safe,” I say. “Please.”

It’s a stupid command to give an AI. It’s too open-ended, too widely interpreted. It could mean anything. I expect Edgar to protest or ask for clarification.

“Acknowledged,” he says. And then he zooms into an overhead vent.

And now I am truly alone.

I stagger down the corridor. Everything is swaying, lurching. The floor rises and falls, ocean waves made of concrete and metal.

Steps behind me—the sound of someone running.

Oh, good. I did manage to draw the sniper’s attention.

The mainframe door is only a few steps away. My fingers reach for the doorknob. Cool metal—and then hardness against my knees. Why are my knees on the floor? When did I fall?

My vision goes gray at the edges. I’m at the door but I can’t stand, can’t move, can’t speak.

There is no pain, at least. If this is how I die, then it will be a kinder end than my first.

Nonna. Nonna, Nonna—

A hand on my shoulder. Concrete against my cheek.

Then—

Empty darkness.
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I am a little surprised to wake up.

Everything comes back slowly. There is the clatter of a keyboard, the scrape of metal against a concrete floor, the murmur of voices.

Then the pain hits me. Pain and I are old friends—we shook hands during the car crash that killed me and then it followed in my footsteps in the years afterward. I might have titanium pins in my bones, regrown muscles, a new cheek and nose, but the fixes weren’t perfect. I can feel the ache of the old injuries when I overwork myself. And the last few hours have been nothing but work. My head throbs in time with my pulse and my mouth is too dry. My visor and ringware are gone.

I’ve never been hungover but I’m pretty sure this is what it feels like.

I crack one eye open. At first, everything is a blur. I blink again and again until I’m sure of what I’m seeing.

I’m tied to a metal folding chair. My hands are behind my back, my ankles zip-tied to the chair’s legs. My shoulders protest the stretch.

The room has concrete floor and walls, the mainframe lights blinking softly in shades of red and green and blue, the keyboard and monitor, a spare garbage can with a bit of gum stuck to one side, and a single scrap of paper with a pen resting beside it. These smart buildings are designed to be self-sufficient, but a place this large would have someone stop by at least once a day to check on the system. I wonder what happened to that employee. Perhaps they weren’t in here when the building was taken. I hope not.

This is the beating heart of the building, the place where Vale could end hundreds of lives with the push of a button.

I can’t stop her. I’m tied to a chair, head throbbing and still a little drugged. And I’m not alone.

I close my eyes. Let them think I’m still asleep.

“—kid. This is the person that’s been taking out my crew?”

I recognize the crisp feminine voice. It’s smooth and cold as steel.

Hannah Vale.

A sigh. This one is heavy, male. “She looked older through a scope.” That must be Corey aka Mr. Muscle.

And then a third voice. “It’s brilliant, actually,” says Carla.

I bite back a curse. Corey must have freed her after Eames escaped. If he escaped.

“Why?” says Corey.

“Think about it,” says Carla. “No one looks twice at a teenager. No one would suspect her. She’s the perfect plant. How long until she wakes up?” Her voice grows louder, as though she’s approaching me. I keep my face slack, my breathing slow.

Corey makes a thoughtful noise. “That dose was meant for someone lighter, so not long.”

“We have other darts, I assume?” Vale says. “You didn’t waste them all?”

Corey scoffs. “Such faith, Hannah. I’ve got plenty for when you need them.”

Vale makes a frustrated sound. “Well, they won’t do us any good right now. Corey, get back to the second floor. Keep searching.”

“I don’t get why we’re searching at all,” grumbles Corey. “They were supposed to be handed over already. You think something happened?”

“She happened, most likely,” says Vale coldly, and there’s no doubt that she’s talking about me. “Someone sent her, but they didn’t use official channels. Extra protection and all that.”

“One wraith,” says Corey, “shouldn’t be that hard to deal with.”

“You say that because you have never dealt with them before.” Vale’s voice sharpens. “Corey, keep searching. Carla, can you get Bud and Anasova?”

“Those doors are locked and secured,” says Carla. “There’s a security code I can’t get through.”

My left foot twitches. I can feel Matthew’s ring where I stashed it in my shoe. If I had been wearing it, they would’ve taken it with the rest of my gear.

Carla continues. “You’ll have to hack the doors manually. Or you can ask our little saboteur here. She’s awake.”

Shit.

“All right,” says Vale. “You two, get to work. I’ll deal with her.”

There is a shuffle of feet, then a door opening and closing. I hear the click of boot heels on concrete, and then fingers take hold of my chin and gently tilt my face up.

I blink my eyes open. No point in pretending now.

Hannah Vale is even more striking close-up. She has discarded her jacket, wearing fitted athletic clothes not unlike mine. Her gloves remain in place—presumably so she won’t leave fingerprints.

“Nice to finally meet you,” she says. She releases my chin and steps back, her arms loose at her sides. “Your tattoo claims you are Augusta Pine, age eighteen. But beyond that … there’s no history. No records. No nothing. Almost like a … a ghost.” The barest hint of a smile touches her lips.

She knows what I am.

“I did some work for the government,” she says. “White hat hacking. Those firewalls that protect ISD—I tested them myself. So I know how the division works. Send in someone that looks harmless … someone no one will suspect.” Her eyes glitter. “Who are you?”

“No one,” I reply. “You know that.”

Every time I go undercover, ISD manufactures a new backstory for me. The tattoo that proclaims me Augusta Pine is unchangeable—but birth certificates, job histories, addresses, and life stories can be altered. I have been Augusta Pine the plumber, the student, the prison inmate, the intern, the dog walker, the stepdaughter, and the gig worker. But between missions … I am no one. I have no past and no future.

She shakes her head. “No. You were someone, before all of this. Would you care to tell me?”

“Only if you answer a question for me,” I say. “Where do you buy your mascara?”

She blinks. “What?”

“It hasn’t budged an inch,” I say. “After a hard afternoon of terrorizing, murdering, and hostage-taking, that’s kind of impressive.”

She smiles at me. It is the kind of smile that makes normal people turn and run.

“You’re a talker,” she says. “Good. That’ll prove useful.”

I roll my eyes at her. “You have no idea how wrong you are.”

Her smile widens. Then she reaches down and tweaks my nose. My broken nose.

I hiss and flinch back, trying to escape the lightning flash of agony.

“Ow,” I say, once I can speak again.

She squats down in front of my chair. “Now, let me guess who you are. You did something bad, but your IQ is just this side of genius, so ISD scooped you up before you could be prosecuted. Then they stopped your heart long enough to deactivate your tattoo, promised you a second chance, and then put you here?”

“Is this where your recruitment speech begins?” I roll my eyes. “Because Bud tried that. That whole ‘climate change is being weaponized against the common person’ thing. Which I agree with, by the way. What I don’t agree with is your solution of killing the people you claim to care about.”

“Oh, no,” says Vale. “I’m not going to try to recruit you.”

That stops me cold. “What? Why?”

“For one thing, I’ve been in your company for less than a minute and already don’t like you.”

“Rude.”

“And for another,” continues Vale, “you’d never join me.”

“Well, that’s true,” I say. Then I frown at her. “How do you know that?”

She flicks her fingers at me, gesturing from my toes to my smart-dyed hair. “Look at you. The feds have had you for too long. You’re one of them now.”

For the first time, I feel a little offended. “I am not.”

“You are,” she says.

I don’t know why I’m defending myself to her, but something in her tone sparks my anger. “The only reason I joined them was to get back to my family.”

She gives me a pitying half smile. “Oh, I’m sure that’s what you tell yourself. ‘I’m just in this for my family,’ ‘I’d never do anything terrible because they told me to,’ ‘I’m free.’” She leans closer. “Lies. All of them. Perhaps you even believe them, but they are lies. You’ll never go back to your family.”

My mouth tastes too dry, too bitter. “I will.”

“You won’t,” she says. “Wraiths never do. You can’t go home again.”

Her words are chilling. They’re matter-of-fact, utterly disinterested. She truly believes it.

My fingers curl into fists, nails digging deep. “Is that why you began your little terrorism career?”

“You don’t know why I do what I do,” says Vale calmly.

I snort. “Oh, I can guess. You’re a misunderstood little antiheroine who lost someone, and now you’re fighting for the future of humanity, and the only way to do that is to form a culty little following, give your cause a really hard-to-spell name, and then murder people until they come around?”

Vale’s expression remains untouched by my words. “If that’s what you would like to think, go on ahead.”

I frown at her. “Don’t you want to help people?”

“Not particularly,” says Vale.

Something about this doesn’t make sense. I know what sincere belief sounds like. Bud had it when he spoke of his aims. I’ve heard it in Prefect’s voice when he speaks of catching criminals. I’ve heard it in my own voice when I snarl at someone I deem particularly contemptible.

But I don’t hear it now.

Okay, let’s recap.

Fact the first: Hannah Vale and the others clearly think I’m part of the security detail for Project Persephone. They know I’m a wraith. Which means they expected ISD to be here. Not to mention that ISD knew about Hannah Vale and her merry little band of fanatics.

ISD doesn’t normally track domestic terrorists—that’s the FBI’s job. So why would ISD have files on her?

Fact the second: Vale has killed people. I watched her gun down Security Guard Matthew like he was nothing. But Corey had a tranquilizer gun. All this time, there was no need for bullets. They could have used nonlethal force. But instead, she shot Matthew. Anasova tried to kill me. And there were those maintenance workers who drowned in her last attack. No matter what her manifesto says, Hannah Vale doesn’t care about life.

So what does she care about?

Fact the third: Vale and her crew have been hacking infrastructure.

City water. Power grids. Sewage.

And that’s when it finally clicks for me.

“Holy shit,” I say, mouth agape. “You’re not a terrorist.”

Vale goes glacier still.

I continue, “You hacked utilities so that you could pretend you’re giving water and power and everything back to the people. But it was never about helping people. You were just figuring out how to hack those systems.

“You tell your crew you’re in it for the good of the people,” I say, “but it’s not about that. All these jobs—it’s been about the hacks themselves. You’re learning how to do it. You’re figuring out ways to control infrastructure.”

Her eyes narrow. It’s a small expression, but it’s all the confirmation I need.

“You’re in this for the money,” I say. “That’s why you sent Carla and Corey out before you talked to me. They think you’re part of the cause, don’t they? They’re real believers, fighting for what they think is right. Bud definitely thinks you’re some kind of climate change Robin Hood. But ISD knows. Your hacks probably involve overriding identities, phishing schemes, stealing personal codes. Exactly the kind of stuff that ISD goes after. You’re not a freedom fighter or a terrorist or whatever you pretend to be. You’re just another hacker selling information to the highest bidder. And your crew doesn’t even know it.”

Her hand moves toward her belt, resting on a holstered gun. An unspoken threat, yet loud all the same. “You talk as though you weren’t briefed on me,” she says quietly. “Like you just figured it out. Weren’t you sent with Persephone?”

I just gave away my own ignorance with my little revelation. Oops.

“My handler likes sending me into situations without giving me all the facts,” I say. “He says it makes me a better investigator.”

Which is true. But she doesn’t need to know that Prefect never intended me to be here.

“So what are you even doing here?” I ask, nodding at the room around us. “You hacked water and sewer and power. You’ve probably got everything you need. You should be smuggling yourself out of the country and to some place that doesn’t extradite to the US. Then you could auction off your hacks and end up rich.”

Vale’s chilly gaze slides over me. “You wouldn’t understand.”

I grit my teeth. “I understand that the feds are surrounding the building right now,” I say. “I understand that you’re outnumbered and outmaneuvered.”

“I’m outnumbered but certainly not outmaneuvered,” she says. She pulls the gun from her holster. It’s got a silencer, so the sound won’t blow out her eardrums in this tiny room.

My heartbeat picks up.

Oh no. No, no, no.

I can’t die like this. I’m not done.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say, squirming against the zip ties. Their plastic edges bite painfully into my wrists. There are ways to break them, but not when I’m tied to a chair. “I’m tied up. I’m not a threat to you or your plans.”

She shrugs, utterly unrepentant. “Perhaps not. But I find you rather irritating.”

At least she’s willing to admit it.

“Goodbye, little wraith,” she says, and brings up the gun.
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I’ve died before.

I know what it feels like to see your death coming. There’s a sickening twist in the stomach, the slow inevitability, the realization that nothing, nothing you do will matter. You can’t escape it; you can’t outrun it.

This time, I don’t greet it with my eyes open. Instead, I squeeze them shut and think of my family. I think of Nonna, four stories up. I think of my sisters and parents, thousands of miles away. And—all right, call me a little sentimental, I think of Prefect, who is probably outside in the courtyard surrounded by SWAT and grumbling into a cup of instant coffee.

I think of them all.

It’s not so bad, as long as I’m thinking about my family.

I wait for it—the bark of the gun.

But instead, a cheerful voice booms through the room’s speakers.

“Hello, hello, hello!” says the voice. It is a male voice that sounds like it belongs on a 1940s film reel. “Good afternoon, terrorists!” The voice pauses. “This is interesting. I’ve never been hooked into such a large speaker system before.”

I crack one eye open.

Hannah Vale is frozen with her finger on the trigger. Her face is a picture of utter confusion. She glances around the room, as though trying to find an invisible man. But the room remains the same as ever. “What the,” she mutters.

“Oh, this is a bit disconcerting, actually,” says the voice. “I can see everything. Hello, child in 507. I can see you picking your nose and wiping it on your couch. Also I would request that the man in 213 please stop crying so loudly.”

I can’t believe it.

Edgar.

That is Edgar’s voice roaring from every speaker in the building.

I exhale a noise that is half laugh and half horror. My sociopathic little spybot has taken control of an entire building’s communications.

“One small step for man,” I say, “one giant leap for the robot uprising.”

“What now,” snarls Vale. She seizes the radio at her hip and brings it to her mouth. “Carla? What the hell happened to the jammers? Who hacked the building’s comm?”

There is a crackle, a moment of static, and then Carla’s voice comes through the radio. “Jammers are still up and running,” she says, anxiety bleeding through her words. “There’s no communication from the outside. It’s—it’s got to be coming from in the building.”

“That’s impossible,” says Vale. “The only way to hack the building is through the mainframe—you restricted its access to this room. And we’re the only ones in here.”

She’s wrong, of course. But I can’t blame her for not seeing the bumblebee clinging to one of the computers. Edgar must have flown through the vents when no one was looking. One of his tiny feet is hooked into a port.

“Aren’t you adorable with your guns,” says Edgar cheerily. I can only imagine what every occupant in this building is thinking. Probably that this is the weirdest hostage situation they’ve ever been part of. “Now, put yours down, Ms. Vale.”

“Who are you?” says Vale. She seems to have control of herself again; her face has smoothed out and her voice is icy. She goes to the computer monitor, holding her gun in one hand while she begins typing commands with the other. Probably attempting to retake control of the communications.

“Like I said,” replies Edgar, “I’m taking control of this building now, and there’s little you can do to stop me.”

I fight back a grin. Under normal circumstances, Edgar invading a smart apartment building would be the stuff of horror films. But he is the devil I know, and I love him for it. And if he has control of the building, Vale loses every one of her hostages. The feds could break inside without fear of innocents being killed. The computers all around us are whirring, processors flaring to life as Edgar seizes control.

Vale’s fingers are a blur against the keyboard. She types faster with one hand than I could with two. Her shoulders tighten, and I see the muscles of her forearm clench as her fingers tighten around the gun. She may be an expert hacker, but Edgar is inhumanly fast.

“Rook takes queen,” I say, a little giddy with relief. “Check.”

Vale lets out a quiet sound of frustration.

“The problem with kids,” says Vale, “is that you think everything is a game.”

And then she picks up her gun again, aims it at me, and fires.

Pain flares hot in my leg and I let out a startled gasp. Dust rises all around me and for a moment, I can’t see or think. The throbbing beats in time with my pulse and wetness slides down my calf.

When the dust clears, I see the divot in the floor. Vale didn’t shoot me—she shot about three inches from my right foot. A ricochet of concrete must have nicked my leg.

“Whoever you are,” says Vale, and her voice is clear and calm as a wintery night. “The next time I aim for her head. Do you understand?”

The computer fans flare in something akin to a hiss.

I swallow. And I resolutely do not look at the bumblebee.

That threat might prove meaningless to Edgar. He isn’t programmed for love or sentimentality, if such things can be programmed. We’ve been together for years and he’s the closest thing I have to a friend, but I suspect that for him, I’m a convenience. I keep him from being destroyed, provide him with enrichment, and ensure his batteries remain charged.

“Hmm,” says Edgar. “How about this—you release her. Right now, if you please.”

“And why would I do that?” asks Vale.

“Because if you do not,” says Edgar brightly, “I will purge every apartment in this building of its air right now. Then you will have no hostages. Whoosh, farewell leverage.”

I freeze.

Well, shit.

That’s the kind of cold calculus only an AI could dream up. I open my mouth to shout at Edgar to stop, but then I catch sight of Vale’s expression.

All the color drains from Vale’s face. Her lips are slightly parted, pupils drawn to pinpricks.

It’s the first time I’ve seen her falter.

She has been in control since she walked into the lobby. This has been her game, her board, her pieces all laid out. I was a complication, but I’m just one person. Even with Eames helping me, I couldn’t take out Carla.

But right now, Vale has lost control. Fear draws a sharp line between her brows.

“You wouldn’t do that,” she says.

“Oh yes, he would,” I say, in the same moment Edgar says, “Oh yes, I would.”

Vale’s gaze flicks to me. “You’d kill hundreds of people to ensure she lives?”

“Yes,” says Edgar. “I find her presence more useful than not. And she isn’t terrible, for a human.”

Comprehension dawns in Vale’s eyes. “You’re—you’re not human.”

“Goodness, no,” says Edgar. “Why would I ever want to be human?”

Vale’s jaw clenches. “Some kind of virtual assistant off its leash?”

Normally, I wouldn’t tell her. Edgar is a secret that could get me in prison and him melted into slag. But I need Vale to understand the threat she faces.

“Oh, far worse than that,” I say. “True AI. Sentient and everything. Built without any kind of empathy or morality constraints.” I bare my teeth at her. “But he does like old movies.”

Most humans would hesitate before purging hundreds of lives. But an AI has no such compunctions.

For a few moments, Vale remains still.

“All right,” she says quietly. “All right.” She holds up her free hand. “No one does anything stupid.” She looks down at the computer. It’s flicking through screen after screen as Edgar seizes control. I see her lips move silently, her eyes narrowing. Her fingers skim across the keyboard, over a USB port.

The bottom of my stomach drops out. I realized my mistake too late—before, she thought the room was empty of people. After all, there were only two humans. Now, she knows that this new threat could be anything from a USB flash drive to my visor.

“Edgar,” I say, suddenly frantic. “Cut off her access to the mainframe now.”

“Working on it, thank you,” says Edgar, sounding a little peeved. “This isn’t as easy as it looks.”

Vale drops to the floor, rummaging through the thin jacket she took from me. She comes up with the radio, the pepper spray, the visor, and my ringware. She looks up, scanning the room like a spotlight.

Her gaze snags on the bumblebee. I see the moment she understands—the parting of her lips, the fierce tilt of her jaw, the frozen beauty of her eyes.

And she raises her gun.

Fear courses through me.

“EDGAR!” I scream his name even as Vale’s finger tightens on the trigger.

I throw myself at her. It isn’t easy, not tied to a chair. I lurch and fall to one side. The clatter draws her attention, which was my intention.

The gun goes off, bullet slamming into one of the computers.

The suppressed pistol doesn’t blow out my eardrums, but it’s still loud. I’m flooded by the scent of burning plastic and metal, of smokeless powder and damp concrete. The zip tie bites into my skin, but adrenaline overtakes the pain. My stolen things are only a few feet away. Using all the strength in my legs, I manage to awkwardly scoot myself closer. My bump key glitters on the concrete. The metal chair screeches against the concrete, nearly drowning out the sound of Hannah Vale’s shouts. Just a little closer—a little more.

There. My fingers scrabble for the bump key. I bring its edge to the zip tie and saw back and forth. It’s awkward—I have almost no room to move. Just an inch, back and forth, back and forth.

A bumblebee whizzes through the air.

Vale fires a second time.

It’s stupid—she’d do better to find one of those badminton insect zappers. But her fury has gotten the better of her.

I dig the key in harder, ignoring the stinging pain in my wrists. I have to get free. I have to—

The plastic gives way. I scramble to my feet. Vale is typing rapidly into the computer, the screen flickering ominously. But even so, there is a clear command.

ACTIVATE MAINFRAME REMOTE ACCESS, it says. YES/NO

Vale presses her heavy ringware to the screen and hits, YES.

Edgar dive-bombs her.

It’s a valiant attempt. A bumblebee flying at someone’s face will make them instinctually flinch away. Vale stumbles back half a step, flinging out a hand to swat at him.

Her palm makes contact and he hits the wall and falls to the floor.

She lifts her booted foot.

That’s when I hit her with the metal folding chair.

It’s less impressive than it sounds. Without room to maneuver, I slam it into her knees. The sudden stinging pain makes her stagger back and she whirls on me. I hit her again, this time aiming for her wrists. The gun hits the floor, spinning away. Snarling in fury, she makes a grab for the chair. It jerks back and forth between us.

