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INITIALIZE()

April 30, 1995

Zahara, do you know why you’re here?”

Goose bumps rippled up her arm in the chill of the examination room. Her gaze followed a brown streak of water damage from the ceiling down the beige wall as her fingers plucked at a hangnail on her thumb.

“Zahara? I need you to tell me why you’re here.”

She tore her attention from the unsightly stain to focus on the doctor. With his pockmarked face, drooping eyes, and fleshy jowls, he reminded her of a bulldog. He tapped the paperwork on the clipboard in his hand. His right ring finger bore a large class ring, the stone blood-red.

Zahara hadn’t bothered with a class ring, but Annica had—a blue moonstone at the center, the June birthstone they both liked best. It had always been too big for her skinny finger.

“My mother thinks I’m a danger to myself,” Zahara said, voice monotone.

Mom’s cries echoed in her mind, the last words she’d sobbed, repeating like a broken record. “I don’t know what else to do, baby. You’re scaring me.”

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother cry.

“And you think your mother has no reason to be concerned?”

Zahara blew out a breath. Shifted in her seat. Tugged at the tiny bit of skin hanging from her cuticle. “She’s just not listening to me.”

The dog-faced doctor blinked. “Listening to you when you say that you have a twin sister who disappeared. Is that right?”

“Yes.” She crossed her arms, bracing herself.

“But you don’t have a twin sister. You’re an only child. Do you see why claiming otherwise has created cause for worry?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “And your actions—”

“I was never going to harm myself.” She squeezed her fists tight, hoping her hands would go numb.

“According to your mother, you haven’t eaten, you haven’t slept, you’re skipping school, and you’ve been wandering the streets day and night, searching for this sister of yours.”

Zahara slumped in her chair. The room’s single window looked out onto a sunlit courtyard. Bright flowers bloomed, orbited by giant, heavy bumblebees. It was probably supposed to be cheery.

An enormous spider had woven a web in a corner of the window—on the outside, thank God. It was there now, the many segments of its articulated legs moving slowly, winding up a fly that had gotten caught in its trap. She commiserated with the fly. Then again, the spider was probably hungry. Everything in this world had to eat.

The doctor said her name again, but Zahara ignored him.
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11 days earlier

Zahara’s scream ripped through the kitchen.

“Oh my God, Z, what is wrong with you?” her sister snapped, not looking up from the computer in the kitchen nook.

“Spider,” she breathed, pointing to where the giant bug was crawling across the kitchen counter. Right behind the bowl of oatmeal she had just set down. Her limbs seized and her eyelids refused to shut. If she blinked, she might miss its path and then it could be anywhere. No, she would stay right here staring at it so at least she’d know if it tried to get closer to her. Or crawled in her ear to lay eggs or something. Spiders laid eggs, right?

The chair scraped as Annica stood and marched over. “And you say I’m the drama queen,” she muttered, grabbing an envelope from a stack of mail and waving it menacingly at the creature.

“Don’t kill it!” Zahara shrieked. The envelope her sister had snatched bore red lettering stamped across the top. OVERDUE. The PG&E bill.

Annica rolled her eyes. “What do you want me to do, release it into the wild?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It doesn’t have to die. I just don’t want it in here. With us. Where we live.”

Her sister shot her a sunny smile, but suspicion made Zahara narrow her eyes.

“So do you want to take it outside?” Annica asked sweetly, tilting her head.

“Eww. No. I don’t want to be near it.” She cringed and backed away a step.

Bam! Annica slammed the envelope down, sending the tiny beast to arachnid heaven. Zahara jumped and shivered as her sister wiped away the remains with a paper towel before throwing both into the trash. Then she returned to the computer, falling into the chair ungracefully.

Zahara bit back the question forming on her lips. Are you okay? she wanted to ask, but then Nica would snap something like They wouldn’t have let me out of the hospital if I wasn’t okay, right? and she didn’t feel like starting a thing this morning.

She looked at the trash can and considered fishing out the electric bill, spider guts and all—she needed to pay it (well, part of it) when she got her check on Friday—but figured she would just call and find the amount due then. Annica had left the stack of mail askew, so she patted it back into place, all the edges lining up neatly. If only it were so easy to put their lives back in order.

Her oatmeal sat there cooling, but she wasn’t hungry anymore. Her stomach still fluttered from the close encounter with the creepy crawly beast of many legs. She shook herself and spun around. “Hey, can I use the computer for like five minutes to check my email?”

Annica glanced over. “Sure. I need to start getting ready anyway.” With a few taps, she closed all her windows and opened the mail program before standing again and stretching with a yawn.

“Thanks.” Zahara replaced her in the chair and logged in to her email account. Two messages greeted her, double the number she was expecting. The presence of the first one, though she’d known it would be there, still caused a heavy weight of disappointment to drag at her shoulders.

The sender was director@nationalballettheatre.org, and inside the email was sure to be the end of a certain road. A dream she’d had to defer. She needed to open it, had sat down with that very intention, but maybe now didn’t need to be the time. It would still be there tomorrow. And the next day.

She figured the email would probably still be in her inbox in twenty years, maybe until the end of time, or until the email server thing got unplugged or something. She’d have to ask Nica about it.

Deciding that no matter what was inside, it could wait at least for a few minutes, she considered the second message. The sender was listed as a perplexing wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex. The subject line, “Concerned,” made her frown. Her cursor hovered over the message when the front door opened and closed again.

“Nica?”

Sounds of the shower came from Mom’s first-floor bedroom, and no one else was in the house. But Annica wouldn’t have left for school without her. It was too early anyway. Zahara peered around the corner into the empty living room. Through the front window, she saw her sister hurrying down the sidewalk with her backpack on.

“What the hell?” The wrongness of it had her springing from her chair and racing to open the door. “Nica! Where are you going?”

Her sister, headed in the opposite direction of their high school, didn’t turn around; instead, she quickened her pace.

Zahara stepped onto the front porch and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Annica!” she yelled. Her sister just picked up speed.

In the yard next door, Mrs. Yee stood in her housecoat watering her freesias. The older woman was hard of hearing, but she looked over and waved. Zahara waved back distractedly, watching her sister’s progress. The feeling that something horrible was about to happen was a vast black hole opening up inside her.

Zahara began to run.

She didn’t even stop to put on her sneakers, she just darted out the door, across the porch, down the steps, and onto the sidewalk.

Annica had started a sort of limping jog and was already half a block ahead. She shouldn’t be jogging. Hell, she still had residue from the tape used to keep the IV needle in place stuck to her bony hand. And the more Zahara shouted, the more her sister ignored her.

Zahara quickened her pace when she noticed the car idling on the corner. A figure in a dark hoodie was hunched over the steering wheel of the nondescript dark gray hatchback. Annica hitched her bag higher on her lean shoulder and moved even faster.

Zahara had not just gotten out of the hospital. In fact, she’d never been hospitalized. What’s more, she had spent the past five years training her body into a machine, so why was she still so far away when Annica reached the car? When her sister opened the passenger door. Fell into the seat.

Annica looked up and met Zahara’s eye. The expression on her face was grim. Determined. Resigned.

“Annica! Wait!” She was only steps away.

Her sister merely blinked. Parted her chapped lips and spoke something too soft to hear. But Zahara thought she could read the word on her lips.

Goodbye.

The car started moving before the passenger door was fully closed. Zahara slapped the roof with her hand as it slid away.

None of this made any sense, so Zahara gave chase. She ran until her feet bled. The morning air, sharp as a scythe, carved through her lungs. The asphalt of the street, ragged-edged and uneven, butchered her bare soles. And still she ran on.

The brake lights of the car winked on when it pulled to a stop at a traffic light two blocks down. Zahara put on a burst of speed. She could catch them. She would.

The pain was nothing to her. It barely even registered. The last time she’d broken down crying at the agony in her legs or the blood pooled in her pointe shoes was years ago, after Madame Claudine forced her to endure endless dizzying rounds of pirouettes and jetés, demanding perfection from each turn or leap.

The light turned green. The hatchback took off. Not peeling away in a cloud of smoke and burned rubber but easing forward with the flow of traffic. Not at all intimidated by the lone barefoot teenager racing down the middle of the street behind it.

Nearly there… So close, but then farther and farther as the car making off with her sister shot forward. Put on its turn signal. Disappeared around the corner.

Zahara ran until the pain finally did register. Until each step was a battle. Until hope was just a tiny speck in the distance. Until she collapsed at the edge of an empty intersection alone, breaths heaving, side in stitches, tears and blood mingling on the ground.

Annica was gone.
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She limped over to the pay phone next to the laundromat on the corner. Shaking fingers pressed the three digits. If only she’d been faster…

“911, what is your emergency?”

Her first try at answering was stymied by her inability to breathe, so she sucked air into her lungs as slowly as she could, then blew it out again. “My sister, she was just kidnapped. I—I saw it.”

“Okay, ma’am, what is your location?”

Zahara looked up at the street signs, barely recognizing where she was. Were they asking about where she was now? She decided her home address was more relevant and rattled it off. The operator asked a series of rapid-fire questions, which Zahara did her best to answer. “She’ll be seventeen in June… African American.”

“A navy T-shirt and blue jeans. Black backpack. White sneakers. Dark brown hair in shoulder-length cornrows.”

“I didn’t get a good look. They were wearing a dark hoodie with their head covered.”

“Not sure.”

“It was a gray hatchback. Not too old.”

“No, I didn’t see the license plate.” Zahara cursed herself. Why didn’t she pay attention to the license plate?

“No, I didn’t see a weapon either. It was like—” Her voice broke as her throat strangled her words. He’d been waiting for her sister. Annica knew he would be there. She got in willingly. But if Zahara told that to the emergency people, they wouldn’t take her seriously.

Deep sobs rushed up from within her, and she struggled to answer the rest of the questions. The dispatcher was patient, and her unemotional voice helped somewhat.

“Okay. Yes. I’ll go home and wait for the officers to arrive. Thank you so much.”

Someone had carved some kind of unreadable graffiti into the plastic of the phone receiver. After she hung up, she realized the jagged texture had bit into her palms. Shivers racked her body. It was as if her very bones were coated with ice crystals. And her feet… Her feet were a mess.

She hobbled the six blocks home, the pain of her body warring with the pain in her heart. What had just happened? Did Annica have a secret boyfriend? Were they running away together? Why wouldn’t she have told Zahara? They told each other everything.

As she toddled along, her darting gaze tracked her surroundings, hoping that Annica would just turn up. She might walk out from behind a tree or from the alley, and this horrible nightmare would end.

Zahara nearly bumped into Mrs. Yee on the sidewalk in her faded floral housecoat, ragged slippers on her feet. Her round face was familiar and Zahara wished she could fall into the woman’s arms and let loose the sobs that she was barely holding back. But their neighbor wasn’t the touchy-feely kind, and although she had lived next door all Zahara’s life, they weren’t close.

Mrs. Yee was holding something in her hand, waving it around. Zahara blinked, bringing her into focus.

“I got this,” the woman said too loudly, shaking the paper again before pressing it into Zahara’s hands. RON HERMAN, YOUR REAL ESTATE CONNECTION! the words on the flyer shouted. The realtor’s smiling face was wholly unnatural. Did the woman think that she would want to buy a house sometime soon?

At her confused frown, Mrs. Yee gently plucked the paper from her hands and flipped it over. On the back was a series of handwritten letters and numbers that swam in Zahara’s blurred vision.

“License plate,” she said, pointing. “I got the license plate. My ears may be no good, but my eyes…” She grinned, motioning to her dark eyes fanned with wrinkles, then gave the thumbs-up sign.

The tears Zahara had been holding back burst out of her in a torrent. The empty pit in her middle refilled itself in a rush with something like hope. She couldn’t hold herself back from pulling the woman in for a hug.

Mrs. Yee’s shoulders were rigid, her posture tense, but eventually she softened and finally patted Zahara on the back. “It will be all right soon. You’ll find her.” Her tone was unusually soothing.

Zahara hiccuped and pulled away, her lungs not knowing exactly what they wanted to do. Gratitude filled her, nearly pulling her down to her knees. Then dizziness swamped her and nausea made her press her lips tight together and hold her hand against her belly.

She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. When she opened them again, Mrs. Yee’s orange tabby, Hokey, stood in his usual place in the front window, arching his back in a protracted stretch. Zahara blinked, and there were two Hokeys, both stretching and then settling back down together.

Zahara shut her eyes again, overwhelmed by wooziness. Pain crackled across her skin, making her cry out. It felt like she’d stuck a fork in an electrical socket, or maybe even been struck by lightning. The scent of something spicy hit her nose, then quickly dissipated. Fortunately, the feeling only lasted for a second or two.

Eyes open once more and watering now from the intensity of the brief pain, she straightened, swallowing down the bile that had risen. When she looked over at her neighbor’s house, the cats in the window were gone. Both of them. Mrs. Yee was gone, too.

Well, that was… rude. Unless Zahara had been standing there longer than she’d thought… She shook her head to clear it and walked gingerly into her house, clutching the flyer in bloodless fingers.

“Mom!” she screamed, tracking blood across the floor until she reached the phone in the kitchen and dialed 911 again.

“Hello? I just called 911 a few minutes ago to report a kidnapping, and I have new information. Um, okay, sure.” As she was put on hold, her gaze skated around the kitchen.

“Mom!” she called again, then froze. The almond-colored refrigerator that had been gasping and wheezing for the past few months was gone. In its place stood a sleek black model, complete with a fancy water and ice dispenser in the door. The countertops, which had been made of butcher block her entire life were now a snazzy black granite.

Zahara turned slowly to the little nook, which had, not more than fifteen minutes ago, held a computer. Now the tower, monitor, and keyboard were all gone. Instead, a stack of recipe books stood in their place.

“Ma’am,” the voice on the phone came back. “You say you called to report a kidnapping? When was this?”

“A f-few minutes ago.”

“We haven’t had any reports of kidnappings come in today, ma’am. Are you certain you called in to this district?”

She peered into the living room, and the phone slipped out of her hand to clatter on the tile. The furniture. What the hell happened to the furniture?

Footsteps on the staircase had her spinning around. “Zahara, why are you screaming like a banshee?”

She faced her mother, and her jaw dropped open. Cassandra Douglass was dressed stylishly in a business suit with heels. Her hair, which last night had been in box braids, was neatly relaxed and curled in big frothy loops that haloed around her head. Red lipstick contrasted prettily against the dark of her skin.

Seeing the expression on her daughter’s face, she stopped short. “What’s wrong, baby girl?”

Zahara just blinked. A designer handbag was in her mother’s grip, and if she wasn’t mistaken, those were designer shoes on her feet as well. Zahara spun and walked into the living room without saying another word.

“Z?” Her mother’s footsteps clacked across the kitchen. Zahara heard her pick up the phone receiver and replace it. The words “Are you… bleeding?” vaguely hit her consciousness, but most of her focus was on the room before her.

The walls were painted a calm peachy color instead of the light blue they’d always been. Family photos on the credenza were in different frames. She turned in a circle. It was like she’d never been here before. The walls and the rooms were the same size and shape. The house was the one she’d grown up in, but everything inside it was completely different.

“Zahara, you’re scaring me,” her mother said, coming to her and pulling her into her arms. “Where have you been and why are you bleeding?” An unfamiliar perfume wafted from her pores. It was thick, a little cloying, probably expensive—like the rest of her now.

“What in the hell is happening?” Zahara whispered.

As her mother held her in a familiar embrace amid all the other unfamiliarity, Zahara clutched her. “Annica was kidnapped,” she said through clenched teeth. Her breathing labored; she barely got the words out.

Her mother pulled back and peered into her eyes, concern etched there. “Oh, sweetheart, that’s horrible! Who is Annica? One of your friends from school?”

Zahara took a shaky step back, pulling out of her mother’s grip. “What?”