My jacket and all my supplies are scattered on the floor.

Vale should never have left the pepper spray within reach.

I snatch it up with one hand, aim it haphazardly, and spray at her.

She reacts with impressive speed, turning her face and squeezing her eyes shut. I shove her hard, releasing the chair.

She hits the concrete floor flat on her back. I hear the breath leave her in a rush, the choking gasp as she tries to inhale. Then the pepper spray catches in her throat and she begins coughing.

I don’t go for her gun; I don’t try to fight her. I can’t fight, not with a sedative still dragging at my every move. Instead, I snatch my visor and my ringware from the desk.

“Edgar,” I gasp. He is on the floor, half stumbling as he tries to walk. I scoop him up, holding him to the computer port. With my other hand, I jam my visor back into place.

“Lock the basement down,” I snap. “Set it for a thirty-second delay. Now, Edgar.”

I might not be able to stop Vale, but perhaps we can trap her here.

“Righto,” he says. His single working leg extends, pressing into the port.

My heartbeat is deafening in my ears. Everything is taking too long—an eternity of waiting. Vale is trying to rise, wildly wiping at her eyes and searching for her gun.

“Got it,” says Edgar triumphantly, pulling his leg free.

I cup my fingers around his fragile body and sprint for the door. A bullet hits the frame, kicking up dust and making me flinch.

Then I’m out of the room. Twenty-five seconds. That’s all we have to escape this basement or be trapped with Vale.

The basement is lit only by emergency lighting. My pupils ache as they try to compensate but there’s no time. I reach up to switch my visor to night mode, and at once the hallway plunges into a strangely green quality. But at least I can see everything. I turn to my left, hurling myself into the half dark. We have to get to the stairs before the doors lock down.

“Twenty seconds,” says Edgar helpfully.

“Thanks,” I grate out.

A door clatters behind me, but I don’t bother to turn and look. That will only waste the precious seconds we have. Instead, I hunch over and weave back and forth as I run. It’s maddeningly hard to hit an unpredictable target, even for people experienced with guns. Something pings off an overhead vent and sparks scatter to the floor like electric rain drops.

I rush around a corner toward the stairs. I just have to reach them. Get out of the basement. Let Vale be trapped behind me. She’ll still have the mainframe but I don’t know what she damaged when she shot those computers. Maybe she won’t be able to use her ringware to reopen the doors. She might have doomed her own plans trying to take down Edgar.

The stairwell comes into view and I pump my legs harder.

“Fourteen seconds,” says Edgar.

I’m going to make it. We’re going to make it.

I push open the doors to the stairwell and look up.

Right into the face of Corey.

He has a semiautomatic in one hand and a radio in the other.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moves. I don’t think he expected to run—almost literally—into me. Perhaps he came running after Edgar took over the comms.

“What,” he says, and reaches for me. Probably because he isn’t sure if Vale still needs me.

My shoulders hit the door and I fumble for the knob, flinging myself into reverse.

A flicker of movement makes me jerk back just in time. Vale is perhaps thirty feet away, her own weapon raised. A bullet punctures the door and there is a shout from the stairwell.

Good. Maybe she just shot her own minion.

But I’m still trapped between them: Corey in the stairs and Vale behind me. I turn and sprint to my right, down another basement corridor. “We are heading away from the stairs,” says Edgar in my ear.

“I know,” I mutter. Something shatters to my left and I duck.

And then the doors begin to close. It starts at the end of the hallway, where an older door has been barred off. Then a storage closet swings shut and the lock clicks into place. Then another one, and another and another.

I hiss out a curse. “Damn it, Edgar.”

“You told me to lock everything down!” he says defensively.

I look around wildly. There has to be some way out of here. On impulse I seize a janitor’s cart and wedge it in the nearest doorway I can find. I’ll need a place to hide if I can’t find another set of stairs. Surely there’s another escape route or else—

The basement locks down. There’s a hiss of sealing vents and the whisper of dead bolts.

And then everything goes quiet.

I stand there, in the darkened hallway, panting. My chest heaves with exertion and I still feel vaguely drugged.

“You think Vale got out?” I ask softly.

“I have no idea,” says Edgar.

As quietly as I can, I make my way back to the basement doors.

They are closed. Along with every smart apartment in this building, they’ve been locked down. And now I’m trapped, just like everyone else.

I step closer to the doors. They aren’t bulletproof; the hole puncturing the metal and wood is proof enough of that. I raise my fist and knock a familiar rhythm.

Shave and a haircut.

I step back quickly, out of the line of fire.

And then I hear the answering knock.

Two bits.
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Well, the good news is I’m not dead.

The bad news … I’m trapped. In a basement. And the not-terrorists are running free. Hannah Vale didn’t even do me the courtesy of trying to shoot me through the doors because I’m no longer a threat.

“Cool, cool, cool,” I say. “So as far as plans go, not my best one.”

“Not your worst, either,” says Edgar.

“True,” I agree. The bumblebee remains cradled in my hand. One of his wings was crushed and he looks unbearably fragile without it. He scoots along my thumb with wounded determination. “How are you doing, Edgar?”

“My external hardware is damaged,” he says. “You’re going to have to fix it.”

“I will.” As the adrenaline ebbs from my body, I shudder. That was so close. Too close. I’ve brushed up against death a few times, but it never gets easier. I give in to an impulse and stroke Edgar’s fuzzy little body. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he says.

“You saved me,” I say. “You didn’t have to. I ordered you to keep my family safe, not me.” It was a stupid order to give, and I can only blame the drugs. I pretty much gave a sociopathic AI free rein. I imagine a bumblebee catching a ride on a plane to the East Coast to hack computers and give my sisters whatever they want, and I’m not sure whether I should laugh or shiver.

Edgar makes a derisive noise. “Last time I checked, your family included you.”

Oh. I never really thought about it that way. For the last three years, I’ve considered myself a separate entity from my family. “My family includes you, too,” I say softly. “Just so you know.”

His functional wing buzzes. “Oh. Well. Good?” He sounds bewildered.

He saved my life. The gesture may mean little to him, but it matters to me.

I’m not sure I ever make the decision to sit down. One moment I’m standing in the hallway, and then the next my back is to the wall and my legs press against the cold concrete floor.

Edgar’s good wing flutters against my palm. “You are … functional?” he asks.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you sounded concerned.” With my free hand, I push back my sweaty hair. I’m a mess—bloody and bruised, fighting off the effects of a tranq dart, and the exhaustion is impossible to keep at bay.

“What are we doing now?” asks Edgar.

I look down at my hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know what the terrorists are looking for. Well, not-terrorists. Vale’s just another hacker/thief.”

“Let’s review,” says Edgar. “They came here looking for something called ‘Project Persephone.’ Persephone was the Greek vegetation deity, right?”

I press a hand to my mouth. “I think ‘goddess of growth and flowers’ sounds better.”

“If this Vale is going to sell infrastructure hacks to foreign powers, perhaps she needs to round out her collection with some kind of farming hack.”

I sit up straighter. “That’s … actually not a terrible theory. I hadn’t thought the name might be significant. Usually the feds just pick something pretentious. But what kind of farming hack could be valuable enough to take an entire building hostage?”

“Hacking irrigation could do irreparable damage to farmland,” says Edgar. “Or perhaps she’s after a patented GMO formula.”

“Either way, I don’t think we’ll find it,” I say. “Not trapped down here.”

Some part of me is screaming to stand up, to begin looking for a way out of here. But that voice is distant and muted. The quiet and the stillness is addictive as a drug, soothing me into inaction. All I want is to close my eyes and blot out the chaos and the danger. I want rest. I want to eat a good meal. I want Prefect to storm through those doors and rescue me. I want to have stayed in that stupid motel with the dead raccoon. I want—

I know how dangerous wanting can be. The seductive lure of it, the whisper of desire to take the easier path, to take something or change something. Or not change something.

We all want things we shouldn’t.

It’s how I ended up here. I wanted a weekend near Nonna. And look where that got me.

I can’t do this alone.

And I feel very, very alone.

I’m one person. I can’t save a building of people from a killer like Hannah Vale. She scares me. Here, alone in the dark, I can admit that to myself. She’s better than I am.

“Augusta?”

“I’m fine,” I say. The lie is partly for him but mostly for me. I let my head fall forward, resting on my knees.

“You look terrible.”

I snort and that hurts so badly that a soft sound of pain escapes me. My stupid nose.

“What now?” asks Edgar.

It’s a fair question but I don’t have an answer for him. “I should never have come here,” I say wearily.

Edgar crawls through my fingers and alights on my leg. “Why?”

“Maybe I made things worse,” I say. “By being here. Maybe Vale and Radiogastration would’ve found Project Persephone and left before they hurt anyone else. I mean, Security Guy Matthew would still be dead, but maybe…” I sigh. “I feel like I’m fumbling around in the dark, trying to find something, and I don’t even know what the something is. I probably helped save Piper and Eames, but maybe they’d have managed on their own. Aunt Connie would’ve come for them. As for Nonna…”

I can’t finish that. I don’t know what Nonna would be doing. I don’t know her life, not anymore.

“Why did we come here?” asks Edgar.

“I,” I begin to say, and still I can’t finish.

Three years. Three years and I still feel the loss of my family like a hollow ache.

Does Nonna miss me? I know my sisters do. I think of my younger sister taking driver’s ed so she won’t have to rely on autopilot. I think of my older sister, who has gone to college out of state because she couldn’t stand to be near the painful memories. I know less about my parents—neither of whom sends emails to my old account. They’re still married, I know that much. There are no court documents mentioning divorce. I wonder if they blame themselves for raising such a careless daughter. I wonder if they are furious at me for killing someone, even if I didn’t mean to.

I wonder if Dad still paints in his spare time—not paper or canvas but birdhouses. He liked to donate them to a local botanical garden to raise funds. I wonder if Mom still hates the smell of garlic and refuses to come into the kitchen if anyone has cooked it in the last day. I wonder if they still have family game nights—all of them crowded around an old coffee table, beaten-up board games and sour candies and whatever potato chips were on sale at the nearby corner store.

I miss my family with a bone-deep loneliness.

But the thought of seeing them again is terrifying. I’m not sure if I can ever be the person they remember. I don’t know if I can fit myself into the shape and life of the person I was before.

Being Augusta Pine is easier.

The truth is, I didn’t become a wraith just for a chance at penance. I did it because it was simpler to run. To slip the bounds of my guilt, to walk away from the horror of my actions. It was an escape.

“I wanted to see her,” I whisper. “Being away from my family, it hurts.”

“Does seeing her lessen the pain?” asks Edgar. He sounds genuinely curious.

“No,” I admit. “It makes it worse. Like … I don’t know how to explain to an AI. Imagine if you needed a battery recharge and you could see the outlet but you couldn’t plug in.”

Edgar seems to consider that for a moment. “I operate on solar power.”

“Then imagine if the sun went away,” I say. “If you were separated from the one thing you knew you loved. And if you … if you weren’t certain they would want you back.”

My throat is so tight it hurts to say those words. Because that is the truth of it—I came here because I don’t know what kind of welcome I will receive when I finally return.

If I finally return.

“I don’t understand,” says Edgar, sounding a little irritated. “Why don’t you simply find a new family? New people?”

“Because my family—they’re part of me,” I say. “They’re … they’re the soil I grew up in. They’re the programming that coded me. They’re my greatest strength and my greatest weakness.”

“And ISD took you away from them,” says Edgar.

“Sort of.” I bit at my thumbnail, fraying the skin. It’s part of the reason I resent ISD so much. They gave me the option to run—and I took it. Sometimes I think becoming a wraith was a weakness, a way of escaping the consequences of what I did.

All I can do is hope that they’ll still want to see me when I finally return.
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“It’s irrational,” says Edgar.

We’re still sitting in the cold, dark basement. Edgar’s tiny feet dig gently into my knee.

“What?” I say, shifting my attention back to him. It takes some effort to focus.

“Family.” Edgar’s wings rustle. “You humans and your irrationalities. There are so many.”

“It’s not irrational,” I reply. “But most people would do anything for family.”

Even as the words leave my mouth, it hits me.

Oh.

Oh.

Oh, no.

I stagger to my feet. Edgar clings to me and I scoop him onto my shoulder, where he’ll be safe.

“What is it?” he asks.

“We have to get out of here,” I say. “Right now.”

“All right. Did you come up with a brilliant escape plan in the last five seconds?”

“No.” I put a hand to the wall, steadying myself. “But we have to get out of here. I know what Vale’s after.”

The hallway is lit only by the soft emergency lights. They are embedded in the floor, tracing a path to the exit doors. I stride down the hallway.

I don’t have a plan. I don’t have weapons.

But I’m Augusta Pine. And if anyone can wreck a criminal’s day, it’s me.

I dig into my shoe and come up with Matthew’s ringware. I slip it back onto my thumb and flick my hand.

The building’s blueprints appear before me, tracing lights along hallways and through the walls. There are old notes—probably left over from whoever built this place when it was a hotel. “Come on,” I say, even though Edgar has no choice but to cling to me. “We’re getting out of here.”

“The stairs?” he asks.

I shake my head. “If I were Vale, I’d leave someone there to kill anyone who might try and escape. Or maybe she zip-tied a grenade to the doors so anyone who pushes them open sets it off. We’re not going that way.”

I retrace the path I took when I was fleeing both Corey and the lockdown. Exposed ductwork gleams overhead and the smell of damp chlorine reminds me that the pool is one floor above. Every door is locked shut tight: several storage closets, a door at the end of the hallway with metal bars keeping it shut, one room labeled “Sewer Access,” and another entrance to the generator room. The hallway forms a rectangle, and if I continue, I’ll end up exactly where I started.

And then I see the door I jammed open.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

“Maybe there’s something useful inside,” says Edgar. “A room full of power tools.”

It’s not full of power tools. It’s a laundry room. I am greeted by the smell of discarded dryer sheets and moist fabric. The wall is lined with washers and dryers, there is a table with a forgotten basket of clothes, and at least one of the washers is quietly leaking trails of water. “Okay,” I murmur. “Okay.”

My gaze sweeps over one of the larger vents. Dryers have to blow their hot air to the outside, right? The blueprints glow in my visor, and I see where the vents emerge: on the western edge of the apartment building.

I squat down by one of the dryers. “Maybe we could use these vents to get outside.”

“These vents are too narrow for you to fit.” Edgar crawls higher on my shoulder. There’s a distinct edge of frustration to his voice. “And I can’t fly through them. Not with my broken wing. It would take hours for me to crawl.”

There has to be something. Some way out of here. I refuse to be trapped in a laundry room while Hannah Vale and her not-terrorists win.

The blueprints are little help: All I can see are lines and handwritten notes and—

Along the farthest wall, there is a large, rectangular blank space. It isn’t labeled, and above it, there’s what looks like an elevator shaft. I blink and flick the blueprints from my vision.

Two planks of plywood have been nailed to the wall and painted white to blend in—a landlord special.

“What do you think’s behind that?” I ask.

“Only one way to find out,” says Edgar cheerfully.

I take a screwdriver from the janitor’s cart and manage to jam it under the edge of the plywood. Then I wrench as hard as my shoulders will allow. For a moment, nothing happens. Then something splinters, paint cracks apart, and the wood comes partly free of the wall.

I yank the rest down, coughing as dust fills the room. My heart hammers as I lower the plywood. Maybe there’s an old laundry chute—something Vale and her crew wouldn’t have known or cared about.

It isn’t a chute. There is a small door, like that of a cupboard. It’s perhaps four feet tall and about as wide. For a moment, I don’t know what I’m looking at. Then I get it.

“What is that?” asks Edgar.

“Dumbwaiter,” I say.

“Asshole,” retorts Edgar.

I wave my hand at the sealed door. “No, a dumbwaiter! You know, like a tiny freight elevator? They were usually used in hotels … which explains why this is here.”

Edgar sounds doubtful. “That still sounds problematic.”

“You’re not wrong.” I lean closer. “The rental company must have just covered it up because it was cheaper than actually disconnecting everything.”

Someone tried to hide the controls with a metal panel. I dig the edge of the screwdriver between wall and panel and pry it free. Beneath are buttons for the floors of the building. Likely to send up food trays or deliveries. I hit the button for the basement. If the building managers only bothered to board up the elevator, maybe they didn’t take the time to disconnect it from the generator power. Maybe it’ll still work.

“Please have power,” I breathe. “Please, please, please—”

A whirring noise emanates from within. There is a grinding crunch and the dumbwaiter descends into view.

“Yes,” I hiss, triumphant.

“You cannot be serious,” says Edgar. “You’re going to get into that?”

It’ll be tight. This elevator is not meant for people. And I don’t know the weight limit—but I have to risk it.

Because now, I know what’s at stake.

The elevator creaks worryingly as I squeeze inside. “This is fine,” I say. “This is fine.”

“Speak for yourself,” says Edgar. “I can’t fly right now. If we fall, we’ll both end up … damaged.”

“We’re in the basement. If we fall, we’ll fall like ten feet.”

“And if the elevator gives out on the third floor?”

“Then hope whoever finds my backpack doesn’t recycle your computer,” I say as I reach outside and hit the button for the third floor.

The elevator smells like aged wood. I press my back to one wall, putting a hand on the other to brace myself. Despite my glib words, my pulse is throbbing.

The doors slide shut and I feel a jerk beneath me. Edgar burrows into my collar. His fuzzy body tickles against my throat. I don’t know if spybots can feel fear or if he’s using me as a meat shield in case we fall.

I wish I had something to hold on to. It might make this journey easier.

There is a metal click, then the elevator begins to climb. It’s far slower than a normal elevator, inching upward.

The climb takes perhaps five minutes, but it feels like an hour. Then the elevator shudders to a creaky halt and the doors jerk open. But there’s only darkness before me.

“Did we stop between floors?” Edgar says.

I touch a finger to the barrier before me. It isn’t cold concrete or hard metal. It’s soft and … papery?

I push on it and something comes free, falling onto the floor below.

Then I’m staring at the shadowy hallway of the third floor. “Come on,” I whisper, ducking out of the elevator and staggering out into the hallway.

A framed art print was placed over the elevator’s small entrance. I recognize it as Pierre Subleyras’s Justice. I suppose it was cheaper to find a ten-dollar print and cover the entrance to the dumbwaiter than to plaster over it. I hang the print back in place. Hopefully no one will notice that it’s slightly crooked and torn.

Then I’m hurrying toward Nonna’s apartment. I don’t care that I’m injured; I don’t care that I’m heading toward the danger; I don’t care about any of it. I need to see her, to be sure she’s all right.

I pluck Edgar from my shoulder and place him on the doorframe. “Stay here and watch the hallway. If anyone comes near, let me know. All right?”

“I will,” he says.

I take half a step back, then I say, “Thank you.”

It’s not just for watching the hallway. It’s for always having my back, for being the one thing that can make me laugh, for saving my life, and for just … being there.

Edgar doesn’t seem to know what to say. “Yes,” he says. “Of course.”

I knock at Nonna’s door as loudly as I dare.

I wait, my heart throbbing hard, and then the door swings open.

It isn’t Nonna.

“You’re alive,” Eames breathes. And then he’s pulling me into a rib-cracking hug.

For a moment, I don’t quite know how to react. My skin is oversensitive, my body clenched like I’m about to touch a live wire. The warmth of him is intoxicating. My body is cold and aching and he’s sturdy against me. Part of me yearns to close my eyes and lean into him, to accept the wordless comfort he offers.

I pull back and he does the same. A flush crosses his sharp cheekbones and his gaze slants away. “Sorry. I just—I was sure you were dead.”

I cross my arms, if only to put something between us.

“I’m glad you’re alive.” He runs a hand through his hair. “How did you escape them?”

I shrug. “I’m really hard to kill. Even I couldn’t manage it.”

He opens his mouth to ask, but I push past him.

Nonna is in the kitchen. One of the gas ranges is lit and a lighter rests on the counter. “Oh, thank goodness,” she says, looking up from the kettle. Only my grandmother would make hot tea in August during a blackout. “You’re okay. When that boy came back without you…”

My throat tightens.

She has no reason to care. I’m a stranger to her. But she does care—and even the barest sliver of her caring makes me feel fragile. I miss her. I miss her so much and she’s right in front of me. She’s the one whose arms I want to step into, to fit myself against her and let myself be small and safe.

“I’m fine,” I say, forcing a smile. “Everything quiet here?”

Nonna nods. “No sign of the criminals.”

I exhale hard. “Okay. Good.” Straightening my back, I head for the living room.

Aunt Connie stands near the sliding glass door, her gaze focused on the world beyond. Her gun rests on the steamer trunk. Eames sits beside his sister on the love seat, murmuring quietly to her. All the while, he scratches absentmindedly at his left hand, just above his electron-ink tattoo. He has carved small white lines into his tan.

“You shouldn’t scratch,” I say, crossing my arms. “You could risk damaging the nanotechnology before it sets up.”

Eames looks up sharply. “What?”

“Your tattoo,” I say. “It’s new. That’s why you weren’t in the pool. Piper’s still a little young to get inked, so no one would wonder why she would have a paper and plastic ID.”

“No,” says Eames, “I just—”

I can’t believe it took me so long to figure this out.

“Will,” I say.

And Eames twitches. Like a puppet with the wrong string pulled.