Cassandra tilted her head, her concern growing by the second. Zahara’s lips quivered, her heart stuttered; the nausea returned, twice as strong as before. A photo on the credenza caught her eye. Where Annica’s school photos had once sat, other pictures now replaced them. Zahara’s baby photos were there, as were the photos from her parents’ wedding. But where every one of her childhood photos had included her twin, more often than not in an identical outfit, now Zahara was in them alone.

She backed away into the hall, leaving her mother calling after her, and raced up the steps to their bedroom. Gone were the two twin beds. One queen-sized bed filled the room. Annica’s dresser and desk were also gone. Her books and papers and computer parts nowhere to be found. Zahara wrenched open the closet door to find unfamiliar clothes hanging there—all in her size. Many designer names among the tags.

She slammed the closet door shut and fell to her knees, sobbing. Her mother was there, that unfamiliar perfume assaulting Zahara’s nostrils. A warm hand rubbed her back, trying to comfort her, but there was no comfort to be had here.

Wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up! She pinched the inside of her arm, hoping against hope that this was all a horrible nightmare.

“Ohhh, sweetheart,” her mother cooed, pulling her into another embrace. “What’s happening? Talk to me, baby girl.”

Even that name caused the sobs to grow deeper. Annica was the baby girl. That was what their father had started calling her as the firstborn. But somehow, in some way, it had never happened. She never existed.

“You really don’t know who Annica is?” she asked her mother.

Cassandra’s brow crinkled in confusion—legitimate, sincere confusion. The baby that she had carried for nine months, given birth to, breastfed, and stayed in the hospital with countless times—there was no recognition in her gaze whatsoever. She shook her head. “I love that name, though,” she said. “I always thought it would be nice.”

“The best friend from the Pippi Longstocking books,” Zahara said with a sniff. She knew the origin of the name. Had heard about it her whole life.

Cassandra smiled, stroking her daughter’s cheek. “I didn’t know that you knew anyone with that name. Kidnapped? I can’t even imagine…”

Zahara thought that she might cry forever. There was an endless well of despair inside her. She closed her eyes and recalled her twin sister’s face—the face she’d just seen, looking at her sadly, whispering…

Goodbye.
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11 days later

The spider had abandoned its meal and loped out of sight, maybe in search of dessert, leaving behind the no-longer-struggling, cocooned fly. The insect had given up all hope.

Hope.

Zahara snorted and regarded the doctor again. He appeared patient, but she was sure it was just an act. A bulging vein in his forehead looked a bit dangerous.

When her sister first left, Zahara had tried to pretend, but the wrongness of the new life was too much to bear. Her mother’s lightness and joy were too big a contrast to the serious, dour woman she’d known all her life. Mom now had hobbies, friends, and even went out on dates. And there was so much extra money.

They apparently ate out in restaurants, ordered carryout, and tipped well. There were photos from international vacations that Zahara had no recollection of. She even had a car—her own car—apparently gifted to her on her sixteenth birthday. Friends, girls she had previously only known via passing them in the halls or as bodies filling seats in classrooms, called and left messages for her, worried because she’d missed some party or planned trip to the mall.

In this world, Zahara was still dancing. Madame Claudine had called, too, after that first day, wondering if she was dead because that was the only acceptable reason for missing rehearsal.

And for a few days, at least, still reeling and confused, Zahara had tried. Had gone through the motions: attending school, apologizing to these new friends, attending dance class. She had really tried.

But the guilt was ravenous and it fed on her constantly. Her memories were so vivid, so real. And so she’d spent day after day, night after night searching, telling anyone who would listen about her twin sister.

The doctor blew out a slow breath, tapping his finger on the clipboard again. “I’m recommending you for a 5150 hold, Zahara, so that we can evaluate you and ensure that you are not, in fact, a danger to yourself or anyone else.”

She couldn’t say she was surprised. Was her memory a liar? Has she actually lost her mind? Could they fix her here?

Once she was officially admitted, a nurse led her to a room where she had to strip out of her clothes and put on a pair of scrubs with an elastic band—no strings—and slip-on shoes. The scrubs were the color of dried blood. Then she was taken to the unit where she would be held for the next three days.

A group of kids were watching Sailor Moon on a television bolted to the wall. A couple of tables were scattered around, where other kids were drawing. A white girl with matted blond hair played solitaire with a crumpled deck of cards. No one looked up when Zahara entered.

The next seventy-two hours unfolded with a mix of tedium and fear. She had a single room, but the door had to be kept open at all times. Nurses were always checking her blood pressure and heart rate. The food was barely edible, but if she didn’t eat, she heard from one of her fellow inmates—a petite Asian girl with a shaved head—they could tack on extra time.

She lost the hair tie that had been holding her ponytail. She was pretty sure one of the other girls had stolen it and she couldn’t get another one. The only combs allowed barely went through her thick hair.

At odd intervals throughout the night, one of the girls screamed like she was being murdered. The bed was lumpy. The selection of books in the rec room was anemic. And the TV was controlled by Carol, a six-foot-tall black girl who was apparently the first female football player at her high school. She only wanted to watch cartoons, so that’s what they watched.

Group therapy was a tour through a variety of mental illnesses Zahara hadn’t even been aware of. Afterward, many of the girls would sit around comparing their suicide attempts. It took less than twenty-four hours for Zahara to realize there was nothing and no one here who could help her.

“What are you in for?” asked a red-haired white girl with two braids somehow curving outward from her head.

“Delusions. Apparently, I invented a twin sister.”

The girl nodded sagely, as if this was no surprise to her. “My first hold,” she said, “I met this chick who ran away to live with her dead grandmother. They found her in an abandoned building that she honestly thought was her grandmother’s house. Our minds are strange and wondrous places.”

The next time Zahara met with the droopy-eyed psychiatrist, she told him with a straight face that she knew she didn’t have a sister. She’d made the whole thing up. The stress of her upcoming audition with the National Ballet Theatre had gotten to her. But she was okay now. She knew the truth from the lies.

As her discharge papers were processed, she sent a silent message to her twin. I don’t know if you were real, Annica. I think so, but I’m just not sure anymore. If you were, I hope you can forgive me.







Chapter 1

December 12, 1999

A sound like the manic warbling of a robotic bird cuts through the all-too-familiar melody of Tchaikovsky’s “Waltz of the Flowers.” Zahara is in the middle of a series of whipping fouetté turns when it hits, and she stumbles.

A cell phone.

Somewhere in the first few rows.

Its high-pitched dissonance is at odds with the orchestra’s faultless tones. The phone’s distinct melody is also well known but grating.

The first chair flute, a ghostly pale young man with a shock of unruly orange hair, copies the ring tone subtly, then re-joins the rest of the woodwinds without missing any additional notes. A smattering of laughter breaks out in the crowd as the conductor bulges his eyes and purses his lips. Perhaps the young ginger will not be first chair for long.

Zahara wobbles her way out of the turns and into the leaps that take her to the edge of the stage, a delighted smile never leaving her face. Breaking character would turn the disaster of her mistake into a catastrophe.

She holds the final arabesque, briefly becoming a statue carved from marble. Then she exits stage left and, once out of sight of those seated in the first row, bends over, gripping the curtain and gasping for breath. When was the last time she lost her feet? The horror of it washes over her with a powerful undertow.

“Everybody’s a comedian,” Ekaterina mutters, coming up next to her, wearing the red-and-gold Spanish Dancer costume. “And what the hell is wrong with people? Didn’t they hear the announcement at the top of the show to turn their phones off ? Zahara, you all right?”

She stands, her vision swimming, grip still tight on the black fabric of the curtain. “Fine.” Gritted teeth bite out the single word. Normally, she would stay to watch the “Grand Pas de Deux,” imagine the day that she would be dancing in the coveted principal role of the Sugar Plum Fairy. But, not wanting any more pity, and feeling a growing sense of shame for her mistake, she retreats farther into the backstage area, seeking to lick her wounds in private before the curtain call.

A gaggle of small children in angel costumes flitter in her peripheral vision, trying their best to stay out of the way of the other dancers, but failing. They should really be back in the dressing room until the end of this number, but that’s not Zahara’s responsibility. She turns the corner to the stairwell, where she finds a lone girl lit only by the orange-red glow of the EXIT sign. She’s a little angel, too, separated from the rest of her flock, wire and gauze wings tilting crookedly on her back. But this child isn’t gaping with wonder at the professional dancers scurrying around. She’s crying.

She’s only about seven or eight, scrubbing at her cheeks with the palms of her hands and sniffling wetly. Zahara could slip past her. The girl would likely not even notice. She doesn’t recognize the child, but there are far too many kids in this performance—different groups each night—for her to have really gotten to know any of them. They’re bused in from dance schools around the county, an unending parade of tiny ballet students tottering around on unsteady legs. Zahara had been one of them once. So, though children are, in general, confusing to her, what with their unpredictability and penchant for wild, unhindered emotion, she stops. Crouches.

“Are you all right?” She firms her lips. Obviously, this child is not all right. “What’s wrong?” she tries again.

The little girl, skin a light brown, cheeks almost comically rouged with stage makeup, looks up. Then she whispers something completely unintelligible.

“What was that?” Zahara leans closer to hear.

“I messed up my steps.” The girl’s missing front teeth give her an adorable lisp. Her lips quiver with the promise of more tears.

“Is crying going to help?”

The question startles the child. Her mouth parts slightly and she blinks.

“Everyone messes up sometimes. Even me.” She winces slightly when she says it. “But you know what’s important?”

“What?” the girl breathes.

“That you practice more and try again. And you never give up. Do you know your steps for the finale?”

The child’s blinking speeds up, and she gives a little shrug.

“Well, maybe—instead of crying, which won’t help you dance any better—you should spend more time practicing them.”

The girl’s eyes widen, and Zahara isn’t sure whether she’s going to cry again or see the inherent logic of the advice, when the sound of running footsteps behind them makes her turn. An angel with an almost identical face, though a little taller, maybe a year or two older, appears in the doorway to the stairwell.

“There you are!” the new girl says. “It’s almost time to line up. We have to do the last dance!” Pure excitement pours off the older girl. She brushes past Zahara, looking up at her briefly but displaying no recognition or interest, and grabs what must be her sister’s hand.

“Do we have time to practice?” asks the younger girl, who apparently never speaks louder than a whisper.

“Maybe a little.”

Even softer, “Did you see my mistake?”

As the older girl tows the younger one away, she brushes it off. “If you made a mistake, I bet nobody noticed.” Their dubiously constructed wings brush together as they retreat.

Zahara stays crouched there, watching the two sisters walk away, a shard of pure pain slicing her open.
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Applause from the curtain call still ringing in her ears, she stands at the barre in the crowded rehearsal room, doing her post-show stretching routine when Gretchen, the assistant stage manager, pokes her head in. An almost translucent-skinned blond woman with proportions so sylphlike and spare she is often mistaken for a dancer, her nervous energy is practically a visible cloud around her.

“Zahara’s on TV!” she calls out, and chaos erupts.

A traffic jam crams the hall as everyone rushes out to head to the dressing rooms, which have televisions mounted high in the corners. Zahara is the last to arrive. She stands in the doorway as a clip of yesterday’s dress rehearsal plays on-screen with the reporter’s carefully enunciated, authoritative voice saying something too low to hear.

“Turn it up!” Ekaterina yells. Green bars pop up along the bottom of the screen as the volume rises.

“This holiday season, the Central Valley will be graced by a few more than nine ladies dancing and ten lords a-leaping. The prestigious National Ballet Theatre is on tour performing the beloved ballet The Nutcracker. And among their number is a familiar face. Twenty-one-year-old Modesto native Zahara Douglass is a featured soloist for the company—the youngest ever—dancing eight different roles over the next few weeks.

“Her journey has been nothing short of remarkable, especially for an African American ballerina. She joined the company as a member of the corps de ballet at seventeen and has been wowing audiences ever since. Though she started dancing at ten years old, an age considered to be fairly late, from the beginning Zahara showed incredible promise and dedication to her craft.” Zoom in on a photo of a smiling prepubescent Zahara in a bright pink tutu, garish red rouge on her cheeks.

“She was an incredible student.” The new voice makes Zahara’s spine straighten automatically—a Pavlovian response. On-screen, the image cuts to an aging yet still glamorous woman with a café au lait complexion. Her hair is still dyed that impossible shade of burgundy, which somehow remains classy, and is tied in a low chignon. CLAUDINE SPARLINGTON, the text below her chin reads. Zahara never called her anything other than Madame Claudine.

“From the moment she stepped into my studio, I sensed something special in her. I just had to nurture and cultivate her natural abilities.”

Zahara blinks. She has been accused of misremembering the past, but she’s certain she didn’t imagine years of Madame Claudine screaming in her face, pinching the skin above her elbow, or viciously shaming her for gaining weight. Nurture and cultivate, my ass.

And then Zahara is on the screen, seated in the first row of the theater, being interviewed. “NBT was always my dream, and it’s such an honor to be back here where it all began. Really coming full circle feels wonderful.” The words aren’t lies, but they aren’t the truth either.

She drops her head, unable to watch herself. They recorded the interview the day before, right after company class, and nerves had sprinted through her the entire time. Worse than before a performance. When she’s onstage, her body speaks for her. Trying to put all her emotions and thoughts into words had been another story. Especially when the reporter asked her how it felt to be back home again.

She couldn’t mention how she hadn’t stepped foot in her hometown in four years. Hadn’t wanted to ever again. It was only a strange twist of fate that the company had chosen Modesto for their winter tour stop.

Madame Claudine’s voice has her looking up again. “She’s broken barriers I was afraid I’d never see a black ballerina overcome. Her work ethic is incredible. The little girl I trained will perform in every show. I’m so proud of her.” The woman’s eyes fill with unshed tears. Likely of the crocodile variety. They would certainly match her other reptilian qualities.

Zahara’s own lean chestnut-brown face fills the screen again, her dark eyes slightly downturned at the corners. Even she can admit, she looks sad. In a close-up, the version of her on the television says, “I couldn’t have done any of this without the support of my family, who have always been there for me. I lost my father several years ago, but I know those who aren’t here are still cheering me on. I feel their presence, even long after they’re gone.”

The image cuts from her too-large head to a photograph that makes Zahara’s stomach tumble to her feet. She’s a grinning ten-year-old, and it’s from the first time she performed on this stage. She’d danced in The Nutcracker then as well. She’s sandwiched between her mother and father, dressed in an almost identical little angel costume to the girl in the stairwell. All three of them smile brightly in the light of the flash. The television camera pushes in on a slow zoom until the three—and only three—faces fill the screen.

Nausea churns her belly. Her skin has gone clammy, with cold sweat breaking out on her brow.

The reporter speaks over more footage of yesterday’s dress rehearsal. Her solo in the “Spanish Dance.” “With a trajectory like hers, it won’t be long until she’s a principal ballerina. Be sure not to miss the National Ballet Theatre’s production of The Nutcracker, running now until December twenty-third at the Center for the Arts. Zahara Douglass and the rest of the talented dancers are proving that with hard work and dedication, you can make your dreams a reality.”

In the television studio, two news anchors sit showing their teeth. “In other news, children in Somalia are getting gifts from an unexpected Santa Claus. Military contractors from Goodnight Security are delivering donated presents—” Whoever holds the remote mutes the television.

Murmurs rise as the women and men gather to congratulate Zahara. She withstands the praise with a practiced smile that feels wooden on her lips.

“They made you look good,” Willa says, coming to stand next to her. Zahara holds her breath.

“Of course, if you can’t keep your feet through a few distractions, maybe all this attention will die down.” There it is. The snark she’s come to expect.

Zahara sighs. “I didn’t ask them to come here. I’m not seeking attention.”

Willa doesn’t bother to respond. She merely sniffs and walks away, flipping her inky black hair, already freed from the performance bun and brushed to a glossy shine.

Zahara feels like a statue, unable to move as the other dancers chat and commiserate while packing up and readying to go. Their complaints about the lethargic crowd, the erratic conductor, the kids constantly underfoot wash over her.