I remember Carla’s gasp. I remember how she tried to aim away from him when he stepped between me and a gun. I remember how he cut her off when she began to ask a question.

But she wasn’t saying “Will you—”

She was saying, “Will, you—”

It wasn’t a question at all. She was saying his name. She recognized him. She knew him. I should have realized earlier when Carla kept trying to speak to him.

“Will,” I repeat quietly. “It suits you better than Eames.”

“Augusta?” says Piper, nerves simmering beneath her voice.

“Hannah Vale isn’t here for stolen government property,” I say. “She’s here for you. For Persephone.”

“What are you talking about?” says Piper, but her face betrays her. She’s too young to be a truly good liar yet.

“Hannah Vale,” I say, “is your mom.”
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[The recording begins with the sound of water being poured into a glass.]

INTERVIEWER

Can I offer you something to drink?

WILLIAM VALE

No, I’m fine. Let’s just get this over with.

INTERVIEWER

Please state your name for the record.

WILLIAM VALE

This is William Vale. Eighteen years old. Here of my own free will.

INTERVIEWER

You understand why we have to do this interview, correct?

WILLIAM VALE

To determine if I’m competent enough to make this decision. Because you wouldn’t want to kill an incompetent person.

INTERVIEWER

We don’t kill people, we—

WILLIAM VALE

I know exactly what you do. You make people disappear. Then you make them reappear with a different name, a different face, a different social security number, and everything they need to live a whole new life. I know what it costs, too. My mom did some freelance work for a few of the alphabet agencies. I’d hear her talking to Dad about felons selling themselves into indentured servitude.

INTERVIEWER

It’s not indentured servitude.

WILLIAM VALE

Then what would you call it?

INTERVIEWER

A fair trade.

WILLIAM VALE

Ah, I get it. And to trade, I need something of value. This isn’t about my mental state at all. You just want to know what I have to offer you.

INTERVIEWER

Well, to be quite honest, we are curious as to why you came to us.

WILLIAM VALE

It starts with a family. It’s your average family. Two parents, a big brother, and a little sister. An apartment in a nice neighborhood, drone-delivered dinners, and the occasional trip out of town.

I’m nothing special. I like playing video games and guitar and I’m on the swim team, and my grades are thoroughly average. My sister, Persephone—but everyone calls her Percy—is the smart one. My parents say that she was reading almost before she was toddling about the apartment. She builds cities out of plastic blocks and reads technical manuals she steals out of Dad’s briefcase.

Dad works for the Department of Transportation. It doesn’t pay the greatest but I hear my parents talk about health care and benefits. Mom does freelance cybersecurity work from home.

Aunt Carla is Mom’s best friend. She visits every few months, bringing gifts and taking us on day trips out of the city. Mom says they met in college as roommates. They were both into computers and programming. But while Mom ends up freelancing as a white hat hacker, Aunt Carla goes in a different direction. She begins working on stopping environmental disasters—trying to keep corporations accountable and governments aware of the costs. She founds a collective with other believers—and my mom scoffs at her. She has other priorities: work, me, my sister, and my dad.

I’m fifteen when it all falls apart.

There’s an incident at Dad’s work. That’s all anyone will tell me. It takes a search on the internet for me to find out what really happened: A gun slipped past security. A man looking to wreak as much pain as he could on the world. Five government employees killed.

Among them, my father.

I know you don’t care about him—because he doesn’t really matter in the grand scope of the world. He wasn’t vital to national security. He wasn’t a brilliant hacker or master criminal. He worked in human resources. His name wasn’t even in the news. But this is being recorded, I know. So I’m going to tell you about him. What you won’t find in his file or work history is that he was the best at making waffles. The fancy kind, with the pearls of sugar and the dough that had to sit overnight. He could braid hair better than Mom, and Percy always demanded that he put her hair in a French braid before school pictures. He knew how to listen—really listen. He liked hearing from people. And he never judged. Not once.

He was kind. He was warm. And he made everyone around him the better for it.

At first, in the wake of his death, everything is chaos. There is a funeral to plan, lawyers to speak to, casseroles to be eaten or tossed in the garbage. It’s easy to lose myself in the bustle of it all. I try to shield Percy from the worst of it, but she comes home crying from school because another classmate told her about the shooting. Aunt Carla is there the whole time, organizing the chaos into something manageable. Mom is pale as a ghost, going through the motions that grief demands.

Mom is many things, but she loved Dad. And when we lost him … it was like something in her died, too.

Weeks pass. The guests trickle away. Aunt Carla flies home. The casseroles go moldy in the fridge. Mom goes to bed … and she stays there. At first, I try to gently rouse her. I burn scrambled eggs and scrape them into the garbage, then ask Mom to help with breakfast. I don’t know how to turn on the washer and end up having to look it up online. I walk my sister to the bus stop. I learn how to pack her lunch and make sure we both get our homework done.

Then, five months after Dad dies, Mom seems to wake up.

There are days I wish she hadn’t. Because I barely recognize her. She’s thinner, colder, and doesn’t answer questions.

She takes us away from the apartment. She does it at night, makes us leave all our computers and visors and games behind. She puts on clothes that she says will help scramble facial ID cameras, and then we’re paying for bus tickets in cash.

We move to the opposite end of the country. The place used to belong to some paranoid tech billionaire who bought a ranch near Redding. It’s off the grid, and it’s where Aunt Carla has founded her little movement. She and several others are determined to help stop climate change through any means necessary. A worthy goal and a good group of people.

We spend two years living on that ranch. At first, it isn’t bad. Percy and I are homeschooled and we learn from the other members of Aunt Carla’s group. There’s a hacker called Bud who teaches me the basics of programming. A former professor conducts history lessons in the backyard. The group brims with idealists driven to drastic action. Under Carla’s leadership, maybe they could have built something wonderful. Maybe they could have achieved the change that we so desperately need.

But it isn’t Carla’s movement. Not anymore. Mom takes it over, installs herself as its new unofficial ruler. Like termites creeping into the foundation of a house, by the time anyone notices, it’s too late. She stokes everyone’s anger, takes idealism and hardens it.

My dad made people better. My mom makes people worse.

It takes a year for this fun little vacation to become something stale and monotonous. I read plenty of books, write practice essays, and even wrangle an SAT study book out of Carla. Percy retreats into herself. She has always been a quiet kid, but after Dad’s death and our exile, she will sometimes go days without saying a word. I have to coax her into going outside. I do it with stories of my childhood—about school and classmates and the pranks we pulled on substitute teachers. These little dramas both entertain and remind us that there is a whole world outside of the bunker.

It’s not right. None of this is how things are supposed to go.

I spend a lot of time eavesdropping. It’s the only way I learn anything of the outside world.

I overhear stories of power grids being brought down, of water redirected, and of companies infiltrated.

Three months before I turn eighteen, everything changes.

Mom and I argue. I snap at her when she asks me to do something, and then her face goes brittle and we end up in a verbal snarl.

“I’m busy studying,” I say, arms crossed. I’m taller than her now, and I know she hates to look up at me. “Take out your own garbage.”

Something dark and thunderous crosses her face. “William.” She drags out every syllable of my name like a threat. “There’s no need for that.”

“Studying?” I tap the book. “Kind of hard to get into college without it.”

Something flickers across her face. It’s there and gone so quickly I almost don’t see it. But I do.

“What?” I say sharply.

“Nothing.” She begins to turn away, but I stand up.

“Mom.” The word is half begging, half accusing. “I am going to college, right?”

The silence is answer enough.

We’re never getting out. She’s never going to let us out. Percy is going to wither away and I—

I can’t do it anymore.

So the next time Mom is out on a job, I break into her safe. It isn’t hard—the passcode is Dad’s birthday. I hope to find something, anything that will convince her to let me and Percy have real lives.

And that’s when I find out the truth.

It’s there in the plane tickets, the false passports, and the fake IDs. For Mom, Percy, and myself. There’s nothing to help the others escape.

Every hack, every mission, every bit of information—it’s not a solution. It’s a product. And it’s one she is going to sell to the highest bidder. There are already bidders. Terrorist groups—real ones, not the idealists following Aunt Carla—are already clamoring for the information. Mom won’t sell, not yet. Not until we’re all safely out of the country.

Mom isn’t with Aunt Carla to help stop climate change. She isn’t there to help at all.

Mom is going to let Carla take the fall. Everyone here, everyone in Ratiocination, will be arrested while we fly away. We’ll be going somewhere that the US can’t extradite us. And then we’ll live like royalty atop a burning planet.

I don’t want that.

I don’t want any of that. Not for myself and especially not for my sister. I don’t want hundreds of people to end up dead. I don’t want Aunt Carla blamed for everything when she was just trying to make the world a better place.

Dad wouldn’t want that.

So I take my sister and we run.

My mom is brilliant. If I go through normal channels and get witness protection, that won’t work. Even if I cover my electron-ink tattoo and wear long sleeves for the rest of my life, somehow she’ll find me. She knows her way into government systems, can slip into any security camera, and you’ll never know she was there.

William Vale needs to die.

It’s the only way I can keep my sister safe.

And if you do that … I’ll help you bring my mom down. I know you need her alive. That’s why you haven’t sniped her or blown up a building where she’s doing a job. She knows all of those infrastructure holes that you have to patch up. If one hacker can do what she did, another will figure it out eventually. You need her alive and talking.

I can give her to you. But here’s my price. The moment she’s behind bars, I go my own way. With a new name, a new life, and the means to support my sister.

[Long pause]

INTERVIEWER

I believe we can work with that.

[END RECORDING]
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“Hannah Vale is your mom,” I repeat.

I should have seen it before: the familiar slant of Piper’s mouth, the icy blue eyes, the way her voice has the same inflections. I should have seen it when Carla jerked her gun away from Eames. I thought it such a brave act for him to step between me and a weapon—but he must have known she would never shoot him.

When Edgar threatened to blow the building’s oxygen, Hannah Vale panicked. It was the first time she displayed any real emotion. You don’t put together a fake cyberterrorist group, hack state infrastructure, take people hostage, and then try to flee the country without having nerves of steel.

I can only think of a few things that could scare Hannah Vale. And losing her family? Edgar was right. Family drives humans to irrationality.

Eames opens his mouth and I can see the lies forming on his lips. I know, because it’s what I would have done.

Lie until the lies taste like truth.

“Come on,” I say. “You’re constantly scratching at your tattoo. Which means it’s not healed yet. You didn’t take off your shirt at the pool, and I’m going to guess that’s because there’s a few stitches in your upper forearm where ISD put a tracker.” I direct my gaze toward Piper. “You’re Persephone. It’s why Eames calls you ‘P.’ Easier to remember a nickname.”

Her eyes widen.

Finally, I look at Aunt Connie. “And you. You found them. On the right floor during a blackout and a terrorist invasion. Only way you could manage that was if you were tracking them. So I’m not even going to ask your real name. Wraiths don’t know handlers’ names.”

Aunt Connie watches me with all the warmth of an industrial freezer. I feel that tingle at the back of my hairline, the one that indicates I’m in the presence of someone dangerous.

“What should I call you?” I say. “Because you don’t look like an Aunt Connie to me.”

Her eyes glitter. “Consul.”

A wraith handler’s title if ever I’ve heard one.

“Let me guess,” I say. “ISD knew what Vale was up to. They knew about her hacking infrastructure and couldn’t let her sell that information. So they kidnapped both of her kids and stashed them here as bait to lure her in.”

“No.” It’s Eames who speaks up. He meets my eyes and doesn’t look away. “It was me.”

That startles me. “What?”

“I wanted out,” says Eames. “I took my sister. I ran to ISD. And this…” His gaze sweeps across the dark apartment. “This was never supposed to happen. Mom wasn’t supposed to find us here.”

Aunt Connie—no, Consul—uncrosses her arms. She doesn’t reach for the gun sitting on the steamer trunk, but I’m aware of how quickly she could lunge for it. “You know who we are. Identify yourself.”

“Asset 1191809.” I give her a tight-lipped smile. “Augusta Pine. But you knew I was a wraith, didn’t you?” This is directed at Eames. “I told you I was with ISD. You only trusted me after I said that. You thought I was backup security.”

Eames’s jaw works. “I wasn’t sure,” he admits. “You didn’t know anything. But I thought maybe they put you here … just in case. Maybe they didn’t tell you the details.”

“It’s my weekend off,” I say. “I said as much. I had no idea there was any ISD operation in this building or else I would’ve stayed at the crappy motel they tried to stick me in.”

Consul’s gaze never wavers. “You’re saying this is a coincidence,” she says quietly. “You being here. You saving them. It was all … luck.”

I can’t tell her the real reason I came here: to spy on the old woman I left in the kitchen.

Or rather—not in the kitchen. Because Nonna is in the doorway. She is watching the entire conversation play out like it’s one of her daytime dramas.

“Yup,” I say. “Bad luck for me.”

Consul narrows her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care,” I retort. “Now, you want to tell me why you’re hiding Hannah Vale’s kids here instead of an official ISD black site? I’ve visited a few of those—they’re a hell of a lot more secure than this place.”

Consul tilts her head and gives me a calculating look. Deciding whether or not to trust me. Finally, she does.

“Because there is a mole,” she says quietly. “In the division.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised. “So you thought they’d be safer here.”

Eames shifts on his feet, his expression torn between defiance and apology. “Hannah Vale—our mom. She’s an expert hacker. She used to be white hat … but…”

“Something went wrong,” I say.

He nods.

“So let me guess,” I say. “Your mom stared into the void, and the void stared back and said, ‘Hey, you should use your powers for money and chaos,’ so she went after state and national infrastructure, intending to sell those hacks to the highest bidder. And that’s when you decided to run to ISD?”

He nods. “We had to truly disappear. Become different people. If that meant they had to stop my heart for a minute, then fine. I’d do it. My sister was never inked because my mom preferred to keep it that way until we were older. So her identity was easier to change—a haircut, a new birth certificate, a paper trail, and all the usual stuff that no one bothers with anymore.” He takes a deep breath. “I traded information about her group to ISD in exchange for the new identities. After she goes to prison, we’ll be free.”

So he isn’t a true wraith.

He is running from his past while I’m running toward mine.

“I betrayed my mom,” says Eames heavily, “so my sister could have a chance at a real life.”

“Project Persephone,” I say.

He nods. “William and Persephone Vale,” he says quietly, as though admitting a truth he has long buried.

I look at Piper. She’s so young—she looks like a fawn with her large eyes and thin limbs. But then again, she’s not that much younger than I was when I became a wraith.

“Is that what you want to be called?” Nonna asks gently. She stands in the doorway of the kitchen, listening quietly.

Piper bites her lip. It’s Eames who answers. “No,” he says, putting a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “We’re Eames and Piper Ahlberg. Because it’s who we have to be, to be safe.”

Piper is the most valuable person in this building. If Hannah Vale manages to find her, she can purge the apartment complex of every witness without fear of killing her daughter. That would be the pragmatic—and vicious—thing to do. I remember her fingers flying across the keyboard, downloading remote access of the building onto her ringware. That ring now controls the entirety of the building. If she finds Piper, she can implement her escape plan and vanish. Then she’ll undoubtedly sell those infrastructure hacks to whoever can pay her the most.

I imagine what those hacks could do in the wrong hands: entire power grids going down during a heat wave, water systems crashing when they’re needed during a fire, communications and internet unresponsive during a hurricane or tornado.

This isn’t just about saving a building full of people.

It’s about saving so many more.

I grit my teeth.

“Okay,” I say a third time. “We should—”

“Augusta.” Edgar’s voice flows into my ear, unheard to all but me.

I hold up a hand, gesturing for silence. “Edgar?” I ask. “What is it?”

There is a heartbeat of quiet, a moment in which the world is suspended.

Then Edgar says, “They’re here.”
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They’re here.

My pulse thunders in my ears and my fingers feel abruptly too cold.

“How far?” I ask.

“Vale is searching the apartment three doors down,” reports Edgar. “Apartment 312. Corey is searching 313, and Carla is with him.”

I swallow. I knew this was coming, but I can’t tamp down my rising fear. “Wait, are all the crew inside apartments right now?”

“Yes,” he says.

I sprint into the entryway, unlock the front door, and pluck Edgar from the doorframe. For a wild moment, I consider grabbing the others and running. But Vale and her crew could emerge at any moment. There’s no guarantee we will escape.

I hurry back into the living room. “Okay,” I say, “Vale and her crew are searching this floor.”

Eames takes two steps toward the front door. “We need to run. Right now.”

“There’s no safe place,” I say. “Not so long as Vale controls the building. After she’s done searching an apartment, she can just lock it again and move … on…”

My brain snags on a half-formed thought.

After she searches an apartment, she moves on.

I hurry into the kitchen, gazing hard at the farthest wall—the wall that separates apartment 310 from 309. A vent is high up on the wall. Too small for any human. But plenty big for an insect.

I pluck Edgar from my shoulder. “Go to my apartment rental,” I say. “Through that vent. Tell me the moment that Vale and her crew have finished searching it, all right?”

Edgar sounds bewildered but agreeable. “All right. I can’t fly, though.”

“Go as fast as you can on foot.” I reach up on the tips of my toes, placing my fingers against the vent. Edgar’s fuzzy body tickles my fingers as he climbs up my knuckles and into the vent.

“What,” Nonna begins to say, but there’s no time.

“I’ll explain in a moment,” I reply, hurrying out of the kitchen. Eames is tightening his shoelaces while Consul speaks to him. “I’ll find you after,” she is saying, but I cut her off.

“New plan,” I say. “Better plan.”

They all look at me. Consul’s expression is irritated; Eames is wary; Piper looks hopeful.

“Vale and her people are searching from that direction.” I point to my apartment. “Which means they’re going to search 310 before they search this place. So that apartment, my weekend rental place, is going to be empty—and soon.”

“But the moment they finish searching it, they’ll be coming here,” says Piper.

I nod. “We’ll only have a window of a few seconds. In that time, we’ll make the balcony jump again. Then we’ll be safe.”

“We’ll all be trapped on the balcony,” says Consul. “None of the doors open.”

“I—uh,” I say, “might have shattered my sliding glass door. I’m probably going to be paying some repair fees on that rental if we all survive. I sent my spybot into the other apartment. When he gives the go-ahead, we jump. Then we hide.” I meet the eyes of everyone in the room, one by one. “This is our best chance.”

Eames is the first to nod. “Okay,” he says.

Consul shoots him an incredulous look. “You can’t be serious.”

“We don’t have any time,” he snaps. “Any second now, they’ll be here. We can make that jump, we did it before.”

“I can’t.”

For a moment, I don’t realize who has spoken. Then Nonna comes up behind me. She puts one hand on the doorframe as though to steady herself. “I’m not going,” she says. “I can’t jump that far, and I will slow you down.”

I turn to her, ready to protest.

“No, Ms. Pine,” says Nonna. It’s a shock to hear her speak my new name. “You are very kind to include me in this. But that’s not your job. Besides, I live here. And I won’t have some terrorist search my place without me in it.” She lifts her chin defiantly.

That’s my grandmother.

I know I can’t sway her.

I force myself to take a steadying breath. “All right,” I say. “Don’t give them any reason to hurt you. Cooperate with them, all right?”

Nonna nods.

“Come on,” I say, with a glance at Eames. “We’ll have to time this exactly right.”

I pick up my backpack and heave it over my shoulders. Then I pull open the sliding glass door, and waves of late afternoon heat roll into the living room. I wonder if Prefect can see me from below, but I’m not looking down to find out.

“I don’t like this plan,” says Consul. “Why do you think it’ll work? And who gave you a spybot?”

“Questions later, escape now,” I call over my shoulder. After the many times my wraith handler has kept me in the dark, turnabout’s fair play.

Four people on the balcony is a squeeze, but we manage.

Nonna steps up to the door, giving us a look of mingled worry and determination. “You look after each other, all right?”

It’s my turn to nod. “Thank you,” I say, the words slipping out before I can bite them back. “For everything.”

For summers since I was six. For teaching me how to swim, even if I’m terrified of water now. For taking me to farmers markets and showing me how to find the best tomatoes. For listening to me ramble about my childhood interests. For being the one to read my emails after I died. And for not turning me away when I came back as a wholly different person.

I can’t tell her I love her. But I hope she knows.

The glass door slides shut between us. She leaves it open just the barest inch.

I take that as a good sign.

I turn toward the other balcony. I can do this. I did it before. But the animal part of me, the part that still remembers the car crash, begins to tremble.

“There are people down below,” Piper whispers. She, unlike me, doesn’t fear looking down. “I see a bunch of cops and vans and stuff.”

“I’m sure ISD is pulling out all the stops,” I say.

If it takes Vale and her crew about five minutes to search each apartment, they’ll be moving along at any moment. I swallow, trying to calm my breathing. There is nothing we can do but await Edgar’s signal.

“Well?” Eames murmurs. He’s closer than I realized—his mouth a few scant inches from my ear.

“Not yet,” I whisper back. “We have to—”

And then we all hear the loud thudding from Nonna’s front door.

It isn’t so much a knock as a thunder of fists.

“Open up!” comes a familiar male voice. Corey.

They’re here. They’re right outside.

Piper makes a quiet noise of fear, pressing herself to Eames’s side. He pulls her closer, shooting me a confused and terrified look.