Benny and Ekaterina approach, arms playfully linked. Both have fiery red hair and pale complexions, though he is from the Bronx and she was born in the Ukraine. “We’re going across the street to get a bite,” Ekaterina says. “Come with?” Her expression is open, hopeful. Zahara’s finely honed suspicious nature doesn’t find any footholds to cling to in the invitation. Still…

She shakes her head. “I can’t, but thanks.”

“You never come out with us, Z,” Benny whines, tilting his head. “We’re going to go stuff ourselves with pizza and then Katya and those anorexic bitches are going to teach me how to purge.” He mimics a gagging motion with his finger in his throat, and Katya gently slaps him, rolling her eyes.

“Is he drunk?” Zahara asks.

“Drunk on life, baby,” Benny responds, throwing his hand in the air.

“Endorphins, maybe?” Katya suggests.

Zahara forces a chuckle. “Really, my mom is waiting for me. But… next time.”

“ ‘Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,’ ” Benny says in a booming British accent, “ ‘Creeps in this petty pace from day to day.’ ”

Katya shakes her head and starts tugging him away. “Next time,” she repeats.

“ ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow,’ ” Benny continues, “ ‘That I shall say good night till it be morrow.’ ”

“That’s a different play,” Katya chides as they disappear down the hall.

Zahara feels like she’s been through a whirlwind, but at least the antics of her company-mates have broken up the despair that threatened. As she pushes her emotional distress back into the shadows where it belongs, her body’s various woes present themselves. Her legs ache; her head has started to pound. And though she knows she needs the calories, she can’t imagine eating a thing. What she’d love to do is head back to the hotel, run a bath, and soak her abused muscles. But Cassandra Douglass is waiting for her in the lobby and has apparently brought her latest boyfriend along. Her mother was so excited when Zahara told her she’d be home for Christmas.

The void in her chest pulses, the one that’s been there for four and a half years, that represents either a missing twin pulled out of life and memory, or her own mortally wounded sanity. Either way, it is the emptiness of something vital excised and never returned.

And fate has decided that she can no longer avoid going to the one place she hoped never to see again—home.
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“So, where’s Ted?” Zahara asks from the passenger seat of her mother’s red Mazda Miata as the tiny two-seater whips along the rain-soaked streets.

“Ted’s old news, baby girl,” Cassandra responds. “I’m seeing a nice man named Emerald now.”

“Emerald?”

Cassandra shrugs. “His parents were beatniks. Says he thought about changing his name in his twenties but never got around to doing the paperwork. Anyway, he’s out of town this week for work. He’s sorry to have missed the show. We’ll catch it again when he’s back. I’m just so happy that I get to see you for Christmas.” The woman squeals in delight and does a little dance in her seat.

“I see you every year at Christmas, Mom.”

Though Zahara has not come home in years, Cassandra flies out at regular intervals to visit and they always spend the holidays together. Twice in DC. One year in Charleston at a tour stop, and last year in Albuquerque. A patchwork quilt of a mother-daughter relationship.

“You know what I mean,” the stranger who is her mother responds.

She’s beaming, practically bursting at the seams to tell her all about this Emerald character. Bubbly and energetic, this Cassandra treats her more like a girlfriend than a daughter. She also gets weekly manicures, takes Spin classes, and hikes for fun. Zahara leans her head on the cool glass of the window, hoping it will soothe the ache deep within.

Emerald, Ted, Malcolm, Malik, Roberto. Her mother’s “friends” come and go with the seasons. If she’s honest with herself, a small part of her is jealous. Aside from two drunken one-night stands and a brief fling with that lighting technician in Charleston, Zahara’s love life has been an empty expanse populated mostly with tumbleweeds.

Which is probably for the best.

The short drive is filled with Cassandra’s chatter. She doesn’t seem to expect any sort of response from her daughter, except for a few perfunctory garbles of acknowledgment. This is the way things have been since Zahara returned from the hospital. There are echoes of the mother from her memory in how the woman barrels forward without stopping when she encounters an obstacle. Once upon a time, this quality showed up in how Cassandra would push through rejection after rejection during frequent job hunts. In her endless negotiations with creditors and bill collectors for a few more weeks, for smaller payments, even once for the forgiveness of a loan. Now that same dedication is spent on Making Everything Fine. And Not Talking About Uncomfortable Things.

Zahara is happy to play that game. Nothing to see here, folks. I’m not mentally ill. And I never had a twin for sixteen years, whose laughter and jokes and pain I remember like it all really happened. Everything Is Fine.

The car door slams as her mother gets out, and Zahara looks up at the two-story Craftsman that is 65 Golden Orchard Drive. Colorful, winking Christmas lights wrap around the four thick columns that hold up the porch roof. The oak tree they—she—used to climb is also decorated with lights, and a giant red bow wraps around its trunk.

Zahara’s grandmother, Marla Douglass, bought the house in the ’50s, when her twin sons Byron and Stirling were just boys. Byron proudly told the story of how his industrious mother, a dancer in her youth who’d become a domestic worker after her marriage, had found the only real estate agent in the county willing to work with a black woman and suggested she tour the house at night so the neighbors wouldn’t see. Marla used her late husband’s life insurance money to buy the property. Of course, the neighbors saw her moving in, but they assumed she was the help. Once they figured out she was the owner—the first black homeowner in the neighborhood—there was predictable drama. But Marla withstood the insults and anger, the rudeness and shunning, and gave her sons backbones of iron.

Over the years, the neighborhood has changed. Though the original mortgage is long paid off, rising taxes and additional mortgages had once been a struggle. There was a time when Zahara was certain they were going to lose the house her father had grown up in, the one she hadn’t expected to leave so soon.

She breathes deeply, centering herself in the here and now. Taxes aren’t a problem anymore. Her mother has a very stable job as an HR manager at a local agricultural manufacturer, which pays more than enough. The house is safe in their family’s keeping. Zahara is glad, but the thought of stepping foot inside it again…

She’ll just stay one night. Then tomorrow, back to the hotel. Her mother will have to understand. Since there are no performances Mondays and Tuesdays, Cassandra will expect her to stay longer, but she’ll have to put her off.

She can handle one night here.







TAPE 1, SIDE A

Testing, testing [clears throat]. All right. Looks like this thing is working. The light’s on and the tape is spinning. Well, my name is Byron Aaron Douglass. I was born July 3, 1946, in Los Angeles, California, to Reginald and Marla Ann Douglass. I had one brother, Stirling Frederick, though he passed many years ago.

I’m recording this for my girls, Zahara and Annica—twins just like me and Stirling. Not identical like us, mind you, but twins all the same. When me and Cassie found out she was carrying two babies, well, I… It was double the joy. Double the blessing, as Mama used to say.

Anyway, I want my girls to know what happened. How it all went down. More importantly, why. Hope they’ll listen to these tapes and understand all the things I wish I could say to their faces. But you girls are too young now. And I have a feeling I won’t be around when you’re old enough. But you need to know, so I’m planning on telling you.

Bought this tape recorder gadget. Hope I’m using the thing right.

So, I might as well start at the beginning. Though talking about the war… I, ah… Well, not talking about it is a whole heap easier, that’s for sure. But sometimes you have to put your boots on and, you know, walk through the shit, pardon my French.

I avoided the draft all four years at San Francisco State but couldn’t defer any more once I graduated. Protests were going on all over the place, but I wasn’t a dodger. Mama taught us to live up to our responsibilities. Got shipped out to Fort Lewis for basic training, then I was headed across the ocean to Vietnam.

Now, I’m not finna go into all the things that happened over there. That’s not, ah, not why I’m doing this. Saw a lot of things human beings just wasn’t meant to see, that’s for sure. Can’t scrub those images from my mind.

My platoon though… Those boys helped keep me sane. Ten of us came home, more or less in one piece. Eleven if you include Sybil. She wasn’t doing any fighting, but that lady reporter had the heart of a soldier, that’s for sure. And she was there when it all went down.

Now, I don’t know the exact date. Days blurred together over there. Long stretches of quiet and then… a burst of noise. Deafening. But, ah, this particular day had to have been sometime in May. Felt like a hundred and twenty degrees in the jungle. Mosquitoes and ants eating us alive.

We had camped just outside a village, or what used to be a village before we torched most of it, trying to clear out Vietcong. There were rice paddies stretched out all around, so no one could get the drop on us, and the edge of the jungle was just a klick west.

The youngest in our squad we called Lamb. He was eighteen years old with eyes like a doe. Hadn’t been outside of Kansas before his number came up. Reminded me of Stirling, skinny and curious. My brother will forever be sixteen years old in my memory, and Lamb had a sort of quality to him that was familiar, so I tried to look out for him. Much as anybody can in a situation like that. At the end of the day, when the bullets start flying, you got to take care of yourself.

Anyway, Sarge came around looking for Lamb. Wandering off in the middle of the jungle is a damned fool thing to do, but it wasn’t the first time the kid had done it. Some thought he was trying to get sent to the stockade on purpose, get a break from the front lines. Or maybe he’d actually gone AWOL. I didn’t think so. Figured something shiny had caught his eye again, and he didn’t have enough sense not to go after it.

Lamb was a dreamer. Heard more than one man say he was a little touched in the head, what with going on and on about seeing haints and spirits, but he told me his mama and grandmama had been root workers. So, I figured he’d seen some things that couldn’t be explained any other way. He’d been seeing and hearing them in the jungle as well. Glowing creatures moving funny in the corner of his eye, whispered voices, things like that. Always felt the need to track them down, too, which meant he had a tendency to wander.

We’d been three days with no contact from Charlie and waiting for orders. Sarge had a bee in his bonnet about finding the kid. Usually, he was calm as the eye of a storm, so it got my attention, you know? I volunteered to go look but Sarge said no, the whole squad was going. We’d sat on our asses too long, and he’d gotten the LT’s permission.

The others grumbled. Frankie especially didn’t have anything good to say. But I reminded him that we’d do the same for him if he ever went missing.

“Probably only going to find a blown-off foot or something,” he said. He had this whiny, nasally voice that made us all crazy. Complained all the time.

But we went. Sybil, too. She wrote for a paper in Connecticut or somewhere out East and was always determined not to be left behind. I once asked her what made her want to trek through the boonies with us when she could be safe and dry back in the US. “Somebody’s gotta tell the folks back home what’s happening over here,” she told me. Still didn’t understand why it had to be her, but that was her choice.

Anyway, we all geared up and headed out into the jungle.







Chapter 2

December 13, 1999

A brassy rendition of “Jingle Bells” blasts from the radio alarm clock, pulling Zahara from a nightmare. Daylight spears her eyes, burning away the details of the dream. She remembers only glimpses of shadowy figures trying to restrain her. Strings attached to her limbs turning her into a giant marionette. She groans, slams a hand on the clock, and reluctantly opens her eyes.

Her childhood bedroom is a time capsule. The housekeeper her mother employs has been in regularly to dust and vacuum, but otherwise nothing has been touched. Zahara lies in a queen bed topped with a frilly pink comforter. The white dresser, inlaid with pink- and gold-painted scrollwork, holds a neatly organized array of hairpins, ribbons, makeup bottles, and perfumes. A dozen pairs of tarnished silver earrings hang from a jewelry tree.

The images on the walls speak of a girl obsessed. A poster of Anna Pavlova, graceful and ethereal in frilly lace for The Dying Swan. Rudolf Nureyev kneeling before Margot Fonteyn in Romeo and Juliet. Framed magazine articles and photographs of black ballerinas like Debra Austin, Lauren Anderson, and Nora Kimball.

She closes her eyes, desperate for a few more minutes of sleep. Behind her lids, the bedroom the way it used to be takes shape—at least the way her fractured mind thinks it used to be. Two twin beds on opposite walls. Zahara’s half, neat as a pin, while Annica’s side looked like the Tasmanian Devil had stopped by for a visit. Piles of clothing heaped on the bed. The innards of a computer or two spread out on the floor. Stacks of books and magazines. Vinyl records and an overflowing box of cassette tapes. A desk hidden under the weight of coffee cans full of pens and markers, notebooks and binders and folders. The old dot matrix printer that she was trying to fix.

Zahara has always liked her space clean and organized, but the absence of this phantom sister and her mess is the raw and bloody gap of a punched-out tooth. She’s spent years teetering on a knife’s edge of whether it was real or not. Our minds are strange and wondrous places, someone had told her once. Her mind just might be stranger than most.

The crackle of the radio comes to life again as her snooze times out, this time playing a news report. “Fifty-three-year-old Stanley Warwick has built an entire bomb shelter in the earth behind his Nebraska home,” the host relates, his voice clipped. “He’s stockpiled food, potable water, clothing, and first aid supplies—along with what he considers essential for survival: weapons and ammunition.”

“We’re taking it serious as a heart attack,” a new voice, gritty and aged, declares. “Y2K is nearly here, and me and mine are gonna get through it just fine. Preparation is key. If you’re not ready for everything, you can be sure anything will happen to you.”

The host returns. “Warwick, with his long blond hair and thick amber beard, might look like he walked off the set of a Viking epic, but his ice-blue eyes reflect his unwavering belief in the need for readiness. As the days tick down, fears of the destructive power of the Millennium Bug have grown. When the clock strikes twelve on New Year’s Eve and 1999 becomes 2000, will a computer glitch cause massive chaos around the world? Or is it all just—”

Zahara clicks the radio off, for good this time, and sits up. She forces herself to look at the room as it is, banishing the memories of how it was. Or how her strange and wondrous mind thinks it was at least.

Across from the bed, the bottom shelf of the bookcase holds several thick photo albums. Her lips nearly curve into a smile with thoughts of her father and that ever-present camera strapped around his neck. He was always searching for ways to document his life. “We got to remember, little girl,” he’d say, using his name for her. “Remember the good times so they stay with us when everything goes bad, and don’t forget the bad times so you won’t repeat them.”

Her throat grows thick thinking of him. She hasn’t ever been able to separate her memories of her sister from those of her father, and so she banished them both to the shadows of her brain. Her poor, damaged brain. But when she dares to think about him, her heart expands.

Byron Douglass had captured his life in photo albums and home movies. She’d even spotted him writing in a journal, though as she remembers it, when she’d searched for it after he died, she hadn’t found anything. Now she sits on the carpet in front of the bookcase and pulls out an album.

The first one holds photos of her parents as teens. They were childhood sweethearts. Their relationship staying strong even with her maternal grandparents’ disapproval, as well as the distance from Modesto to San Francisco when he went away to college, and afterward when he was drafted and sent to Vietnam. Shortly after his return, they were married.

She stops on a page with a sepia-tinted image of Byron in a blue tuxedo. Cassandra wears cream-colored lace. Their smiles are delighted. They really look like this is the happiest day of their lives.

The following pages capture the first years of the marriage. Trips to Sacramento, Seattle, Los Angeles. Holidays with Mama Marla and a gaggle of cousins. And then Cassandra is pregnant, her rounded belly prominent under a pink dressing gown.

Zahara hesitates before picking up the next album. Takes a deep breath. Blows it out slowly. The first photo is of Zahara as an infant, sleeping peacefully on her father’s chest. A progression of Sears photo studio images as well as those taken by her father as she grows. Her first steps. Sitting in a high chair, food smeared all over her face, a laughing Cassandra in the background.

Zahara flips past them quickly, the knot in her belly growing. School recitals. Tee-ball and soccer. An older Zahara who has finally discovered dance. A gap on the page marks the space for the photo of the family used in the news report.

She slams the album shut and puts it aside, limbs shaking. Pulls out the next book. An older, more delicate one. These are her father’s youthful photographic efforts, all in black-and-white. The peak of a roof somewhere in town. Trees and mailboxes at odd angles. An identical boy to him, grinning, his two front teeth missing.

Byron had lost a twin as well. She thinks back to catching him staring off into the distance sometimes, a haunted expression on his face. Which of his demons was he remembering? The brother whose death as a teen had changed his family forever? The war he never talked about? Or the peculiar stresses of their everyday life?

What had been real?