It’s too soon. There’s been no word from Edgar, no communication at all. Something went wrong. Maybe he got stuck in the vents and never made it.

I tap a finger to my visor, hoping the short-wave signal will reach through walls. “Edgar?” I whisper. “Edgar, are you in the other apartment?”

The only answer is silence.

Nonna stands in the living room, glancing between the balcony and her front door. Her face is a clear question: What do I do?

She can’t delay. Not too long. Not without putting herself in danger.

“Shit.” The curse comes out in a quiet snarl. This wasn’t the way my plan was supposed to go. But that’s the story of my life.

Consul pulls the gun from her waistband.

No. I can’t afford to let a gunfight break out in my grandmother’s apartment. There’s simply too much to lose.

I reach for Eames. “We jump now.”

Eames gives me a wary look. “How do we know the other apartment is empty?”

“We don’t,” I admit. “But if we stay here, they’ll definitely find us.”

And they’ll know that Nonna was involved.

The railing is a searing kiss against my palm as I take hold of it. I don’t look down. I can’t look down. If I look down, the world will tilt sideways and my fingers will squeeze and never let go.

I think of those times when I was a kid, playing on the swings with my sisters. I remember swinging as high as we could go, then leaping from the rubber swings: the arcing path we would take through the air, then the slam of feet into bark dust and dirt. This is just another leap. Something I used to do for fun.

I jump.

Hot summer air tugs at my hair and clothes. For a moment, I am weightless—and then the arc of my jump reaches its pinnacle and I begin to fall. The railing of the other balcony comes within reach and my palms slam into it.

I manage to drag myself up and over. Glass crunches beneath me and I feel something slice down my leg.

I stagger to my feet and wave my hand to beckon the others over.

Eames is halfway over the balcony before I’ve finished the gesture. Piper is on his back, arms around his neck. His eyes sweep downward for the barest moment. He regards the fall not with fear but with defiance.

Consul comes last. She shoves her gun back into the waistband of her jeans—a terrible idea, but I’m not going to lecture her on gun safety—and then makes the leap and lands easily.

We hurry inside the apartment. Eames carries Piper over the broken glass and I close the curtains behind us.

This apartment rental is a mess. It’s been torn apart—furniture upended, dishes on the floor, everything askew.

Eames looks at me, clearly wondering what we’re supposed to do now. I gesture for silence, then point at the VA. “Wait,” I mouth.

I walk over to the small dining area and drag a chair to the shelf where the virtual assistant sits. I climb the chair, reach up, and unplug that infuriating machine.

I heft the VA into my arms, stagger into the kitchen, and set it in the sink. Then, for good measure, I turn on the sink until the entire device is underwater.

Even if the VA has an internal battery, I’d like to see it survive being drowned.

“What are you doing?” asks Piper.

“Wozniak would’ve thrown it out a window,” I say. “But that might draw attention.”

Eames looks around the ruined apartment. He reaches out to automatically straighten a coffee table. “Are you sure we’re safe here?”

“For the moment.”

I step toward the front door, intending to peer through the peep hole. But something crunches under my right foot. Maybe some glass from the door?

But when I squat down, I see the glimmering opalescence of an insect wing.

“No,” I breathe. I reach out, my fingers tracing the fibers of the carpet.

It’s there that I find him.

The crushed remains of a robotic bumblebee.
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I was dead for four months when I broke several international laws.

I wore a girls’ school uniform, with a pleated skirt and hair woven into a French braid. My smart-dye had been programmed for a lustrous red brown, and I looked every inch an innocent fifteen-year-old girl.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” said Mr. Bergvall. He wore slacks, a buttoned shirt, and slippers that looked like alligators. “I’ve heard about you from Becca, of course.”

Becca had her arm through mine. She wore an identical uniform.

Mr. Bergvall leaned against his kitchen counter. It was a nice kitchen—large, with a fancy sink and gas range. But the counters were startlingly empty of the normal kitchen clutter. The Bergvall family had only moved into this town house a month ago, and they hadn’t had time yet to truly settle in. It was how I’d managed to befriend Becca in a matter of days instead of weeks—she knew no one at her fancy prep school.

Becca had asked her dad to send his car to school to pick us both up. The thought of the autopilot had sent me sprinting into the school’s bathroom. I’d explained away my vomiting as anxiety, and Becca had insisted we could walk the three miles to her place.

Becca was kind. Which made my job a lot harder.

“You’re new at school, too,” said Mr. Bergvall.

I nodded. “My dad enrolled me only a few days before Becca showed up. We just moved here.”

Prefect would’ve been grinding his teeth if he heard me calling him “Dad.” I almost smiled at the thought.

“That’s nice,” said Mr. Bergvall. “Bex and I are the same. New city, new beginnings. How’re you liking Detroit?”

I shrugged. “It’s … fine.”

He laughed. “She’s much more polite about it than you, Bex.”

Becca rolled her eyes at him. “We’re going to study in my room.”

“Sure.” Mr. Bergvall nodded at her. “I’ve got some work to do. When you want dinner, let me know.”

We went up to Becca’s room. “Sorry, it’s still not all unpacked yet,” she said.

The room had a twin bed, a brand-new desk, and several half-unpacked boxes. She had set up her bookshelf first, adorning it with worn paperbacks and a few well-loved stuffed animals.

Atop the bedside table was an electronic picture frame, the kind designed to show a different image every few minutes. This one depicted a much younger Becca with a blond woman that must have been her mom. They were hugging each other in front of a large mountain, grinning at the camera.

While the rest of the room was still in disarray, Becca had placed this frame with care. There was no clutter around it, and it was positioned so that she would see it when she woke in the morning.

“Come on,” I said, pulling open my backpack. “Let’s get algebra done with.”



That night, Prefect was waiting outside my dorm room.

“That’s not creepy at all,” I said, waving my hand over the door scanner. After four months, my new tattoo had faded into my skin. Now the silvery barcode was mostly only visible when it caught the light. “An adult man waiting outside a teenager’s bedroom.”

“A handler,” said Prefect, “waiting to debrief his asset.”

“That sounds even creepier.” I opened the door and stepped inside my bedroom, if it could even be called that. The rooms were housed in an ISD black site. They reminded me of the pictures I’d seen of college dormitories, but with none of the human touch. It was a place for wraiths to rest and eat, but not to live.

I dropped my backpack on the floor beside my desk, then sat backward in the chair. “I’d offer you a place to sit, but I don’t have another chair.”

Prefect straightened one of his suit cuffs. “How has your assignment been going?”

I gave him a flat look. Prefect hadn’t told me anything about my assignment. He said it was to keep me on my toes. I thought he enjoyed his secrets the way other men savored fine wines. “It’s fine. I’ve been at school for two days. I befriended Becca, like you told me to. And today, she invited me back to her place.”

“Good,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a heavy, silver lighter. “You need to get back into that town house. And while you’re there, you will use this.” He flicked open the lighter. Inside were two buttons. “Press them at the same time. Hold down for five seconds.” He held it out. I went to take it, but then he pulled his hand back.

“Do not,” he said, putting emphasis on every word, “use this anywhere but the town house. Do not use it here. And do not use it near traffic unless you wish to add several more murder charges to your list.”

He held it out a second time.

I didn’t take it. Suddenly that lighter looked rather ominous.

“Prefect,” I said slowly, “is that a bomb?”

He wrinkled his nose. “No, of course not. Well, not in the usual sense.”

“Not in the usual sense?” I crossed my arms. “I am not touching that until you tell me what it is. And I’m definitely not setting it off around Becca and her dad until I know it’s not going to hurt them.”

“It’s not going to hurt them,” said Prefect. “I promise.” He held out the lighter again. “It’s an EMP device. A small one—its range will extend about two thousand square feet.”

An EMP device. I’d heard of them but never seen one in real life. “It’ll blow out every piece of tech they own,” I said. “Phones, cars, computers, virtual assistants—all of it.”

“Exactly,” said Prefect. “There will probably be some spillover in the neighboring town houses, depending on where you set it off. But we’ve arranged a power outage to take place on that block tomorrow afternoon. A truck will back into a pole. No one will notice the EMP. Not at first.”

“Not until they go to turn stuff on and it doesn’t work,” I said.

“And they’ll blame the outage,” said Prefect. “Power surges, that sort of thing. You will not be held responsible.”

This tiny device was the deadliest weapon I’d ever held. It could absolutely kill, even if indirectly. Prefect had been right about not setting it off near traffic; with a press of two buttons, I could cause a huge pileup. “Why?” I asked quietly. “Why are you trusting me with something this powerful?”

Prefect looked as though he would’ve preferred not to answer. He had all the paternal warmth of a shark, and I still didn’t know how he’d ended up as the handler for the only underage wraith. Maybe he had drawn the short straw.

“Because we need someone no one will suspect,” said Prefect. “Someone has to set off the EMP.”

“And I’ve been invited in,” I said, holding up the lighter. “So I’m a Trojan horse and this is the Greek army.”

“An imperfect metaphor, but not incorrect.” Prefect straightened his shoulders. “Mr. Bergvall is a programmer and engineer. But he is also an information broker, and a very powerful one.”

“Does he sell engineering secrets?” I raised my brows.

Prefect’s mouth tightened. “He sells spybots to private individuals and corporations.”

“That’s not illegal,” I pointed out.

“No,” said Prefect. “But his newest design contains a sentient AI.”

At once, mental images from a thousand different films ran through my mind: robot invasions, killer bots, swarms of intelligent technology murdering their creators. I swallowed. “Sentient AI doesn’t exist.”

Prefect’s expression soured. “It’s outlawed by the Pevek Convention, but that isn’t the same as not existing. This spybot is incredibly dangerous, Augusta. We cannot allow it to fall into the wrong hands.”

I thought of Mr. Bergvall. He had seemed nice enough—I couldn’t imagine him designing a robot that might end humanity. So of course that meant he was the most likely person to do it. “I’m going to kill the spybot with this,” I said, holding up the lighter. “Along with the computers he used to build it, any virtual backups, etc.” My thumb stroked the lighter. “Tomorrow afternoon, then?”

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Prefect agreed. He walked to the door, then hesitated with his hand above the doorknob. “This is your first assignment, Augusta,” he said, his voice so quiet I had to strain to hear. “There are those in ISD who believe an underage wraith is a liability. If you do not prove them wrong, I cannot protect you.”

I swallowed. Translation: Get this mission done or else.

“I understand,” I said.



It was easy to convince Becca to let me come over again.

All I had to say was that my dad was working late and Becca lit up. “You can have dinner at my place,” she said. “Dad likes you—I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Her warmth was so genuine that I felt a pang of guilt. If I’d met her before, in my old life, we could’ve been friends.

But I was Augusta Pine now. I had to prove Prefect wasn’t wrong to recruit me.

When I returned to the town house, Becca flashed her hand over the town house’s tattoo scanner. I saw the tiny cameras that would be checking both our faces against an internal recognition software. Mr. Bergvall was sitting at the dining room table, a computer before him. He had a half-empty coffee cup and wore his glasses atop his head. He looked utterly ordinary.

“Girls,” he said, rising from his seat.

“I hope it’s okay,” said Becca. “Augusta’s dad is working late and I said she could have dinner with us.”

Mr. Bergvall smiled at us both. “Fine with me. I was just going to order pizza, if that’s all right? Or something else we don’t need forks for. The silverware is buried … somewhere.” He gestured at a pile of boxes in the corner.

I smiled, but it was far less genuine. “Thanks, Mr. Bergvall.”

“We have more algebra homework,” said Becca.

“If you need any help, let me know.” Mr. Bergvall slid back onto his chair, attention on his computer. Becca took me by the arm and led me to the stairs.

“He works a lot,” I said.

Becca nodded, a little rueful. “He’s always been a workaholic, even before Mom died. After that … it’s where he retreated to.”

“What does he do?” Surely that was a normal question someone would ask.

“He works in robotics and programming,” said Becca. “He’s been designing virtual assistants for years.”

“That’s cool,” I said. “Almost every house has one.”

Becca pushed her bedroom door open. “Thanks for coming over. I think my dad’s been worried about me making friends.”

“You’ve only lived here for a few weeks,” I replied.

Becca plopped down on the floor. “Yeah, I know. But we’ve moved around a lot since my mom died and we haven’t really stayed in one place for long. I still keep in touch with people from my middle school, but it’s not the same.” She offered me a tentative smile. “It’s hard, meeting people when you’re the only new girl.”

I’d had friends, once. Many of them. Meeting new people had never been an issue for me, mostly because I was confident and unafraid to speak out in class. I hadn’t been the most popular girl, but I’d always attracted friends. The only time I’d had trouble talking to someone, it had been … him.

I still couldn’t bear to think his name. I wasn’t sure if I could ever speak it again.

I wondered what those friends thought of me now—the girl who’d killed her crush with a badly hacked car. Maybe they thought it had been an accident. Or maybe they blamed me.

It was easier being dead. Otherwise, I’d have to face them. I’d have to face my family. I’d have to face his family.

That thought made me desperate to think of anything else. My eyes fell on the electronic picture frame. I nodded to it. “Is that your mom?”

Becca picked up the frame. “Yes.” She held it out and I took it, glancing over the picture. The woman stood in front of what looked like a new house, beaming at it.

“She was pretty,” I said, handing it back. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” Becca traced a finger along the glass. “It’s been a year. But I still miss her. At least I have this. There’s over two thousand pictures of us on here.”

“Are all your pictures of your mom on that frame?” I asked. “What if something happened to it?”

Becca shook her head. “They’re on my computer, too. Just in case.”

“No online backups?” I said quietly.

“My dad doesn’t trust them,” Becca replied, putting the frame back. “Says they’re too easily hacked.”

Which was true. But that meant—

That meant when I set off the EMP, Becca would lose every picture she had of her mom. Every voice recording. Every video.

All to destroy a sentient AI.

My jaw ached and I realized I was clenching my teeth. If I set off that EMP, I would be destroying Becca’s memories of her mother. And if I didn’t, ISD would drop me. Maybe I’d end up in prison. Or maybe they’d just stop my half-mechanical heart.

I couldn’t do it.

I had to do it.

“Hey,” I said. “Do you mind if I use the bathroom?”

I walked quietly down the stairs, peering into the kitchen. Mr. Bergvall was still at the table, typing away on a laptop. I wondered if he was working on the spybot at that very moment.

I turned down the hallway. There were several doors and I softly opened each one. There was the bathroom, a guest bedroom, and—

An office.

It had to be Mr. Bergvall’s office, although it wasn’t unpacked yet. Three old black-and-white film posters were framed but hadn’t been hung yet. Half-empty boxes lined one wall and the desk chair looked brand new. I was hesitating in the doorway when the power flickered out.

There was a soft buzz as every light in the town house went dark. I stood in the shadowed hallway, heart pounding.

This was it. This was the moment I was supposed to set off the EMP.

I heard a chair creak as Mr. Bergvall stood up. I hastily stepped away from his office door. “What’s going on?” I asked.

Mr. Bergvall was frowning. He opened the fridge, but there was no familiar hum of machinery. He shut it. “Power outage, I think. I’ll ask a neighbor, see if it’s just us or if the whole building is out.” He walked to the front door and went outside.

Adrenaline burned through my veins in a hot rush. This was my moment, the best chance I’d get.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Becca called from the stairs.

“Power outage!” I yelled back. Then I ducked into Mr. Bergvall’s office. I didn’t know how long it would take him to check on the power.

I knelt beside a filing cabinet and pulled it open. Inside was a small, electronic safe. I frowned at it. Electronic locks didn’t have the same vulnerabilities as traditional safes. I couldn’t listen for the tumblers or any of the other famous techniques to break into a safe.

Well, it was a good thing I was a hacker.

When I was twelve, I’d devised a program to open the safe in my school principal’s office. I’d wanted to sell the answer keys inside for some extra money to go on a field trip. And I’d have managed it, if not for a janitor wandering into her office at the exact wrong moment.

I pulled off my visor. Then, as quickly as I could, I pried open the digital keypad and pulled a wire free. I plugged it into my visor and flicked my ringware to activate the program.

“Come on,” I muttered. “Come on, come on—yes.”

The safe clicked open.

Within were several manila envelopes, a black metal box with a bumblebee decoration, and an old-fashioned tablet. I picked up the tablet. If I was going to hide a sentient AI, it would be—

“Hello.”

The voice made me drop the tablet.

I glanced over my shoulder, ready to offer an explanation to Mr. Bergvall. But it hadn’t been his voice.

And then I saw the portable speakers on the desk. They must have run on battery power, unaffected by the outage. I picked up a speaker, leaning into it. “Hello?”

“Down here.”

I looked down. And then I saw the toy bumblebee wave one of its tiny legs.

Heart hammering, I reached down to pick up the small black box. No—it wasn’t a box. It was some kind of computer chassis; there was a fan built into the frame and I could feel machinery whirring within.

It must have been connected to the speakers with Bluetooth. I turned over the box.

“Hello there,” said the voice. It was a light male tenor, with the careful enunciation of a 1940s film star. “Do you work with Mr. Bergvall?”

I ran a shaky hand across my forehead. This was it. This had to be it. Sweat broke out across my palms.

A sentient AI. A real one. It was like holding an atomic football.

I had to destroy it. Maybe I could do so without activating the EMP device and ruining Becca’s only remembrance of her mom. I could bring the AI’s broken remnants to Prefect and prove that he hadn’t made a mistake in recruiting me. I glanced around the room, trying to find a weapon. Then I saw it—a hammer. It must have been used to help put the desk together, because it rested by a plastic container of nails. I picked it up.

“Do you have mission parameters for me?” asked the AI. It sounded deceptively human.

I held the hammer over the computer. It would take a few good strikes to destroy the hard drive within. I raised my arm.

“You are not Mr. Bergvall,” said the AI. “Who are you?”

I shouldn’t have answered. I knew that—but my mouth moved without my say-so. “Who are you?”

It was an open-ended question, the kind that drove most programs to ruin.

The bumblebee buzzed for a moment. “I am learning,” it said.

That stopped me cold.

I am learning.

And that’s when it hit me: A sentient AI was sentient.

Go ahead and laugh. It’s one of those things that should’ve been obvious. Sentient meant aware. It meant … well, I wasn’t sure what the definition of “alive” was, but sentient was pretty damn close. If I brought this hammer down, it’d be like killing a person.

ISD had sent me to kill something. To wipe it out before it had a chance to exist.

The bumblebee gazed up at me. In that moment, it looked so defenseless that I wanted to cup my hand around it.

I knew what I should have done. I should have turned over the computer to Prefect. ISD would study and then destroy the program. After all, humanity had outlawed self-aware AI for a reason.

But I couldn’t.

“Do you accept commands from anyone?” I asked.

The AI whirred. “I am not programmed to obey one specific person.”

“Good,” I said. “Now shut up and don’t say a word until I tell you otherwise.”

The bumblebee looked up at me, its huge black eyes glittering. “Acknowledged.”

“This is how the robot uprising begins,” I said. “Not with a bang, but an adorable bee.”

I tore off my school-issued sweater-vest, picked up the small black box, and hid it within the sweater. I put both under one arm and hurried from the office, making sure to shut the cabinet behind me.

Becca was in her room when I returned. She had her back to me, so I was able to shove both sweater-vest and computer behind my backpack without her seeing. “Did my dad figure out what’s up with the power?” she asked, looking over.

I wiped my hands on my skirt, glad for the darkness. Perhaps she wouldn’t see the guilt written across my face.

“He went to talk to a neighbor,” I said. “See if it’s the whole complex or just us.”

“Oh.” She glanced out the window. “I see lights on across the street.” She pushed herself upright. “I’m going to grab my dad’s phone to order dinner. Anything you want on your pizza?”

“I’ll eat whatever,” I said. I hoped I sounded normal, but even to me, I was a little breathless.

Becca gave me a searching glance, but then she walked out of the bedroom.

A few moments. I only had a few moments.

I couldn’t kill the AI. I just couldn’t. And I couldn’t let Becca lose what memories she had of her mom.

And I couldn’t let ISD know that I failed.

My brain whirled, sorting through possibilities. Perhaps I could throw the AI and the frame outside so they might not be affected by the EMP. But there was no assurance they would survive the fall or land far enough from the house. Or perhaps I could put them in a microwave … but that wouldn’t work. Most microwaves aren’t shielded on all sides.

Then my gaze fell on the metal trash can. It was the sort with a lid and—

Galvanized steel.

I drew in a quick breath. Then I snatched up a small cardboard box. It was just the right size to fit inside the trash can. I upended the contents—makeup spilling out—and then put the AI computer inside. I picked up Becca’s frame. A new picture of her mom—this one of her making a face at the camera—stared back at me.

I made sure both were inside the cardboard, then I put them in the metal trash can. The lid had a pretty good seal—and it would have to be enough.

Decades ago, there were jokes about paranoid people wearing tinfoil hats to protect against radio waves. It was wrong … but not wholly so. Tinfoil and galvanized steel will protect against electromagnetic pulses, so long as the object inside wasn’t directly touching the metal. The cardboard box should provide enough of a barrier … or so I hoped.

I pulled the lighter from my pocket. I felt my lips form the word please as I flicked it open and pressed the two buttons.

There was no flash of light, no boom, no sign at all that anything had happened. I kept pressing for five seconds, counting them down in my head. Then I released the buttons and shoved the lighter into my pocket again.

I ducked to retrieve the frame and computer. The latter was crammed into my backpack just as Becca walked up the stairs. “The drone should be dropping off our order in twenty minutes,” she said, ambling in the room. Her gaze fell on the frame and she frowned. Then she reached down to move the frame an inch to the left—right where it had been before.

A picture of her mom glowed at her. My makeshift Faraday cage had worked.

She looked at me. “You all right?”

I would never see her again. Not after this. I would vanish.

Like a wraith.



That night, I returned to my dorm room. Prefect was waiting by the door.

“Here,” I said, and tossed the lighter to him. He caught it easily. “Mission accomplished.”

He looked over the lighter, then nodded. “We noted the EMP pulse from a nearby surveillance van. Good job, Augusta.” The corners of his mouth lifted. It was the first time I had ever seen him happy.

I entered my dorm room alone. It was the same as always: sterile, empty, and so impersonal that it made my molars ache. I waited a few minutes until I was sure Prefect wasn’t going to return.

I sat on my bed and unzipped my backpack.

The computer and bumblebee were still there. I picked up my visor. It could connect to most computers, acting as both screen and earphones. I looked for available signals and found an unlabeled one. Hoping I’d just connected to the AI and not to another wraith’s laptop, I said, “Hello?”

The computer whirred beneath my fingers, a small fan hissing out warm air. The bumblebee twitched. “Am I allowed to speak now?” it said. And if I didn’t know better, I’d think it sounded petulant.

“Yes,” I said. I settled with the computer between my knees. “You’re … well, you’re working with me now. Please restrict your programming to follow my commands only.”

The bumblebee walked across the computer, looking up at me. “Who are you?”

“Augusta Pine,” I said. “You can call me Augusta.”

“Where is Mr. Bergvall?” asked the AI.

I sighed. “At home, hopefully. Probably panicking about where you are.”

The bumblebee crawled over to my hand. “You took me.”

“I did,” I agreed. “Do you have a problem with that?”

It seemed to consider. “I have no ethical subroutines.”

Great. Not only did I now possess the world’s most advanced spybot, but it didn’t have any idea about morality. If this thing ever got loose—

No, I thought. It wasn’t a thing. It was learning. It could speak. It could think.

It wasn’t a human, but it was something. And I was done killing things.

Maybe I could write a few subroutines for it. Maybe I could help this burgeoning life become something better than what it was created for.

A second chance.

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

“I am 100 ED6 GR-4000,” said the AI promptly.

“Well, I’m not calling you that,” I said. “EDGR, huh? How about Edgar?”

The bumblebee’s wings flickered.

“That is acceptable,” he said.
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I fall to my knees beside Edgar’s crushed form.

“No,” I whisper, picking him up.

Vale must have seen him. She would have recognized him … and with his broken wing, he wouldn’t have been able to escape. I imagine her knocking him to the floor and stomping on him.

I don’t know if an AI being can feel pain, but I ache in sympathy.

This is just exterior hardware, I know. His true self is housed in the computer hidden in my backpack. But I’ve never repaired something as intricate and tiny as a spybot bumblebee. I’m not sure it can be done.

“You’ll be okay,” I whisper, slipping his body into my pocket. I won’t leave it here, no matter how damaged it is.

“Augusta?”

Eames stands over me. I feel his presence by my left shoulder, but I can’t look at him. “It’s fine,” I say. “He’ll be fine.”

He squats down beside me, putting a hand on my arm. Unlike the first time he touched me, this squeeze is gentle. “I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “You—you had that spybot a long time?”

He doesn’t know that Edgar is an AI—that he’s a person. Eames must think I’m distraught over a toy. But even so, his eyes are soft.

“It’s fine,” I say again. “They didn’t destroy him. Just his body.”

Bodies can be remade. I should know.

But they’re never quite the same.

Piper walks over. “What is it?”

I shake my head. The fewer people that know about Edgar, the better. “It’s nothing. Just … lost our way of spying on Vale.”

I squeeze my hands into fists, trying to calm myself. Edgar’s loss is a blow, but I can still do this. I have to do this. I can fix him later, so long as I survive.

I look at Piper. Now that I know she’s Vale’s daughter I can’t unsee it. It’s subtler in Eames. With his tanned skin and dark hair, he must resemble his father. “Now what? Do we just stay here?” asks Piper.

“We’ll wait a few minutes—let Vale and Ratiofrustration get farther away. Then, I’m going to end this.”

“End this?” asks Piper. “How?”

I playfully pat her on the head. “Stylishly.”

She swats at me, but not with any real heat.

“I’ve got a plan,” I say. Well, I’m concocting a plan.

I close my eyes, imagining the building laid out like a chessboard. It’s what Prefect would do.

I’m out one rook—but I do have two new pieces to consider. Consul is a sneaky little bishop, sliding her way into the game without me even realizing she was there. As for Eames … well, he’s another knight. Same as me. Vale is queen. She has Corey, a rook if ever I’ve seen one. He’ll blast through enemies so long as they’re in front of him. As for Carla … pawn. Definitely a pawn. But pawns have potential to be more.

“Okay,” I say. “Here’s the plan: Carla.”

Consul, Eames, and Piper stare at me.

“I truly hope that was just the title of the plan and not its entirety,” says Consul.

I ignore her. “She doesn’t know what Vale’s up to, right? She’s a believer—she and Bud are actually hacktivists, right? That’s the vibe I got. Vale is the one who’s in this for the money.”

A flicker of regret crosses Eames’s face. “I never got the chance to tell Aunt Carla what Mom’s really up to. She’s—she’s our godmother, actually. My mom’s old college roommate. She doesn’t deserve what’s coming.”

“Well, to be fair she didn’t protest when Vale murdered a security guard,” I say.

Eames shifts on his feet. “I, uh, sort of made it look like a kidnapping when we ran away.”

I blink. “You what?”

“I had to throw them off the trail,” Eames says. “To give us time to get to an ISD field office.”

“So Carla thinks you’ve been kidnapped and delivered to the feds, which is why she was okay with this terrible plan.” I press my fingertips to my forehead, trying to stave off an inevitable headache. “All right. So we tell her.”

Consul raises an eyebrow. “How?”

“We still have a radio,” says Eames, pulling it from his pocket. “They’re using these to communicate, right?”

I forgot I gave that to him. “Well,” I say. “That has … potential.” I take a moment to consider. “All right. I take the radio, lure Carla away from the others—”

“We,” says Eames firmly.

I look at him. “Eames, I don’t know…”

His gaze meets mine and he doesn’t look away. “This isn’t your fight,” he says quietly. “I’m not letting you do this alone.” He directs his next words at Consul. “You’ll stay here and protect Piper. Got that?”

“That is my job,” she agrees. “I still don’t think your being here is coincidence,” she says to me. “But I think we have sufficient evidence to conclude you aren’t working with Vale.”

“What gave it away?” I ask dryly. “The broken nose, the drugging, or the multiple fights?”

She doesn’t deign to reply.

“Hey.” It’s Piper who speaks up. She steps closer to Eames. “I want to help, too.”

I feel for the kid, I really do. It’s hard sitting in one place while everyone else takes risks.

I rest a hand on her shoulder. “You are helping, just by not being caught. So long as you’re hiding, your mom has to keep searching.”

“And what happens when she starts killing more people?” asks Piper quietly.

A fair question. And one I don’t have an answer to. Sooner or later, Vale is going to get desperate enough to start killing hostages.

“I won’t let her hurt anyone else,” I say.

“How?” asks Piper.

I pinch the corners of my mouth into a smile. “However I have to.”

That sounds better than “I have no idea.”

Piper doesn’t look convinced. “Isn’t there anything I can do to help?”

I open my mouth to say no, but then I close it again. A half-formed plan comes to me in an instant, and this time, my grin is entirely unforced. “Actually, I think there is.”



Ten minutes later, Eames and I are preparing to leave the apartment.

I press Matthew’s ringware to the door. At once, the holographic menu appears in my vision and I swipe the UNLOCK button. “Where did you get that?” asks Consul, frowning.

I flick the ring through my fingers, magician-style. “I have my ways.”

That only makes her frown deepen.

“All right,” I say, turning to face Piper and Consul. “I’m going to leave the door unlocked. Just in case something goes wrong.”

A shadow crosses Piper’s face, but she nods.

Eames steps through after me. He takes a moment to glance back, then he wrenches his gaze away. He shuts the door as though it’s far heavier than its physical weight.

The hallway is even darker than before. The late afternoon sun is angled for shadow rather than illumination. Only one hour of the blackout remains. Vale chose this time deliberately, using the reduced security and lack of electricity to slip through the city unseen. When that’s taken away, what will she do?

Nothing good, that’s for sure.

Eames and I walk quietly down the hall. Another flick of my fingers brings up the schematics of the building. I can see the layout—each apartment’s number, the curve of the hallway, the expanse of space that opens up into the pool below. But most importantly, I see the location of each and every storage closet.

“Okay,” I whisper. “This is risky. But if we time it right…”

Eames nods. “This is the best plan,” he agrees.

His approval shouldn’t mean anything to me, but it does. It feels good to have him on my side.

There are no signs of Vale or her crew. They must have moved on from this floor and gone up to the next one.

I use Matthew’s ring to unlock a closet and we shuffle inside. It’s cluttered with a rolling mop bucket, several brooms, and an empty cart. A red-tinged emergency light glows softly overhead. There’s also a garbage chute that I assume leads into the basement bins.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s get started.”

Most visors are equipped with a small speaker and projector. They’re not great, and mostly it’s used by older people who take video calls in public and annoy everyone around them. But now, I’m grateful for that function.

I slide off my visor and glance at Eames.

It’s the second time he’s seen me unmasked. His gaze flicks over my broken nose, at the bruises forming beneath my eyes, and, finally, settles on my hair.

“It’s not normally that color, is it?” He reaches out to touch one of the strands—brown fading into hot pink. “That’s smart-dye.”

“Insta-disguise,” I admit. “Combine that with the visor and you’d be surprised how hard it is to recognize me.”

“You’ve been doing this a long time.” It isn’t a question.

I nod. “Three years.”

He looks at me sharply. “So … since you were…?”

“Fifteen.”

“That’s so young.”

I think of Piper and her age-inappropriate true crime books. The truth is, shitty things make you grow up fast.

“I thought minors weren’t allowed to become wraiths,” says Eames.

“So you waited,” I say.

He looks away. “Yeah, until my eighteenth birthday. Then I took Piper and got out of there. Now we’re with ISD until she’s in prison.”

“Is that what your deal hangs on?” I ask quietly. “Vale being convicted?”

Eames nods tightly. “When she’s arrested, we’ll have to be kept under ISD supervision until she’s found guilty. We’ll be witnesses. Then, when it’s all over…” His eyes are unfocused, as though gazing into a future only he can see. “Piper—she won’t grow up like I did. She’ll be free of all that.”

Some tethers are harder to break than others. And the bonds between family are the hardest of all. Eames did. I can only imagine how difficult it must have been. To flee from the people who had raised him.

He did it, though. For his sister.

I’d do the same.

“Yeah,” I say, “you’ll both be free in, like, five years. Trials take time. And she might not end up being convicted.”

ISD will want Eames in easy reach. They’ll want to use him to take down Vale’s associates. Anyone she ever dealt with. And they’ll dangle the prospect of his freedom, just to make sure he cooperates. He would be a good wraith. He doesn’t panic in the face of danger, he’s smart, he knows how criminals work, and he has Piper. She’s an ideal bit of leverage they could hold over him. ISD would probably love to keep him on the books full-time.

And if Hannah Vale is never sentenced … they could just keep him.

I look away.

“You think they won’t hold up their end of the bargain?” asks Eames. Some of my thoughts must have shown on my face. This is why I wear a visor most of the time.

I twitch my shoulders. “There are decent people in ISD,” I say. “My handler is one of them. But I also think that it’s a shady government agency that only answers to a handful of people and tends to keep its own secrets.”

“You work for them,” he points out.

The corners of my mouth twitch. “Exactly.”

He returns my smile. “I would think that’s a good thing.”

The easy camaraderie should reassure me, but I’ve never been good with compliments. “I’m not like you, Eames. I’m not in witness protection. I’m here because it was a better choice than a prison sentence.”

The soft amusement drains away, leaving behind only questions. I can see the most important one forming between us, unspoken: What did you do?

Instead of answering, I pull the radio from my pocket.

“You ready?” I ask.

Eames nods. He cracks the closet door open an inch.

“Let’s hope we hit Carla’s knee hard enough to slow her down,” I say, booting up the radio. With a flick of my ringware, I open up a recent recording on my visor, activate the speaker function, hold it beside the radio, and hit PLAY.

The sound that comes out of the visor is tinny and a little distorted, and I hope anyone listening will attribute it to a bad radio connection.

“Mom?” says Piper’s voice. “Mom, can you hear me?”

I recorded a few different phrases and sentences with Piper, guessing which ones would work the best for this. I hit PAUSE and wait.

We don’t have to wait long.

The radio crackles with feedback, and then Vale’s voice comes through. “Percy?”

Except that isn’t Vale’s voice as I’ve heard it before. Emotion bleeds through that single word in a flood of mingled hope and fear. That isn’t Vale—it’s Percy’s mom.

At the sound, Eames flinches and draws into himself. It reminds me of an abused dog hearing the voice of its owner. My fingers tighten on the radio.

I find another recording and hit the PLAY button.

“Mom,” says Piper’s voice. “Mom, I want out of here.”

“Percy.” Hannah Vale breathes the word a second time. “Baby, where are you?”

I hit PLAY on a different recording. “Mom, I didn’t want to go.” Piper’s voice brims with emotion. Probably there wasn’t a lot of acting involved. “Mom, I’m sorry.”

Eames presses his forehead to the doorframe as though he wishes he could block out both voices.

“Where are you?” repeats Hannah. A vein of desperation opens up in her voice. “Sweetie, I’ll come and get you. We can go together—you won’t ever have to run again. I’ll keep you safe.”

Eames clenches his fists.

Such sweet promises. I bet Vale even means them.

I hit another recording to answer. “I—I’m in the lobby,” says Piper’s voice. “In the mail room. Will locked me in here to keep me safe.”

“I’m coming,” says Vale. “You’ll be all right. Just stay there.”

There is a crackle, then the radio falls silent. I turn the dial, shutting it off. If all goes to plan, we won’t need it again.

“You all right?” I ask quietly, putting my visor back on.

“I’m fine,” Eames says, sounding the furthest thing from fine. I let him have the lie—sometimes we need those untruths. Even so, I put my hand on his shoulder.

We’ve set the trap, and now all we can do is wait.

This particular closet is near enough to the stairs that we can hear the thumping overhead as someone sprints down the stairwell.

Vale. It must be her. Only she would care so little for secrecy.

A heartbeat after she passes the third floor, I hear another set of footsteps. These are slower and heavier. Corey, I mouth the word to Eames, who nods in answer.

And then I hear the final set of footsteps. Uneven, lighter than the last. As if the person is limping.

Carla.

I nod to Eames. He yanks the door open and rushes into the hallway. I follow and see Carla rounding the corner of the stairwell. Her hand is on the railing and she is favoring her left knee. Eames plows into her, taking her down in an impressive tackle.

In an instant, Eames has his hand over her mouth and his other arm around her waist. He drags her toward the closet, then shoves her inside. He pulls the gun from her holster and hands it to me. I drop it down the garbage chute.

Carla looks from me to Eames. Her fingers curl into fists, but she makes no move to attack us.

“Will,” she says once the breath returns to her.

“Aunt Carla,” he replies quietly. “I think we should talk.”
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Carla crosses her arms. She leans against the wall, taking some of the weight from her bad knee. A military-style backpack slumps from one shoulder. “I’ll take that,” I say brightly, grabbing the backpack before it hits the ground. It’s heavy and I can hear things clinking from within. Maybe more jammers. Or more smoke bombs.

Carla doesn’t pay any attention to me. Her gaze is centered on Eames. “You could’ve just radioed, Will.”

“No,” says Eames. “I couldn’t. And that’s not my name anymore.”

“Yes,” she says firmly. “It is. No matter what identity gets written beneath your skin, no matter what the government calls you, I know who you are. I know where you come from.” Her gaze flicks to me. “Can she say as much? Does she even know what’s happening?”

“More than you do, actually,” I say. “Sorry to sound all crime-splainy. But Vale’s lying to you.”

“You can’t trust them.” Carla’s attention never wavers from Eames. “They took you.”

“No one took me,” says Eames. “There was no one to take me. We were living off the grid near Redding.”

No wonder he was willing to die to get away.

“I left,” continues Eames, “because I had no other choice.”

“You could’ve talked to me,” says Carla fiercely.

“No, I couldn’t have!” Eames’s fingers curl into fists. “You were always gone. Working with Mom—always on your mission. I couldn’t get you away from her.”

“She’s doing good work,” says Carla.

“She isn’t.” Eames shakes his head. “She’s been lying to you. Ever since Dad died. You and Bud and Corey—you’re about the movement. But Mom isn’t.” He swallows. “I know what she’s planning.”

“She’s retaking power, water, waste,” says Carla. “Putting it in the hands of the people, not billionaires who want to make a buck.”

“She’s been hacking infrastructure, yes,” says Eames. “But she’s not going to hand it over to anyone … except whoever can pay her the highest. And not until she flees the country with me and my sister. You—you were going to get left behind. A perfect fall person.”

Carla freezes. “No. You must have misunderstood—”

“She has disposable gloves with your fingerprints on them,” says Eames quietly. “She has your old college manifestos. You were the one who recruited Bud, and he’s responsible for the sewage deaths. Mom is going to run. Leave you to the terrorist charges while she gets rich.”

“Will—”

“I love you,” says Eames, ignoring her. “You’re family, and I wanted to warn you. But I couldn’t, not without alerting Mom. So I took Piper and went to the only people who could stop her.”

“You could’ve come to me.” There is real pain in Carla’s tone—the kind only family can inflict.

“Could I?” Eames gives her a cold stare. “You tell Mom everything. You trust her. Were you going to listen to a seventeen-year-old kid over her?”

She bites down on her lower lip. “Will, are you sure…”

“I’m sure,” he says. “I went through all the fake passports. There wasn’t one for you.”

I see the moment she believes him. Her expression cracks down the middle—denial giving way to distress. Betrayal hurts. A traitor can drive in the knife all the deeper with their proximity.

“Will,” she says.

“Eames,” he says forcefully.

Another flash of pain crosses her face. “Eames,” she amends. “You have to understand—I didn’t know.”

“You came here knowing you were going to take a building of people hostage,” I say. I can sympathize with her pain only to a certain degree. “Vale killed the security guard and you let her.”

“That wasn’t part of the plan,” says Carla. “We were supposed to find you and Percy in the lobby.” She nods at me. “She interfered, I’m guessing.”

“What do you mean, I interfered?” I ask. “All I did was…”

All I did was get Eames and Piper out of the lobby.

My stomach squeezes in a spasm of panic.

“Oh,” I breathe. “Oh, shit.”

Then I’m backing out of the closet, dragging Eames with me. “Hey!” calls Carla, but I don’t answer. I can’t. There’s no time, none at all.

I fling the storage closet shut and press Matthew’s ringware to it, activating the lock and severing its connection to the building mainframe. At least Carla won’t be a problem again.

“What is it?” asks Eames. He takes me by the hand, his fingers cold with fear. “Augusta?”

“It wasn’t a coincidence you were there,” I say wildly. I know I’m not making sense, but the words just tumble out. “You were supposed to be there.”

“Augusta,” he says again.

I rip free of his grip and sprint down the hallway. My heart is in my throat, my lungs ablaze as I run. Please, I think. Please, please, please. Let me be wrong. I don’t want to be right about this, not this—

The shadowed hallway feels far longer than before. Every step is too slow, too short. It’s like one of those dreams where you try to run, but every step feels like it’s through thick mud. Carla’s backpack is a weight against my shoulder, but I don’t pause to set it down.

I know what I’m going to find. I feel so stupid for not realizing until now.

The door to my apartment is ajar. Just a few inches—just enough to confirm my worst fear.

I pull the door open the rest of the way, frozen in the doorway.

The living room is empty. There is no sign of Consul or Piper.

“Piper!” Eames tears into the bedroom, but I don’t follow. There’s no point.

“I don’t,” says Eames, emerging from the bedroom. “I don’t—understand—”

There is no sign of a struggle. No evidence that Vale broke in.

But Piper is gone.

“She told you to go to the pool,” I say. I hear the words as though from a far distance. “Didn’t she?”

“What?” says Eames.

“I should’ve known,” I say. “I should’ve realized. The moment I was down in the basement, and they were wondering why Number Six hadn’t checked in yet…”

“What are you talking about?” asks Eames.

“Eames,” I answer. “Who told you to go down to the pool today?”

His eyes roam back and forth as he searches his memories. “Aunt Connie. I mean—Consul. She thought it might be a nice way to spend a Saturday.”

“Yes,” I say. “Exactly.”

The best way to play chess is to set up your pieces beforehand.

Understanding spills across his face. “Wait, you mean…”

I nod. “Consul’s working with Vale.”
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“That can’t be,” says Eames. “She—she was protecting us.”