The next album holds images from his time in Vietnam. If this album didn’t exist, she might never even know he’d gone. There is a picture of his army squad, ten men and one woman, a journalist who was embedded with them for a time.

They stand side by side, some staring stoically at the camera, a few with wide grins. One man is in profile, looking off to the side. One makes a peace sign. Another is giving the finger, lips curled in a sneer. She focuses on her father’s face, so young. A wry smile bends his mouth, an expression she remembers well.

Tears pool in her eyes as she’s confronted with everything she’s lost.

She releases the page and is about to shut the album, when the crackle of old adhesive coming aloose makes her pause. The inner flap of the back cover has become unattached. Yellow crumbles from the glue that once held it together flake off in her hand. She slides a finger under the lining and pulls it the rest of the way.

Hidden there is a single sheet of paper. A flyer featuring the fading image of a dentally enhanced smile on a middle-aged man with a thick head of dark hair. RON HERMAN, YOUR REAL ESTATE CONNECTION!

Her vision blurs for a moment. She gingerly picks up the flyer as her heart begins to speed. Her breathing grows shallow, and the flyer shivers in her fingertips. She vaguely remembers the man knocking on doors and asking families if they’d consider selling their houses. The houses that they were currently living in. The nerve, her mother had scoffed. Of course, that was when they’d been hanging on to the house by their fingernails after the taxes increased again.

Grasping the paper as if it will either sprout wings and fly away or spontaneously explode into ash, she holds it up to the light. Her lungs are barely inflating now; her head spins.

A dirty thumbprint is preserved in the corner. The light shows something written on the back of the flyer.

She is almost hyperventilating. Her arm muscles protest, and she realizes she’s been holding the paper in the air for quite a while. “Walk through the shit,” she whispers, and flips the page over.

Then what little air remains inside her whooshes out when she finds the letters and numbers scrawled there.

The handwriting is shaky, each line jagged and uneven. 2XZR0919.

She drops the paper and presses one hand to her mouth. Fat tears stream down her face and she scoots back so they don’t fall on the page, don’t obscure the writing.

She’d put this flyer into the photo album before her mother had taken her to the hospital. Cassandra had been sobbing, and Zahara was already drained of most of her emotions. A shell of herself. A zombie.

And after… When she’d gotten out, she’d had to commit to the… to the lie. So the license plate had to be banished like any other explanation for her false memories except that she was overworked or burned out, nervous or chemically imbalanced, hysterical or ill. If she’d made it all up, then there was no flyer and no license plate, because there’d been no car and no sister.

But there was. There had been.

Zahara sobs as quietly as she can manage.

“Do you want breakfast?” Cassandra calls from outside her door.

Her breath hitches. She projects her voice, trying to sound normal. “Yes. Thank you.”

As her mother’s footsteps descend the stairs, Zahara begins putting herself back together. It is surprisingly easy to do so after all this time. The world was crazy, but she never was. She never was.

Memories that had been hovering at the edge of her mind for the past few years come crashing back to the forefront in full color. The feel of the asphalt beneath her bare feet. The look in her sister’s eye before she slammed the car door. It actually had been real, and the confirmation is a thousand-pound weight lifted from her shoulders.

The world has shifted again, but this time she will not fall apart. She carefully folds the flyer and slips it into a pocket in her messenger bag. Washes her face, irons her clothes, dresses carefully—meticulously—and goes downstairs.

The Yellow Pages book is where it’s always lived in both versions of her life, on a shelf in the kitchen next to the cookbooks. The little nook where the computer once sat now holds a poinsettia plant with garland draped around its base. Christmas music plays on the radio as Cassandra scrambles eggs.

On the bulletin board, next to where the phone is mounted on the wall, is the photograph. Zahara standing between her parents. Byron’s and Cassandra’s arms are tightly wrapped around her with no space for anyone or anything between them.

A camera crew had come to the house the day before, and Cassandra had pulled the picture for them. Afterward, she must have pinned it to the board.

Tears threaten again. Zahara hasn’t cried this much in years and she refuses to let them fall. She has two calls to make. One to the company manager to tell her she’s taking the day off. The show is dark the next two days anyway; if there’s hell to pay, Zahara will just have to foot the bill.

The second call will be to a private investigator.
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December 9, 1989

Dear Diary,

Guess what? I’m writing to you from my brand new computer!!!!

They were getting new stuff at Daddy’s job and I think they were just going to throw out the old computers or something so Daddy asked if he could have it. He said it was an early Christmas present and Zahara said that wasn’t fair because she didn’t get one and he said it was for both of us but she said not really because everyone knows that I’m the only one who will use it.

I said no everyone did not know that (even though she’s right). I use the computer at school a lot and sometimes the other kids want to use it so I don’t have as much time with it as I want so it will be good to have one at home. Anyway I think the real reason Daddy got it for me is because I just got out of the hospital again.

When we drove up to the house I could see Zahara peeking out the window and then she ran away really fast and the curtain swooshed. Daddy opened the front door and shouted “The Baby Girl has returned!” like he always does and Z was squealing like she was really excited. She always is when I come back — I am too. It’s really hard not seeing her every day all day like normal.

So she ran and gave me a hug and I told her that Daddy and Mommy said I could go to her show and I thought I wasn’t going to be able to see any of the performances because of my dam blood (I know i’m not supposed to curse but you won’t tell anyone will you Diary?)

Anyway while she was hugging me and we were laughing and happy about me getting to see her dance Daddy started sniffing and then asked “What’s burning?”

Zahara had baked me a coming home cake and lit the candles when I got home but then forgot about them and the candles were burning and burning. It was so funny!!!! (And she didn’t get in trouble really even though she’s not supposed to light candles and walk away).

So last night, the ballet was The Nutcracker and I already knew a bunch of the songs because Daddy loves to play Christmas music a lot during Christmastime and they also play the music on the radio a lot and he has tapes and records too. Zahara got to wear a bunch of different costumes. She was a mouse, a snowflake, a icicle, and a angel.

After the dance was done she came out still in her angel costume but she took off the wings and the wire halo cause she said it gave her a headache.

She was sad because her ballet teacher is kind of mean and told her she needed to practice harder. But I told her that she was the best one on the stage which was true. Zahara is crazy good at dancing. I really wish I could dance too so we can do it together like we do a bunch of other stuff. When i’m not in the hospital that is.

Kids at school always ask what’s wrong with me — why i’m sick so much. I tell them it’s none of their beeswax but some of them know. I’ll tell you, Diary, since you are going to be my second best friend after my twin. I have sickle cell anemia. It’s where my blood is shaped funny and gets stuck in my veins and stuff and it hurts really bad. So bad I have to go to the hospital for medicine. But I’m better now and today we get to go to the photo place because Daddy is going to drop off the film to get developed and he said we could go too and get McDonalds afterwards. Yay Happy Meal!

The picture I want to see most was the one we took all together. Daddy asked some lady who was passing by to take it. He gave her his camera and everything and told her just to push the button. Like, I’m sure she knows how to use a camera but he’s just like that.

Me and Zahara had our arms around each other and Mommy and Daddy were on the ends. I had a case of the giggles and Z was kind of mad because she thought I was going to ruin the picture. Whenever I start laughing it makes her laugh too. But I don’t think the picture was ruined. You’re supposed to smile in pictures right?

Okay, I have to go now. But I will write again soon.

XOXO

Annica Lisa Douglass








Chapter 3

December 13, 1999

The J. Phillip D’Agostino Investigative Agency has a large and expensive-looking ad in the Yellow Pages. Its office is downtown, not far from both City Hall and the Center for the Arts. Zahara has always imagined PIs working in shady, run-down neighborhoods, so this location makes her more comfortable.

The taxi drops her off on a city block bustling with Christmas shoppers. Colored lights wink in the window of Aladdin’s Magical Carpets, where a sign on the door proclaims new carpeting as the perfect holiday gift. Next door, the window for Goodnight & Co. Bail Bonds is dark, 10:00 AM apparently too early to start catching criminals. Between the two businesses is the door leading to the second-floor offices.