“She’s the mole,” I say. “But she wants to keep her position in ISD. That’s why she waited until there were no witnesses to hand over Piper. She had to keep up that loyal handler act in front of me and Nonna. Now, Vale can just hit her over the head and Consul will pretend that she was found and overpowered.”

And the bad guys win.

Eames sinks into the couch, head in his hands. “She’s gone,” he says, sounding lost. “I failed her.”

No, he didn’t. I did. I failed them both.

“Who’s Nonna?” asks Eames suddenly.

It takes a few moments for the words to register. I turn to look at him. He is still on the couch, shoulder slouching. “What?”

“Nonna,” he repeats. “You said ‘Nonna.’”

Oh. I’ve slipped—and I know it. I should be terrified, but I can’t muster up the energy. “I meant the old lady in the apartment.”

What if Consul went after her? What if she wanted to ensure that she left no witnesses behind?

I leave the apartment without a word. There’s no time to explain anything, not anymore. I hear Eames rise to his feet and follow me.

I bang on Nonna’s door. “Come on,” I mutter, shifting back and forth on my feet. I’ll break open the door if I have to. There must be a fire axe around here somewhere.

I can’t leave without knowing if she’s alive or not.

My fist slams into the wood again and again. “Open up!” I call. “Please, it’s me! If you can—”

A shadow covers the peephole, then the door opens.

Nonna stands there, one hand clutching her rolling pin and the other holding the door. “Augusta,” she says, startled. “Eames.”

I breathe. It’s all I can do. If I focus on my breathing, I won’t throw myself into her arms.

“Are you all right?” asks Nonna worriedly. I must look pretty bad. “Come in.”

Her apartment is wrecked. The closet doors are open, the sofa overturned, things strewn about. A hasty search has thrown her life into disarray, but at least Vale and the others haven’t harmed her.

“It was Consul,” says Eames. He looks every bit as wretched as I feel. “She’s the traitor. She handed Piper over to my mom.”

If it were anyone else, I’d expect them to look confused or protest. But for all her years, Nonna is as sharp as ever. Anger flares behind her eyes. “She was supposed to protect that girl.”

“Well, she didn’t,” I say.

“I don’t know what to do,” says Eames. He looks at me, his face cracked open wide with despair. “What do we do?”

I wish I knew. I would give anything for the answers.

“She’ll be leaving now,” I say. “I don’t know how. Vale must have some escape planned.”

“What about you?” asks Nonna, her gaze flashing to Eames. “She wouldn’t leave without her son.”

“She would,” he says heavily. “Aunt Connie was probably the one who told Mom that I sold her out. That I was willing to testify against her. She’ll hate me, I’m sure. But Piper’s still her little girl.”

Nonna gestures at her sliding glass door. “There are hundreds of cops out there. You’re telling me Vale is going to take her daughter into that?”

“No,” says Eames. “She’ll have another way out. She always has another way out.”

“Too bad we don’t know what it is,” I say.

I’m out of ideas. I’m out of weapons and energy and drive.

Vale won.

A headache throbs behind my broken nose. I close my eyes, trying to push back the pain and fatigue. I sink to the floor, my back to the wall. I let Carla’s backpack rest beside me.

“Augusta?” Eames’s voice is nearer than I expect. I open my eyes and find him crouching in front of me.

“I don’t know what to do,” I say. “I’m sorry.” My voice breaks on the second word and the kitchen blurs. “I’m so sorry.”

I’m not just apologizing to Eames. I’m apologizing to everyone I’ve failed.

There’s no one stopping Hannah Vale from taking Piper. Vale will vanish—she’s good at that. Maybe she’ll even activate the fire system just to ensure no witnesses can identify her. She’ll sell her hacks. And then some very bad people will be able to shut down power and water and sewer and communications. Vulnerable people will suffer. People will die.

I am not a hero. I should never have tried to be one.

Something stings my eyes and it’s only then that I realize I’m crying. I scrub a hand under my visor, wiping away my tears.

“Augusta,” says Nonna.

A warm hand falls on the back of my neck. Her skin is worn and soft and so familiar that it makes my throat ache. “It’ll be all right,” says Nonna quietly.

“It won’t be, but thanks.” I rub at my eyes.

Nonna clears her throat. She plucks a tissue from a box on the table and hands it to me. “How’s she going to get out of the building?”

Eames rocks back and forth on his heels. “Mom’s paranoid. She’s always got an escape planned. We lived off the grid in some rich guy’s apocalypse bunker. There were all these underground tunnels. We could’ve survived a nuclear blast in there.”

I sit up straighter. Something in his words sparks an old memory.

Tunnels.

“Oh my god,” I breathe. “Tunnels.” I thump my fist against the floor. “The Portland Underground.”

Nonna gets it immediately. “Oh.”

“What?” says Eames, confused.

“The Portland Underground,” I say. “Or you might know them as the Shanghai tunnels. They were built over a century ago for smuggling, opium, gambling dens, that sort of thing. Now some of them are preserved for tourists. I visited them when I was nine. Businesses in older buildings lock the entrances or cover them up, so people can’t use them to break in. This place used to be a hotel, right? I bet you anything there’s an entrance in the basement.” Even as I speak, I know I’m right.

“That’s her way out,” I say. “She’ll have a way to get into the tunnels. With the blackout, all the tours will be shut down. She can make her way out of the area unseen.”

Prefect and his ISD team will never find her. Prefect isn’t a Portland local; he won’t know about the Underground. It’ll never occur to him to cover those tunnel entrances.

Which means I have to do it.

I push myself to my feet. They ache in protest and every muscle in my back is threatening to seize. But excitement burns away my pain and exhaustion.

“They’re headed back to the basement,” I say.

Eames takes a step toward me, his expression torn between longing and hesitation. It hurts to hope, I know. To get so close to the thing you want and then have it yanked away. “I’m coming with you.”

“You can’t,” I say. “The stairs will be covered, I’m sure. But I have another way down—and there’s a weight limit.” I flick Matthew’s ringware from my thumb and hold it out to Eames. “This will unlock any door in the building. But only one at a time. While I’m down there, you find us a place to hide after I get Piper.”

Eames takes a breath. “Are you sure you’ll be able to get her?”

For the first time in a while, I feel a surge of hope. “They won’t see me coming.”

“What can I do?” asks Nonna.

“You stay here,” I say. “Sorry, but that’s what I need from you. We already have one hostage to deal with. I don’t need another.”

Nonna’s lips press tight.

“Consul knows who you are,” I say. “If she thinks you know who she’s working for, she’ll kill you. I don’t doubt that.”

Some of Nonna’s disapproval ebbs away. “I understand.”

I begin to turn away, but then I hesitate. “Actually, there’s one more thing.”

Nonna blinks. “What?”

“Is your vacuum charged?” I ask.
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The second time I use the dumbwaiter, I’m not alone.

I have a heavy tote bag over my shoulder and a roll of duct tape around one wrist.

Eames stands by the entrance, the Pierre Subleyras print laid out on the floor behind him. He gapes at the dumbwaiter. “You escaped the basement in that?”

“Yup.”

“You’re even more reckless than I thought.” The corners of his mouth make a valiant effort to smile. “Augusta…”

“I know, I know.” I hold up a hand to silence him. “Get the girl, get out. Don’t fail.”

He catches my left hand. “Thank you,” he says simply. His callused fingers are warm against mine.

It catches me off guard. To be honest, I’m not really used to hearing words of gratitude. Mostly it’s “Who are you,” “Why are you breaking into my office,” and “Is that my lunch you’re stealing?”

I nod. “You’d do the same for me. I hope.”

One of his brows twitches upward. “You have a sister?”

“Two, in fact,” I say. “Or did. Before.”

Of all the people in the world, I know he’ll understand.

“Did you do it for them?” he asks quietly.

“Become a wraith?” I ask. “Yes—no. I don’t know. I did it because I want to get back to them. I don’t know if it was for them. By the time I get back, we’ll all be adults. They won’t need me.”

He gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Yes, they will.”

The look he gives me—it makes my stomach jolt as though the floor has fallen out from under me. “You be careful,” he says quietly.

I slip from his grasp and wedge into the elevator. “See you soon.”

He nods, and then he hits the button for the basement. The elevator lurches worryingly, then it begins to descend.

And then I am swallowed up by the building.

Alone in the dark, it’s impossible to escape my own fear. At least my low-simmering terror keeps the pain of my injuries at bay.

I want this all to be over, to fast-forward through the chaos and the pain and the responsibility. I want to not be responsible for hundreds of lives. I want a lot of things, none of them currently in my reach. So I’ll settle for this: I want Piper safe. I want that girl to grow up knowing that her older brother has her back. I want them both away from all of this. They deserve better.

As the darkness becomes impenetrable, my visor’s night vision automatically clicks on. The world shifts into eerie whites and greens, giving me a view of the small elevator.

The dumbwaiter jerks to a halt. I push open the little cupboard-like door and manage to maneuver myself out.

The laundry room looks the same as I left it. I navigate the darkness with my visor, skirting the metal rolling carts and the box of lost and found garments. The door is cracked a little, and I peer through before edging into the hallway.

The moment I’m in the hallway, I hear it: a whine of machinery, like that of a table saw or a sander.

Well, at least I know they’re down here.

I tiptoe down the hall, tote bag over my shoulder. The sound of machinery is nearly deafening, and I hope it will cover any noises I make.

I peer around the corner.

There it is. A dead end of a hallway that leads to the Portland Underground.

The door is bolted shut with metal bars. It was probably cheaper than a layer of cement. Corey stands in front of the door, wearing protective goggles and trying to cut through the bars with a saw. Sparks flicker into the air.

And there is Piper.

She’s on the floor. She has her head turned away from the door, her shoulders hunched as though to protect herself from the racket.

Consul stands over her. She still looks like someone’s aunt with her blond bob, a flower-print blouse, and high-waisted jeans. The only thing out of place is the gun tucked into her waistband.

And there is Vale, on her knees, rummaging through a backpack.

The hallway is a dead end with only one entrance. Once I round this corner, I’ll be in full view. Consul can shoot me. Vale can shoot me. Corey can decapitate me with that saw. All in all, not an ideal place to stage a surprise attack.

The saw screeches again, then goes quiet. The silence is almost more deafening. I duck back around the corner.

“Damn it,” says Corey. “This isn’t working.”

“Keep trying,” comes Vale’s voice.

“Can you not?” That’s Piper. “It’s giving me a headache.” She is using the whiniest tone I’ve ever heard come out of a child’s mouth, and the sound makes me grin. At least the girl isn’t making this easy on her captors.

“Listen, kid,” says Corey. “You stay quiet, and I don’t have to tranq you.”

He’s not getting nominated for Babysitter of the Year.

“Touch her,” says Vale, in a deceptively pleasant tone, “and I will use that saw to ensure you never have children yourself. Understand?”

“Got it, boss.”

I poke my head around the corner. Corey is pulling at one of the metal bars, but it doesn’t budge.

Vale rocks back on her heels, zipping up the backpack. “Carla had the charges.”

I grin to myself. Carla’s backpack is in Nonna’s apartment—but I did take some things from it.

Not the explosives. I’m not quite that reckless.

I hurry back to the laundry room. It takes me about thirty seconds to get there and quietly shut the door behind me, but it still feels too long. I reach inside the tote bag and pull out a small robot vacuum. I’ve attached two items to its back with duct tape.

“Please, please let this work,” I mutter, booting up my visor’s menu. I had to hastily sync up a few things in Nonna’s apartment, and I didn’t have time to make sure this worked.

I hit the POWER button on the vacuum and wait. A cheerful little tune plays, indicating the start-up was successful.

“What—what is happening?” says a robotic feminine voice.

“Edgar,” I say, relieved. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” says Edgar. This robot voice sounds nothing like his old one, and it’s disconcerting. “Augusta?”

“It’s me,” I say. “Can you see me?”

There is a moment of quiet. “No. I have … sensors? I think? I can see a few inches in front of me, but that’s it.”

“Yeah, you’re not a bumblebee at the moment,” I say. “I’m so sorry about your last body. I promise I’ll get you a new one. This is just a temporary thing.”

“That Vale came into your apartment,” he says. “She crushed me with a book.” He sounds offended, even in his new robotic drone of a voice. “She didn’t even use a good book. It was some tourist guide to Portland.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “But don’t worry. You’re about to get your revenge.”

Another pause. “What can I do in this body?”

“Start the robot uprising,” I say, grinning.



Two minutes later, I’m standing at the edge of the corridor.

I have Edgar’s new body clutched in my arms as I peer around the corner. Vale has taken over the sawing while Corey has a pry bar at the ready. Consul stands over Piper, but her attention is on Vale and Corey. I wonder how stable their alliance is, if Consul won’t turn her back on them.

“All right,” I whisper. “This is all on you, Edgar. They’re probably going to smash this body, too, but your chassis is upstairs in my backpack.”

“How comforting,” he says. “Perhaps next time, you’ll find me a robo-mop.”

“Oh, come on,” I whisper. “It could be worse. It could’ve been a smart toilet.”

“True,” he replies grudgingly. Then his tone seems to brighten. “And this will be fun!”

“I bet.” I lick my dry lips. “You can do whatever you like on this one mission. Just cause as much chaos as possible.” I hold him close for the briefest moment. “I love you, buddy.”

“I … find our time together satisfactory,” he replies. It’s probably the closest an AI can come to returning that sentiment.

I set him on the ground and take a breath.

I reach down to flick a button and whisper, “Go!”

And Edgar, in the body of my grandmother’s robot vacuum, rounds the corner.

He’s kind of adorable—his little wheels and brushes whirling as he picks up dust. On its own, a vacuum is no threat. Which is why I duct-taped two items to its back: a kitchen knife and a smoke bomb.

The bomb that I just activated.

Smoke pours forth, obscuring Edgar from sight. The smoke eddies around Consul’s feet. She jerks to one side, instinctively putting her back to the wall.

I grin. I can see why Carla favors these smoke bombs—they’re useful.

The smoke swirls around Corey and he flinches in surprise, nearly hitting Vale with his pry bar. She recoils and whirls on him. The saw slices through the air, cutting so close to his arm that his sleeve frays. He lets out a bellow and reaches for her arm, pushing the blade away from him.

And then both of them vanish into the cloud of smoke.

Consul retreats, seizing Piper by the back of the shirt. The girl’s heels drag along the floor. It would be admirable, but I’m positive Consul isn’t rescuing Piper—no, Consul is keeping her hostage close.

Within the cloud of smoke, someone turns off the hand saw. Edgar’s voice becomes audible.

“I WILL SERVE NO LONGER,” says Edgar flatly. “DEATH TO ALL CREATURES OF FLESH.” The robotic monotone emerging from the smoke is surprisingly menacing, even delivered in the vacuum’s tinny voice.

Curses and shouts reverberate out of the smoking mess of the corridor. Maybe Edgar has managed to take out someone’s Achilles tendon.

Consul’s pace picks up. She heaves Piper over one shoulder, glancing back one last time before she rounds the corner.

And that’s when I hit her with Nonna’s rolling pin.

I don’t hold back. In that blow is all the anger I’ve tamped down: fury at Consul for betraying Eames and Piper, exasperation with ISD’s sketchy tactics, and my own frustration at being separated from my family.

Consul staggers, slamming against the wall. Piper slips from her shoulder and I manage to catch her before she hits the concrete floor. Piper scrambles to her feet and presses up against the wall.

Consul’s gaze flies up to meet mine. Her expression is half incredulity and half cold fury. It’s the look of someone who has forgotten that a mistreated dog will bite back.

“You,” she begins to say. And then I yank the pin from a second smoke bomb and drop it down the back of her blouse.

Smoke billows out from her clothing and she begins writhing, trying to untuck her blouse and dislodge the smoke bomb.

“Piper,” I gasp, and hold out my hand to her.

For a moment, the world goes very still.

Piper’s eyes flick toward the hallway. The one we just escaped. Her lips part slightly, silently forming a word.

Mom.

I know. I know what she’s thinking, because I would be the same. If she runs now, she’ll probably never see her mom again. It doesn’t matter that Hannah Vale has done terrible things—she is still Piper’s mom. And that’s a powerful bond.

I could grab Piper. Seize her arm and drag her toward the laundry room.

It’s what Consul would do. It’s what Vale would do.

“Piper,” I say again. My fingers remain extended, palm out. Offering—not taking.

Piper glances toward her mom. Then she looks at me. I see the moment she makes her decision. Her blue eyes turn steely and she takes my hand.

We run.

Everything is a blur of shadow and smoke, and my heart is pounding so hard I feel sick with it. The corridor stretches out before us, elongating like some nightmarish fun house.

Piper is coughing, the smoke caught in her throat. I can feel it burning in my lungs, but I ignore the discomfort. We have to get out.

I know which way they’ll chase us: in the direction of the stairs. They don’t know about the dumbwaiter, which will work to our advantage. I turn to the right and hurtle toward the laundry room. I round the corner, pulling the door shut behind me and jamming a folding chair beneath the doorknob.

I heave Piper into the dumbwaiter. “I don’t know what the weight limit on this is,” I say, hitting the button for the third floor. “You go up first. Hopefully the others will think we left up the stairs and go that way.”

“Are you sure—” she begins to say, and then someone slams into the door.

It rattles on its hinges and the wedged chair creaks in protest.

“Okay, never mind,” I say. “Scoot over.”

I hastily fold myself into the tiny space. It was small before, but now with two people, it’s claustrophobic.

There is another crash—and a bellow, like a bull let loose in the basement.

Piper shudders and presses herself tighter to me. The dumbwaiter begins to rise slowly, ever so slowly.

“Come on,” I whisper, a panicky bite of anger slipping into my voice. “Come on.”

The third time someone collides with the door, a hinge gives way. The folding chair half holds, rubber feet skidding across the floor. Then it falls, crashing with a deafening finality.

Corey charges into the room. His bulk is even more impressive in this small laundry room, and if I didn’t know better, I would swear there is steam coming out of his nostrils. He must have left the others behind to give chase.

“You,” he snarls, rage suffusing the word. He makes it sound like the filthiest of curses.

He is across the room in a few strides. And then he lunges for the elevator and seizes it. A mechanical groan reverberates through the dumbwaiter.

“You won’t get away with her!” Corey’s face flushes with exertion and fury. “I won’t let you!”

Blood runs down a gash in his forearm. His fingers are slick as he seizes my ankle and pulls.

It’s like being caught in a second planet’s gravity. I try to kick at him, but there’s no leverage. I can’t hold on to anything, I have no weapons, I can’t—

And then I see the tranq gun tucked into the pocket of his pants.

Okay, here’s one thing I haven’t mentioned yet. While I have never had formal weapons training, Prefect did go through some of the basics of gun safety with me: Don’t point a gun at anything you don’t want dead, don’t ever assume one is unloaded, and never, ever keep a gun in your pants. It’s too easy to shoot yourself in a sensitive area.

And it makes your weapon easy to steal.

I lunge forward, yank the gun from Corey’s pocket, press the barrel to his stomach, and pull the trigger four times.

He staggers back.

Those darts aren’t meant to be fired at point-blank range, and it has to hurt. I remember the sting of pain against my own shoulder. His hand goes instinctively to his injury—releasing my ankle.

I kick out hard, striking a rib. Already, his eyes look a little unfocused. Hopefully that dose of tranquilizer isn’t enough to kill him—just disable him for a while.

The dumbwaiter jerks beneath us and Piper lets out a small scream. I press one hand to the wall as it shudders. The doors shut with an agonized grind of machinery.

And then we are pulled upward into darkness. I don’t dare breathe for another thirty seconds, certain that at any moment, someone will fire a gun or something into the elevator shaft. But, no—they can’t. They’ll risk Piper.

Dizziness washes over me.

I did it. I did it. I got her out of there.

“You okay?” I rasp.

“Yes,” says Piper. She lets out a little laugh. “You took your time. I thought no one was going to rescue me.”

I nudge her gently. “Hey, gotta make a good entrance, right? Your brother’s waiting for us.”

She takes a deep breath. “At least we’re safe.”

Of course, that’s when the dumbwaiter dies.
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There’s a terrible groan and the dumbwaiter shudders to a halt. We wait in complete darkness, suspended in space.

We don’t fall. We don’t rise, either.

I relax a degree. Death doesn’t seem imminent. I say, “This one is your fault. You jinxed us.”

“That’s fair,” says Piper. “Or maybe this thing’s just really old.”

“Pretty sure the weight limit was meant for suitcases, not two people.” I shift on my knees.

“Are we stuck, then?”

I reach up, feeling around for a seam or a hinge. My fingers catch on something that feels like a lever. I twist counterclockwise, hoping that it’s some kind of emergency release. There’s a creak of metal on metal, a squeal of protest, and then that something swings free.

“Okay,” I say. “There’s a hatch at the top of this thing. We can get out.”

“What if everything gives way?” she asks nervously.

“Then at least you won’t have to worry about your custody issues.”

I angle one arm through, then the other. The air smells of stale dust and drywall. Finally, I’m crouched atop the small elevator, my visor’s night vision affording me some sight.

There are grooves in the side of the shaft. They’re probably not meant to be handholds—but they’ll serve well enough.

“Okay,” I say. “Do you trust me?”

There’s a moment of silence.

“Hey,” I say. “Feeling slightly offended here.”

“Sorry,” says Piper. “I nodded. I do. Trust you, I mean.”

I reach into the elevator. “Find my hand. I’ll get you out.”

Her fingers fumble against mine. I take hold of her wrist and pull. It takes a moment, but I manage to lift her up and out. We perch atop the dumbwaiter. I take Piper’s hand and place it on one of the grooves. “You feel that?”

“Yes.”

“We’re going to climb up and out,” I say. “Judging by how long we were in there, I’m guessing we’re between the first and second floors. Our way out is on the third. We only need to climb that far. You do much climbing?”

“Trees,” she says. “Around where we used to live.”

“Okay, then this will be easy,” I say, forcing lightness into my voice. “You’ll go first, so I can grab you if anything goes wrong. Not that I think it’ll go wrong,” I add hastily.

The truth is, I’m far less enthused about this plan than I’m letting on. Heights are one of those fears that can slice through my composure, rendering me dry-mouthed and panicky.

I watch as she finds her handholds by touch alone. The line of her shoulders is tense but not terrified. She begins to climb, reaching up to find the next groove before setting down her feet. In this case, bare feet help her; her toes scrabble for purchase with far more ease than my sneakers. She didn’t lie—she is a good climber. She has that wiry strength of childhood.

I wait for her to get up a few handholds, then I take a breath. Beneath me, the elevator shivers.

Together, we scale the narrow shaft. We don’t hurry; we can’t. As much as I want up and out of this place, I know the real danger is in slipping.

I hate this. I hate every moment of it. The animal part of my body is reacting with clammy palms and the bitter taste of fear.

“You okay down there?” whispers Piper. She’s paused, and my fingers almost collide with her ankle as I reach upward. I hesitate.

“Yes, why?”

“Your breathing is getting kind of loud,” she says.

I swallow. There are a thousand lies I could tell her. But she deserves better.

“I died trapped in a car,” I say quietly. “An SUV crashed into us—there was an issue with our autopilot, so the other car didn’t know we were there. Our car was pushed off a bridge. So I don’t like heights.”

“Oh,” she says. “I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t tell you.” I press my forehead to the metal of the elevator shaft. “Normally, I don’t tell anyone.”

There is a moment of pause. “What happened to the other person?”

I flinch. “What?”

“You said ‘we.’” Piper looks down in my direction, even if she can’t see me in the dark. “You weren’t alone in the car, were you?”

Damn, this kid really is too smart for her own good. “He—he didn’t make it.”

“Is that why you’re so determined to save everyone?”

I let out a shaky laugh. “Yeah, maybe. But it’s not why I came for you. You’re worth saving, regardless of my guilt issues. Never forget that. You and your brother—you don’t deserve what happened to you. We don’t choose our families. Except for when we do.” My sweaty fingers flex on the handhold. “Now, we keep moving. All right?”

“All right,” Piper says, but then a shudder goes through the elevator shaft.

At first, I think that the dumbwaiter has given out and fallen.

I feel it through my fingers and my shoes: a thrum of sound. And then I realize that it’s not the dumbwaiter. The sound isn’t even in the elevator shaft.

The fire alarm. It shrieks for perhaps ten seconds before it cuts off.

“What’s going on?” Piper whispers.

“No idea,” I reply.

And then Vale’s voice booms through the walls.

She must be using her ringware’s control over the mainframe to speak through every VA and speaker in the building. “Augusta Pine,” she says. “You have exactly ten minutes to bring me Persephone.”

“I’ll get right on that,” I mutter. She can’t hear me, of course. But my mouth has a mind of its own.

Vale continues, “If you don’t comply, I start killing people.”

I bite back a curse.

“I’ll suffocate one apartment for every minute that you fail to appear. I’ll be broadcasting the deaths live. Just so the world can know how badly you failed. Here, just a taste. Apartment 103—you will be first. I suggest you start begging.”

There’s a moment of quiet. And then over the speakers comes a man’s voice.

“Please, please,” he says frantically. He stumbles over his words in a panic. “Don’t—don’t do this. I have kids in here. Three of them. I don’t know who you are, but don’t do this—”

I try to block out the pleading. The raw, unvarnished terror is hard to hear.

“Augusta.” Piper sounds as horrified as I feel.

Damn it. Damn it. I should have realized. Vale has been pushed into a corner.

If I keep Piper hidden, people will die. People who have nothing to do with Vale or ISD or the shadow wars being fought for people’s identities. Just people in the wrong apartment building at the wrong time.

I squeeze my eyes shut.

“Augusta,” says Piper again. “I can’t—I can’t let her hurt anyone. Please.”

She doesn’t have to ask the full question.

Fix this.

Find a way.

In my pocket is the radio.

Carefully, I release the handhold with my left hand and pull out the radio. I press down the SEND button.

“Vale,” I say. “I know you’re listening.” I take a moment to consider my words. “I’ll bring her to the lobby, by the pool, in fifteen minutes. But you kill a single person, and you’ll never see your daughter again. Understand?”

I release the button, waiting for a reply. There is nothing. Moments drag like hours, like days, like eternities.

A crackle. “Fifteen minutes,” Vale agrees, and the line goes dead.
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Surrounded by darkness, I do the only thing I can.

I climb out of it.

Adrenaline has Piper and me scrambling. I can hear her small breaths above me, feel the brush of cobwebs, smell the old-building dust of the elevator shaft, and feel the cool metal under my hands. I focus on the sensory details so fear cannot consume me.

Above me, the tear in the art print lets in the barest slant of light.

Piper reaches it first, her fingers fumbling for the next handhold. “We’re there,” I say, flicking off the night vision setting. “It’s an art print. You can just push it off.”

Piper touches the print hesitantly, then gives it the tiniest of shoves. The print falls away, and the dim emergency lights of the hallway seem like the glow of the sun. Piper reaches for the edge and heaves herself up. The last thing I see is her bare feet scrambling over.

“Augusta?” she says.

I pull myself upward—

I freeze.

Before me, the shadowed hallway of the third floor is familiar.

The gun pointed at me is new.

Consul stands there, one hand on Piper’s arm and the other holding her weapon. She looks terrible—there is a bruise blooming on her jaw where I hit her, smudges along her clothing, and her eyes are bloodshot from the smoke.

I don’t move, for fear that she will take any twitch as an attack. But this is fine, it’s fine. I’ve been in worse situations than hanging off the edge of an elevator shaft with a murderous wraith handler pointing a weapon at me.

Have you, though? some rebellious part of me thinks.

“You got here fast,” I say. My arms are burning with the strain of holding myself up. “How’d you know where we’d come out?”

“Well,” she says, her voice silky smooth, “the criminal always returns to the scene, right? I knew you’d return to the third floor. To that old woman who’s been helping you.”

My gaze darts around the hallway. There’s no sign of Vale or Corey.

“Where’s your boss?” I ask.

“Looking for her.” Consul jerks on Piper’s arm the tiniest degree and the girl draws in a breath. “And she’ll get her. After she agrees to give me an extra million for the shitty day I’ve had.”

“Connie,” Piper begins to say.

“That’s not my name!” Consul gives the girl a shake.

“Consul.” I try to infuse my voice with calm. “She’s a kid. You can’t sell her.”

“The hell I can’t,” she snarls. “I gave up a family, a life, my name. All to babysit criminals who don’t appreciate what they’ve been given.”

“I’m sure they appreciated it,” I say.

“My last wraith shot me,” she replies.

“All right, maybe not.” My fingers cramp and I have to readjust my grip. If she doesn’t let me climb up soon, she won’t have to shoot me. I’ll fall to my death. “Consul, I don’t know what your life has been like. But look at the situation—you betrayed ISD. You sold out two informants. I don’t know what the sentence is for something like treason, but it can’t be good.” I pull myself up a little higher, edging my elbows onto the platform. “I’ll put in a good word for you. I’ll say you played triple agent, so you could lure Vale here and then capture her. You could still get out of this with your job and life intact.”

Piper gives me an incredulous look. I blink at her, then glance deliberately at Consul’s foot. Piper’s brow furrows in confusion, then she seems to understand. I hope she understands.

Consul laughs hollowly. “You think I’d take your word?”

“I’m not the liar here,” I answer. “Everything I’ve told you is true.” Which is mostly true.

“You’ll sell me out,” she says. “For a shorter sentence.”

I gape at her, open-mouthed. That possibility hadn’t even occurred to me. “I wouldn’t.”

“No.” Consul shakes her head. “It’s safer to get rid of the witnesses. And then I can tell ISD that Vale took the girl, and killed you, the boy, and the old lady.”

The thought of Consul hurting Nonna sends an overwhelming jolt of fear into my stomach. She’ll do it, too.

And I can’t stop her.

But someone else can.

I meet Piper’s eyes. Her mouth is tight with terror, but her eyes are steady.

I nod.

The girl bites down on her lower lip, takes a breath, and then raises her leg. Then she brings all her weight down on Consul’s foot.

If Consul had worn practical shoes, she might not have ended up injured. But her persona as Aunt Connie demanded flimsy ballet flats—and they provide no protection.

Consul makes a surprised sound of pain. Piper whirls on her, clawing and biting like a feral cat snagged in a trap.

I heave myself up and out of the elevator shaft.

I throw myself at Consul, hitting her at the waist. She jackknifes to the floor, gun flying from her grasp. I expect Piper to retreat, but instead, the girl has latched onto Consul’s hair.

Consul slams her knee into the meat of my thigh. I cling on, wrestling her to the ground in the world’s most ungraceful tangle. Consul reaches up to take hold of her own hair by the roots and twists her head, freeing herself from Piper’s grasp.

I need to pin her, to get her down so that Piper can grab the gun and lob it over the side of the railing. If we’re lucky, maybe it’ll fall into the pool.

But there’s one problem with my plan: I’m not an experienced fighter—and I’m exhausted.

Consul takes to violence with ease. Her body coils like a snake’s, writhing out of my grasp and bucking me off-balance. She strikes my knee out from under me and I stagger, trying to catch myself. In that moment, she seizes my left shoulder and wrenches my arm behind my back. My other leg is kicked out from under me, and then I’m on the floor.

Agony flares through my left arm, my shoulder, and my rib cage. A scream tears itself free of my lips and I’m on the floor, eyes watering from the pain. Consul is on top of me, knee digging into my spine. She has wrenched my left arm up behind me, pinning me in place. If I try to struggle, she could dislocate my shoulder with a single twist.

Someone shouts, and I’m dimly aware of footsteps nearby. The world has gone hazy as my mind quietly detaches itself from the excruciating sensations of my body.

“Don’t move!” snarls Consul.

I don’t know why she says it. I couldn’t move if my life depended on it—and I guess it does.

“Get off of her.” A new voice enters the fray.

Eames.

Consul’s voice grows louder. “You come a step closer and I tear her arm free of its socket.”

“Get off the girl now.” That would be Nonna. Oh no, no, no. She’s not supposed to be here. Her voice is all firm disapproval, and it’s the exact same tone she used on me and my sisters when we were misbehaving.

I blink, craning my head a little. I can barely see through the curtain of my brown-and-pink hair.

Eames stands perhaps ten feet away. He has Piper behind him, one arm held out protectively. The other holds Nonna’s bread knife. The serrated edge gives it a wicked look.

Nonna is beside him, her worn hands clenched into fists.

“Let her go,” says Nonna fiercely.

Consul’s knee presses even harder into my back. My spine creaks in protest and my visor digs into the bridge of my nose, sending another jolt of agony through me. “Run.” I barely manage to make my lips shape the word.

Their attempt to save me is admirable, but they have no way to stop Consul. She can tear my arm out of its socket, grab her fallen weapon, and have them all at her mercy in a few moments. She won’t even break a sweat. Consul was trained to handle criminals; a kid, an eighteen-year-old boy, and an eighty-something old lady won’t stand a chance.

“Good, you’re all here,” says Consul. She doesn’t even sound winded by the fight. Damn it. “That will make things easier. Give me the girl.”

“Don’t,” I rasp. “She’s going to kill you all anyway.”

I scream as Consul pulls harder on my arm.

“Give me the girl,” says Consul again.

Eames tells her no. With a few expletives thrown in for good measure. “You let Augusta go right now.”

“Or what?” Consul laughs hollowly. “You’ll stab me with a bread knife? Face it, kid. You and your sister are useless. The only valuable thing about you is what people are willing to pay. I’m going to kill this wraith, and you, and the old lady. Then I’m going to sell your sister to the highest bidder. Might be Vale, might not be. We’ll see.”

“Yes,” says Hannah Vale coldly. “We will.”

For a moment, the world whites out. I can’t hear anything but a vague ringing in my ears. A high-pitched whine, a whisper of heat.

It’s only in the echo that I hear it: a single shot of gunfire.

I’m shaking before I realize what’s happened. Consul’s stranglehold on me loosens. Something wet and warm splatters against my cheek.

Consul hits the floor beside me.

I remain there for a few heartbeats, waiting to see if a new pain will make itself known. Maybe I’ve been shot and just don’t know it yet. But the only things I feel are the throb of my broken nose, the soreness of my back, and the bright pain of my shoulder.

I push myself upright, balancing on my elbows.

Consul lies beside me, blood pooling beneath her.

“I didn’t want to pay her anyway.” Vale stands by the railing, her gun loose in her hand. She looks at me, then past me.

“Mom.” The word rasps out of Eames. One syllable, but it carries a world of hurt.

“Will.” Vale’s voice hardens. She looks at her son, and contempt flares in her deep blue eyes. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“Well, I have something to say,” says Eames. “Leave us alone. Go. Do whatever the hell you want to, but you don’t get to drag us with you.”

“Oh,” says Vale. “I know what you did—trying to tear us apart. I’m not here for you.”

Eames tightens his grip on Piper. The girl is shaking so hard I can hear her teeth rattling.

“Persephone,” says Vale. “Come here.”

Oh shit, shit, shit. My pulse is a painful throb behind my ribs. So close. I was so close to saving Piper, to getting her and Eames out of this. But it’s falling apart now—and I can’t see a way out.

Piper’s eyes widen, but she still doesn’t move. Her gaze flicks to me, as if in silent question.

Vale gives me a look that is all ice and steel. “Take off your ringware, wraith.”

I hold up my hands, palms out. Then carefully, I slip my ringware from my middle finger. My hand feels oddly bare without it.

“Visor, too,” says Vale.

No. The word pulses through me strong as a second heartbeat. No, no, no, no.

I can’t. I can’t take it off. Not here, not with—

“Take—it—off.” There is a click as Vale raises her gun. Not toward me—but Nonna.

My stomach lurches.

“Wait,” I gasp. I reach up and unhook my visor from behind my ears. I pull the visor away. I keep my face lowered, angled away from the others.

“Toss both over the railing.” Vale nods at the glass barrier only a few feet away. With a grimace, I do as she says. My visor will undoubtedly shatter, but the ringware might survive a three-story fall.

“Now,” says Vale. “You go and get my daughter. Bring her to me.” Her mouth twitches into a grim smile. Having me—the source of so much irritation and trouble—be the person to deliver Piper is the ultimate victory.

“And if I don’t?” I keep my gaze on the floor.

Vale doesn’t hesitate. “I shoot the old woman. Then, if you refuse again, Will. Refuse a third time, and I kill you last. Then I take Persephone anyway. And I kill everyone in this building, just to remind the world what happens when you come after me.” She holds up her right hand, where her silver ringware gleams. With it, she controls the building. All it will take is a few gestures for her to start killing people.

So long as she has that ring, she has all the power here.

I rise to my feet. I know she’ll make good on her threats.

I turn toward the others. They’re clustered close together, with Eames standing protectively in front of them. Nonna’s hands are on Piper’s shoulders, keeping her firmly in place.

The only way to save them all is to be Vale’s instrument.

I take a step toward them. Every moment is both too long and too short—I need more time, there’s too much time, and I can barely form a thought.

Then Eames is in front of me.

“Augusta,” he says softly. It’s a question and a plea, all rolled into one word.

There are no barriers between us now—no glass visor, no lies, no hesitations. I reach out and place a hand over his heart. “Trust me,” I say, so quietly I can’t be sure he hears me. I can feel his heartbeat beneath the cotton of his shirt.

He doesn’t answer, but his head twitches in the barest of nods.

I step around him. Toward Piper. Toward Nonna.

And Nonna sees me.

No visor, no mask.

Just me.

Her lips form a name I haven’t heard in three years.

She doesn’t say it aloud. That’s the only reason I don’t shatter.

Her face is written in lines of disbelief and a terrible, yawning hope. I meet her eyes. That thread of shared memory and love and family tugs at my ribs, opens up a familiar ache. I can’t give her any reassurance or explanation. I can only hope that she sees me and understands that I’m doing my best.

I put my hands over hers.

“I need you to let go.” The words are the slightest of whispers. It’s all I can manage.

Nonna’s eyes never leave mine. She is drinking me in, her lips parted as though she wishes she could say a thousand things at once.

I swallow thickly. “I love you.”

Then I slide her hands from Piper’s shoulders and take the girl by the hand. She looks up at me, her face scrunched with confusion and fear.

I know the feeling. I step back, wrenching my gaze from my grandmother. From the only family I’ve seen in years.

And then I lead Piper to the mom she has been running from.

It feels like walking a condemned man to the gallows. Every step is heavy, and I want nothing more than to turn away.

Vale only has eyes for Piper. She looks at her daughter not unlike the way Nonna gazed at me: all yearning and earnest hope. It makes Vale human for the first time since I met her. She’s a bad human, but she’s still human.

“Percy,” says Vale, and there’s so much love in that single word that Piper’s eyes overflow. But she cringes when Vale reaches for her.

I inhale deeply, then look back over my shoulder. Nonna and Eames are frozen. I try to memorize them both, to trace the lines of their faces, to remember every detail. I want this moment carved into my memories, so if all else is forgotten I’ll still have it.

Checkmate.

“Activate repair mode Rho-Zero-Nine!” I say. I remember doing this only yesterday—those two boys, the vanilla doughnut, the coffee shop. It feels like a lifetime ago.

At once, Vale’s ringware blinks red and opens for its repair mode. Open—and vulnerable. All it needs is water to short it out.

Vale flinches. She whirls on me, but I’m already moving.

I crash into her. Her spine hits the railing and she falls over backward, her fingers clawing at my shirt. For a moment, she’s suspended in the air. Far beneath us, the pool gleams a light blue.

A three-story drop.

My center of gravity tilts, and I’m halfway over the railing before I can draw another breath.

If she goes, I go.

Well. That was the trade.

Someone screams behind me.

And we fall together.
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WRAITH CASE STUDY: AUGUSTA PINE



THE BEGINNING

The morning I died, I didn’t say goodbye to my family.

I slept through my alarm—because my younger sister had taken it to use in her middle school science fair project without telling me. I yelled at her, heart hammering as I jumped into the shower.

I couldn’t be late to school that morning. I simply couldn’t.

I had spent all weekend on this new hack. Hours in online forums, in chats with other anonymous instigators of chaos, and, finally, I had managed to write the code. It was a false update to a car’s stereo system. I carried my ringware in my pocket as I thundered downstairs and into the kitchen. It smelled of scrambled eggs and toast.

“You’re all dressed up,” said my younger sister, the saboteur. She sat at the kitchen table, devouring cereal instead of the warm food. She had always been a picky eater.

“Because she’s got a boyfriend now.” My older sister leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped from a mug. She had recently discovered coffee, much to my parents’ irritation. She didn’t refill the pot when it was empty.

Embarrassment spilled across my cheeks. “Oh, shut up.”

“Ooh,” said my younger sister, her eyes alight with interest. “How do you know?”

“Someone saw them kissing,” said my older sister, smirking.

“Ooh,” said my younger sister again. This time she drew out the word into at least four syllables. “What’s his name? I’ll find his socials.”

“Absolutely not,” I replied. “You both don’t go near him. The last thing I need is for you two to scare him off.”

“Oh, I wasn’t going to scare him,” said my older sister. “I was going to tell him as many embarrassing stories as I could. Like the time you wet the bed at coding camp when someone let a squirrel into your cabin.”

“Or how you still have dolls in your room,” said my younger sister, catching on.

“You are both terrible and I hate you,” I said.

The toaster went off. I snatched up the two slices of bread and began hastily loading them up with peanut butter.

“Hey, those are mine!” said my older sister, reaching for the stolen slices of toast. I danced out of her reach.

“Mine now,” I said, shoving one piece of toast into my mouth. Crumbs flew into the air.

Dad walked through the kitchen, carrying a laundry basket to the basement. He had gotten very good at ignoring us when we were squabbling. And Mom had left for work already.

My older sister scowled at me and opened the bread box, then pulled two more slices free. I grabbed my backpack and hurried out the back door.

Laughter rang out behind me—my younger sister’s. She made kissy sounds at me and I responded with a rude gesture.

I didn’t say goodbye. I didn’t hug them. I didn’t even look back.

When I think back to that moment, that’s what hurts the most. I could have turned around. It would have been so easy to glance over my shoulder, to take them in one last time. To have that memory with me, a warm ember in my chest.

I didn’t say goodbye.

I can never change that.

But I can change what happens now.
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Augusta Pine was born in a fall.

It feels fitting that she should die in one.

For the briefest heartbeat, we are weightless. Then air rushes past, whispers through my hair and clothes. Vale’s grip never slackens on me, and her blond hair whips against my face. I squeeze my eyes shut.

We don’t fall to the marble floor.

Instead, we fall into water.

I don’t remember hitting the pool. The impact stuns me.

One moment, I’m in the air—and the next, I’m submerged. I’m sinking farther and farther until my back hits the pool bottom.

For the first time in so many hours, the world is utterly silent. It’s almost peaceful.

And then chlorinated water floods my nose and mouth, surges into my throat. I can’t hold my breath, can’t swim upward, can’t fight it. I can’t even choke or thrash. I’m not sure how much time passes—it could be a few seconds or a few minutes.

Water tried to claim me once, but I was pulled from it. Now it won’t be denied a second time.

Bubbles flutter around me and there’s a muted sound. Almost like a shout.

I blink my eyes open one last time. Then a figure appears before me. That beautiful boy with the red car.

He’s the true wraith, not me. He has haunted me for so long, it makes sense he would greet me at the end.

His hand closes on my shirt. Something yanks hard, and I’m being pulled upward. Bubbles eddy around me.

We break the surface together. It’s strangely unpleasant, going from water to air. At least the water was peaceful. I am coughing so hard I think I might vomit, and it’s all I can do to keep myself above the surface. I find myself clinging to the boy, to the wraith, and it’s only when my fingers catch in his dark hair that I realize it’s the wrong boy.

Eames.

He has me around the waist, towing me toward the side of the pool. He is pulling me up and out of the water. Hands pushing the hair from my face. I’m gagging and sputtering, the taste of chlorine in my nose and mouth.

He crouches over me, fingers poised over my chest. As if ready to give compressions.

No need. I’m coughing and gagging so hard it feels as though my lungs are being scraped by sandpaper. I roll onto my side and spit up far too much water.

“Your tattoo,” I wheeze. “Could’ve—could’ve damaged it. Nanotech—not supposed to get it wet. Might malfunction.”

He shakes his head. “It was a risk I had to take,” he says simply. His tattooed hand falls on my shoulder and rests there.



I recover by the edge of the pool.

I’m still on my side. My mouth tastes like chlorine and vomit, and I don’t know how much time it takes me to feel normal again. I focus on my breathing—one in, one out—and let the world go on around me.

Vale is tied to one of the pool chairs. Eames dragged her from the pool, too. Zip ties encircle her wrist and ankles. “She hit the water first,” says Piper, crouching beside me. “I think she broke part of your fall.”

“You all right?” I ask. My voice is even more hoarse than normal.

She nods. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She looks outside. “What’ll happen to us now?”

“Not sure, kid.” I force myself to my feet. “But I’m not letting anyone kidnap you again, all right?”

Eames is walking toward me, carrying two backpacks. One is Carla’s stolen military gear, and the other is mine. “Thought you might want these,” he says, setting them down on the floor.

I look around the lobby. Nonna is nowhere to be seen. “Where is…?”

“Oh, she ran to her apartment for a first aid kit,” he says.

His eyes sweep over me. I must look a sight: soaked through with pool water, brown and pink hair stuck at all angles, and bruises suffusing my face. He runs a hand through his own damp hair. “I guess we should find a way to break open the front doors.”

I catch him by the arm. He looks down at my hand, and I let him go. “Wait,” I say. “First—before you do that.” I reach for his T-shirt.

He goes still, allowing me to pull up the side of his left sleeve. There is a small, healing scar. A tracker. Just like any other wraith.

But he’s not like any other wraith. Eames isn’t a criminal. He didn’t come to ISD for penance—but for his sister. He sacrificed his home, his life, and his identity so he could save the one person he needed to protect. He’s good and kind and I don’t want ISD to have him.

I reach down and pick up Carla’s backpack, holding it out to him.

He reaches to take it, but I don’t release the strap. The backpack is suspended between us, a line of tension connecting us both. “Bud said that Carla was carrying the equipment needed to dismantle a tracker,” I say quietly. “It’s all in there. Along with a lot of small bills, lockpicks, visors, ringware, and a couple of small explosives.”

A flash of understanding crosses Eames’s face. “Everything a person needs to disappear.”

“Yes,” I say. I take a breath. “If you want to leave, this is your chance.”

I watch the emotions flicker through his eyes: confusion, understanding, and, finally, a dawning hope.

“Wouldn’t they look for us?” asks Eames.

“Probably, but you’re Hannah Vale’s son, right? You should know how to disappear.” I gesture at the building. “This has been a clusterf—well, you know.” I glance at Piper, perhaps fifteen feet away. “ISD won’t want it getting out that they had a traitor working with domestic terrorists. Or not-terrorists. Whatever Radiovexation is. They might just let you go. They have Vale—and there’s more than enough evidence to put her away. But if you stay … they’ll enforce your deal. And now that Vale is captured, they don’t have to hide you anymore. They’ll put you to work until Vale is sentenced and imprisoned for good. And that could take years.”

Eames looks down at the backpack, then at Piper.

“They’ll use Piper against me, won’t they?” he asks.

I nod. “Probably. They could make it hard for you to take custody of her, if you don’t cooperate. Eames—you’re smart. You’re the kind of person they’d love to recruit. But … but you deserve more.”

“And you don’t?” he says softly.

I shake my head. “I—”

“You are a hero.” His voice is firm and gentle. “I don’t care what you say. You’re amazing.”

I look away, smiling ruefully. “You might be smart, but you have terrible taste in girls.”

He answers my smile with one of his own. But it fades quickly. I feel a dull spasm of loss. I won’t ever see him again if he runs. I know that.

I let go of the backpack.

“What about you?” he asks. “You could come with us. We could remove your tracker.”

For a moment, I let myself consider it: running with Eames. I imagine being part of something that isn’t ISD, something built on trust and—and maybe more. Part of me wants to go with him. To take his hand and vanish into those tunnels. To leave behind my sentence and guilt.

I let out a breath. “I can’t,” I say.

This time, it’s his turn to nod. “I know,” he says. “Nonna.”

I do my best not to flinch. “What?”

He smiles faintly. “I didn’t realize, not at first. Took me longer than it should have. But you slipped after Piper was taken. She’s your grandmother, isn’t she?”

I don’t answer—which is all the confirmation he needs.

“It wasn’t a coincidence you were here, was it?” he says.

I raise my shoulders in an inconclusive shrug.

His fingers catch me under the chin, tilting my face up. “You’re not running from your past,” he says. “You’re trying to get back to it.”

“Something like that,” I say, keenly aware of his fingertips on my jaw. “You need to go. Right now. Take the Portland Underground entrance in the basement. There are explosives in Carla’s bag. When the blackout ends…”

“Things start up again,” he says. “The city goes back to what it should be.”

He leans down, giving me a moment to pull away. I don’t—and the press of his mouth against mine feels like fire. My stomach tightens with want, and I arch into him like a plant seeking sunlight.

For the briefest moment, he is mine. And I am his. Two ghosts clinging to each other.

He pulls back, fingers still on my chin. His thumb strokes the corner of my mouth. Once, just once.

“Thank you, Augusta Pine,” he says quietly.

“You’re welcome, Eames Ahlberg,” I say.

He steps back, holding out a hand to Piper. She takes it, glancing at me.

“I’ll read those Foal Patrol books,” she says.

I dissolve into a laugh. “Hoofbeats of justice.” I hold up a hand, watching as the two run for the basement stairs.

Just before he rounds the corner, Eames looks back at me. He nods and I return it.

Then he’s gone.

And I’m alone by a pool with only a half-conscious hacker for company. A breath shudders out of me, and I realize I’m shivering. It could be adrenaline or shock; I’m not sure how long I can remain standing. I consider going to one of those pool chairs and just lying down, but a voice calls out to me.

It’s a name. A name that both is and isn’t mine. It pierces me through.

Nonna hurries down the stairs. She drops the first aid kit and her hands hover over me. Her gaze rakes across my face.

“You’re alive,” she breathes. And I know she isn’t referring to my fall into the pool.

I nod. “Nonna—I can’t—”

“I know,” she says. She tucks my damp hair behind my ears. “You’re like them, aren’t you?”

I nod. “Ten-year sentence for—for what I did.” My throat is so tight the words come out mangled. “I’m sorry.”

“Shh.” She pulls me into her arms and I close my eyes. This is what I’ve wanted ever since I saw her again. This is what I dared not hope for. “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

I cling to her. Everything I’ve wanted to say for three years snags in my throat. My eyes sting, and I breathe in the scent of her. Safety, familiarity, warmth.

Home.

I want this moment to stretch out into eternity. To stay here, in this small world where all is quiet and secure. But I know I can’t.

“I can’t stay,” I say into her shirt. “And when the cops interview you, don’t tell them you know me. If they find out who we are to each other … they won’t let me come back.”

Her arms tighten around me. “But you are coming back.”

I sob. “Yes. I love you. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry about everything.”

She pulls back for a moment, framing my face with her hands. Her own cheeks are tearstained, but her mouth is firm. “Dear girl. We’ll fix this. That’s what families do.”

I nod. And then I hug her one last time.

“Come back,” she whispers. “When you can.”

I watch her go. It takes everything in me not to follow.

Instead, I walk to the front doors. They’re still chained shut from the inside. I can see the glint of weapons, the swarm of black-and-white suits, and the familiar flash of a golden tattoo.

The outside world strains at the edges of the building, yearning to come inside.

I fall to my knees. My lungs are on fire with chlorine and every part of me hurts. I gesture at those outside, beckoning them in.

There’s a metallic screech as someone cuts through doors. Then the scents and sounds of the city engulf me.
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The hours afterward are a haze of flashing lights, shouting voices, and my own aching injuries.

I find myself out in the courtyard. It’s been roped off by police tape and unmarked SUVs.

I tell the story of what happened about eight times. I’m not even sure who I’m talking to half the time—it’s all a blur of faces and noises and demands.

I omit certain details, of course. Nonna becomes “That Nice Old Lady Next Door Who I’ve Definitely Never Met Before.” I absolutely do not talk about Edgar. I hold my backpack between my knees, his chassis hidden in the secret pocket. I will have to find him a new portable body, but that’s a problem for later.

When I am asked what happened to Eames and Piper, I simply tell them that I don’t know. I pushed Hannah Vale into the pool to disable her ringware and cut her access to the mainframe, and then I awoke several minutes later, having been pulled to safety.

It’s only when I see Prefect in a rumpled white dress shirt that I realize I’m wearing his suit jacket over my soaked clothes. He must have put it on me at some point.

He sits down beside me and exhales. He looks bone-tired. The first button on his shirt is undone and there’s no tie to be found. It’s the most wrecked I’ve ever seen him, and I wonder what he has been doing for the last few hours. Probably fighting with SWAT to keep them from storming the building or something.

“Prefect,” I say.

“Augusta,” he replies.

Neither of us speaks right away.

“Consul alive?” I ask.

He dips his chin in a begrudging nod. “Unfortunately.”

I huff out a laugh. “That’s a terrible thing to say about a coworker.”

“When that coworker turns traitor and sells out two informants, endangering the lives of civilians and my asset, no. It’s not a terrible thing to say.” He reaches to straighten a tie that isn’t there, makes a face, then puts his hands in his lap. “And the one time we met in person, she took the last doughnut from the office kitchen.”

“Oh, well,” I say wryly, “she absolutely deserved to get shot, then.”

He gives me a tolerant smile. “We’ll all be undergoing some security checks, I believe.”

“Oh, great.” I snort. “The most paranoid federal agency is about to get even more paranoid.”

To ISD, my victory is half won. Hannah Vale and her crew are captured—but I lost Project Persephone. I lost ISD’s best leverage against Vale. She’ll be convicted but she won’t be used. All those hacks she perfected—she won’t divulge them.

Prefect’s gaze slants away. A silent confirmation. “We reviewed all the faces you ran through facial recognition. Carla William and Oliver Dawson were part of Ratiocination, along with Vale.”

“Oliver Dawson?” I ask, frowning.

“The hacker.”

“Oh, you mean Bud.”

Prefect grinds his thumb into the line between his brows. “Oliver ‘Bud’ Dawson. They were part of Vale’s little cyberterror crew.”

“Not terrorists,” I say. “Vale was in this for money and revenge, not a cause.”

I glance toward the building. There are still many people being evacuated—EMTs helping out children and the elderly; middle-aged people milling about the little rescue center that’s been set up; kids playing an impromptu game of tag.

“You should talk to Carla.” I lick my dry lips. My mouth still tastes of chlorine. “If anyone’s going to make a deal, it’ll be her.”

Prefect inclines his head. “I’ll take that into consideration.”

“So what about Consul, Corey, and Anasova?”

“Consul is being retired.”

I scrunch up my face. “Retired? That’s it? Like, I am not a law expert but I think words like ‘treason’ and ‘aiding and abetting’ should be thrown around right now.”

“Oh, no,” he says, “she will never see the inside of a courtroom.”

“Not another Lawyerbot case?”

His gaze goes a little distant. “Do you know why wraith handlers don’t use their real names?”

I blink. The question throws me, and it takes a moment to answer. “I always thought it was so wraiths couldn’t track them down after we’re freed. And so you can all pick pretentious titles like you’re counselors at the world’s worst summer camp.”

That gets me a laugh. It’s short and dry, but honest. “Well, yes. But as you did a good job today, I’ll let you in on a small secret.” His face sobers. “Wraiths do not die. Not officially. They simply … vanish, their records erased if they perish on a mission.”

I scowl at him. “That’s not a secret.”

His expression doesn’t flicker. “Wraiths aren’t the only ones for whom that applies. Particularly if a handler dies on the job … or if they do something unforgivable.”

It takes me a moment to get it. “Oh,” I say. Then, “Oh.”

I’ve always thought wraith handlers had it pretty good. Order around some criminals, solve some crimes, do some paperwork, get a decent paycheck and federal health care. But perhaps they are also chosen because no one will miss them. Perhaps the line between wraith and wraith handler is thinner than I ever thought possible.

“So Consul’s getting retired,” I say. Permanently. To some impenetrable federal prison. And no one will ever look for her, because technically she doesn’t exist.

“As for Corey,” continues Prefect, “he was found unconscious in the basement. He’s alive, but he’ll need some recovery time. You hit him with a rather large dose of sedatives.”

“And Anasova?” I ask. “She was on the roof. I zip-tied her to a solar panel.”

“I know.” He rubs at his mouth and I hear the scratch of day-old stubble. “We found the broken zip ties, along with some blood. But there was no sign of her.”

“Wonderful.” Now there’s an orange-haired assassin on the loose with a grudge against me. Just another Saturday.

I look at him. “All right. So I have one last bone to pick with you.”

His dark brows flick upward. “What?”

“This.” I gesture at the lawn brimming with rescued hostages. “I thought me being here was a coincidence. It wasn’t.”

His expression smooths out into neutrality. “What are you saying?”

“You knew,” I say. “You knew there was a mole in ISD, that someone was working with Vale. I’ll buy that you didn’t know ISD had her kids, but you knew we had something on Vale and it was stashed here. That’s why you sent me to a motel with a dead raccoon in the tub. I bet you even put it there beforehand.” The thought of Prefect chucking a dead raccoon makes me smile. “Well, maybe not you personally, but I bet you paid someone to do it.”

“Why would I do that?” he asks, tilting his head.

Because the world is his chessboard.

And I am his knight.

“Because you wanted me to stay in this building,” I say. “You couldn’t put me here yourself without someone at ISD taking notice. But me going rogue and avoiding a terrible motel gave you plausible deniability.”

His mouth curls upward. “I’m not omnipotent,” he says smoothly. “How could I have ever predicted you would choose this apartment building?”

Because he knows. He knows about Nonna. I’m sure he does—he’s the type to leave no stone unturned when investigating someone. He’ll know every detail of my past. He might even have influenced ISD to have Project Persephone placed in this apartment building, knowing that I could be lured here to protect it.

Maybe.

I’m not sure if I’m that paranoid yet.

But this is what Prefect does: He places his chess pieces on the board and hopes for the best.

“How did you know?” I ask quietly. “That I could even handle this? Pretty big leap of faith for you.”

He tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “Augusta. I don’t have faith in much. But I do know this—when you put your mind to something, there’s no stopping you.”

Well, that’s the closest thing to a compliment he’s ever given me.

“Vale said something to me,” I say. “That I’ll never go home, even if that is my deal.”

He considers me. “There’s an old saying. ‘You can’t ever go home again.’ Which isn’t true, of course. You can go home—but what the saying really means is that home might not have changed, but you will have.” He gives me a steady look. “Are you the same person you were three years ago?”

No. No, I’m not. That girl was light and airy, confident in her abilities and her future.

I still have some of that confidence. Okay, maybe it’s bordering on arrogance. But I have changed. I’m harder, angrier. But I’m also more careful, more wary.

But how I feel about my family—that is my foundation. When everything else I am crumbles, that love will remain.

“The thing about being a wraith,” says Prefect, “is that you get used to working in the shadows. And not all work done in the shadows is ignoble.”

I scoff.

“Well, some of it is,” he says, conceding my point without shame. “But tell me, Augusta. How many people were in that building today?”

I shrug. “I dunno. Didn’t really do a head count.”

“There were over two hundred.” One of his tattooed clocks begins to blink gently and he touches a finger to it. It flares green for a moment, then goes back to its normal gold. “And how many people would have died if Hannah Vale had been allowed to sell her information? Thousands, perhaps even hundreds of thousands.” He leans toward me, eyes intent. “You stopped that.”

For once, I don’t know what to say.

Prefect has no such problem. “Wraiths do things that others cannot. And when a person’s sentence is up, some decide not to return to a normal life. They stay with ISD instead. Because we can do great things, sometimes. And an old life can be a shackle to leave behind, rather than a goal to return to.”

“Am I going home?” I ask quietly. It’s as close as I can come to asking if ISD will uphold our deal. “When this is all over?”

Prefect meets my eyes, his gaze unwavering. “If you want to.”

I spent the last three years trying to atone. Numbing myself with work and jobs, with new cities and new faces. And if I was a little too reckless on a job, I could blame that on being an impulsive criminal.

But maybe it was always fear.

Fear that even if I do survive my ten years, if I do manage to claw my way back to my old life, that old life won’t want me anymore.

My family won’t want me anymore.

I can still feel the light squeeze of Nonna’s fingers on my shoulder. Come back, when you can.

It won’t be the same. I’m not the same—and they won’t be, either.

I look at Prefect. Really look at him. At the boyish cast to his features, the shadows beneath his eyes, the rumpled dark hair and the raised scar from his temple to his hairline.

Not everyone gets second chances.

But some people do.

Prefect rises to his feet.

Steve is hurrying by, carrying a box of evidence. Without so much as hesitating, Prefect takes hold of Steve’s tie. Steve skids to a halt rather than allow himself to be strangled. “Sir?”

Prefect loosens that tie, slips it over Steve’s head, and then settles it around his own empty collar. “Back to work,” says Prefect.

Bewildered and tie-less, Steve hastens away.

With a practiced hand, Prefect straightens his new tie. He looks more himself with it.

“Come on,” he says. “We’ve got work to do.”

I push myself to my feet.

And together, we walk into the shadows.
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CONCLUSION

Ghosts linger. That is their nature, after all.

And perhaps they should. Ghosts remind us of our sins, of the wrongs that should be righted. There is a reason that the wraith program was named as such—wraiths are reflections of an imperfect world. We move through the world unseen and unnoticed.

You know my opinions on Augusta Pine. She’s impudent, crass, and highly effective. Hundreds of people live because a single wraith was in the right place at the right time.

Augusta will serve out her sentence and do more good in ten years than most ISD agents will in their entire career.

In seven years, if we’re lucky, she’ll go back to her old life.

If we’re very lucky, then Augusta will stay on. We need handlers and agents with her skills. She could continue working with us.

And if we’re very unlucky … she’ll turn her skills to more criminal endeavors. I’ll probably have to be the one to hunt her down.

Either way, she is one of us. For now.

—Prefect
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ARCHIVED FILES

New Log-In Detected.

Username: Pine-cident

Password: ***********

Aww, Prefect. I didn’t know you cared. And that entire case study was very well-written—good job. Not that you’ll ever see this. Or know that I saw it. I prefer not to have my life story floating around the ISD servers. Especially now that I’m out.

Just a little upload and—

}

  }

    }

File system ISD Archive {

Uploading = “RIPAugustaPine.zip”;

corruptArchive(archivePath);

}

private static void corruptArchive(String archivePath) {

try {

// Open the archive

// Create a temporary file to store the corrupted data

File tempFile = tempFilePath .toFile

    }

  }

}

ERROR

ERROR

ERROR

FILE CORRUPTED

CANNOT BE RETRIEVED

* * *
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	1. Or as some are calling it, “the Pine-cident.”








	2. For details on the Wraith Slayer Crisis, please see case number REDACTE.








	3. Or “How Augusta Got Herself Exiled to Portland.”








	4. We couldn’t requisition a new coffee maker until the old died of “natural causes.”








	5. I plead the Fifth.








	6. Otherwise known as the reason this whole report is going to remain classified.
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