The stairwell is more ominous than the exterior, dimly lit and with a strong odor of cleaning products covering whatever it was they were trying to clean. Zahara holds her breath as she climbs. Upstairs, she passes the door of an insurance agency. D’Agostino’s office is in the back of the building.

She pats her hair before pushing the door open. She’s worn it down, wanting to give off soft and approachable, not ice princess with an unquenchable thirst for the blood of her victims. That’s how Jamaal, the lighting technician in Charleston, had joked about her default facial expression. He said she’d been intimidating, and he’d been afraid to step to her for the first few weeks the company had been in residence. Though he claimed to be kidding, it was the kind of joke that had teeth. Sharp fangs had burrowed into her skin for days, not leaving her mind until the end of the tour, when she told him they wouldn’t be keeping in touch.

A cheerful chime announces her entrance to the office, the front room sporting a clean, minimalist look with a glass desk devoid of everything but a blotter and a telephone. The bookshelves lining the walls are filled with nicely bound hardcover volumes in long series, like encyclopedias or legal tomes. It all looks very professional and legitimate, but frissons of doubt skitter along her nerve endings.

“Hello?” she calls out. Upon closer inspection, there is a thin layer of dust on the green-tinted glass of the secretary’s desk. It’s been some time since anyone has used it.

The doubts within her bloom and expand. This was a bad idea. She can’t do this. What could an investigator even find? If this place is even legitimate. Even if it is, the guy is going to want to ask a bunch of questions that she won’t be able to answer. Maybe she should be visiting a psychic or something instead. Some kind of paranormal investigator or, or… She’s not even sure.

She takes a step back, ready to retreat when the door to the inner office opens. Zahara had expected J. Phillip D’Agostino to be a rasping, gravel-voiced man in his late fifties with a pack-a-day cigarette habit and a beer belly. The man standing before her could not be more different.

He’s young, maybe twenty-five, black, and startlingly handsome, with medium brown skin and dark eyes holding a hint of copper. His dark brown hair is worn in a temple taper fade, cropped short on top, and shaped up with laser precision. A neat mustache frames lips that can only be described as juicy. His knit sweater and dark jeans are stylish.

She blinks several times before finding her voice. “Mr. D’Agostino?”

A somewhat chastened smile lights his face and it’s devastating. “No, Theo Morgan. Mr. D’Agostino retired last week. He was my mentor. Sold me his agency. I’m still getting everything changed over.”

Zahara takes this in, then remembers her manners and extends her hand. “I’m Zahara Douglass. I called earlier and got the answering service, so I figured I’d take a chance and just come down.” And now she’s babbling.

Theo glances down at her outstretched hand. “I, ah, need to apologize.” He lifts his own hand, palm out as if taking an oath, showing the thin leather gloves he wears. “I have OCD, obsessive-compulsive disorder. I struggle with anxiety about germs, which makes shaking hands difficult for me. I hope that’s okay.”

“Oh.” She drops her hand, surprised and impressed at his forthrightness. “Of course. Sorry. People are filthy anyway. You’re probably onto something.” She shifts on her feet nervously.

“No need to apologize. Please, come into my office.”

The doubts are still there gnawing at her, but something about this man and his apparent comfort with the vulnerability he’d just shown makes her follow him. Aside from the file boxes lining the floor along the wall, the office is well organized. It fits the stereotype in her head, with a large metal desk taking up most of the space. File cabinets and shelves filled with folders and envelopes line one wall.

“Sorry about the mess,” he says, taking a seat behind the desk. Zahara has seen no evidence of mess. He motions to the visitor’s chair. “Please. So, what brings you in today?”

His manner is warm and inviting though he’s far younger and less experienced than she was expecting.

“Um, I know you’re still getting settled. Are you taking on new clients?”

“Yes, clients would be great,” he says, laughing. “But seriously, Phil taught me everything I know, and he did this for thirty years, so while I don’t yet have his experience, I do have him on speed dial.”

His humility further puts Zahara at ease. His smile is affable, not practiced and salesy. No hint of smarm. There is actual sincerity there, something far less common in the ballet company. Those smiles are all shark teeth waiting for chum in the water. Theo Morgan makes her feel like even if she were bleeding and far out at sea, he wouldn’t pounce. He’s too attractive for her liking, but that’s not exactly his fault. She’ll try not to hold it against him.

After coming all the way down here, shouldn’t she at least give this a shot? She takes a deep breath. “So, Mr. Morgan.”

“Theo,” he says, placing his gloved hands on the desk.

“Theo. I hope what I’m asking for is fairly simple and that it doesn’t fall outside of any legal lines.”

His brows rise. “Color me intrigued.”

“I need you to track down a license plate. I’d like to know who this car belongs to. Or belonged to four years ago.” She pulls the flyer from her messenger bag and slides it across the desk.

His expression is serious as he looks up from the flyer. “And what is your interest in this vehicle?”

“Does it matter?”

“Well, yes. In order to access the DMV database, independent private investigators need a legally justified reason.”

Zahara frowns. It makes sense, she was just hoping not to have to go into it all.

“If this car was involved in some type of crime, did you go to the police?” Theo prods gently.

Her heart sinks. “I… tried.” He remains silent, giving her space to finish. “They…” Saying they didn’t believe her isn’t quite accurate, and she doesn’t want to lie. She doesn’t want anything to challenge her truthfulness or character. She’s had enough of that already.

“Listen, I understand that this is difficult,” he says. “But either way, I do need to know what I’m getting myself into. I’m just starting out and we have to vet our clients the same way you should be vetting your investigators. The last thing I want is for one of my first cases as owner of this agency to be called into question.”

Integrity. It’s important and she respects that. She meets his eyes. Faint laugh lines already frame them. He laughs a lot. So did Annica. She swallows, her throat suddenly thick.

Walk through the shit, Zahara.

“This is the license plate of the car that drove away with my twin sister four years ago. I never saw her again.”

Theo’s eyes widen.

“I called the police,” she continues. “But they—” She swallows. She can’t go through with it. The truth is too dangerous, too hard to say. And so she lies. “They ruled her a runaway. No one looked for her. I wasn’t… in a position to be able to.”

It’s getting hard to breathe now. And her hands are shaking, so she squeezes them into fists. But she doesn’t allow the tears that threaten to do more than taunt her. “I don’t know if she’s alive or dead, and I just… I would like some kind of closure. Will you help me?”

Theo’s stunned expression softens. He positions the flyer on his desk until it’s perfectly centered. Then taps it, thinking. “Four years ago? And you’re twins. Identical or fraternal?”

“Fraternal.”

“Do you have any photos of her you can give me?”

Almost without her permission, her hand goes to her messenger bag. To the photograph she stuck into the pocket just as she was leaving. Her parents with their arms around her the night of her first big performance. Three smiling faces staring at the camera. She shivers as if an icy wind has invaded the office. “No. I, ah, don’t have any photos of Annica. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have any photos of your sister?” he says slowly, with the appropriate amount of disbelief that statement should elicit.

Her mind scrambles. “There was a… fire.” She holds her breath. This is why she hates lying, she’s terrible at it. The statement sounds forced and phony to her ears.

A flicker of an expression flits across Theo’s face, too quickly for her to decipher. Was that doubt? But almost immediately his eyes soften. “I’m really sorry to hear that. It must have been terrible.”

Zahara presses her lips together tightly, feeling a shell harden around her.

“All right,” Theo says. “Well, give me a few days to track down this license plate. Here’s the investigation agreement and the intake form, so I can get your contact information.” He retrieves a clipboard from a desk drawer and slides it over to her.

She unfurls her fingers from their tight fist to pick it up. The little metal chain which connects the board to the pen rattles as her hands shake, so she drops the clipboard into her lap, hoping that he hasn’t noticed. “Is there a deposit for you to get started?”

“No deposit yet. Call it the Under New Management Special. But my rates are listed there. Plus expenses, which I’ll clear with you in real time. Sound good?”

She studies the page before her. She has money saved up, not a ton, but she rarely spends it on anything. This is doable. But the questions have already begun. There will undoubtedly be more that she has no answers for. It’s one thing to lie and not be believed, but if she ever reveals the truth… Well, another visit to the psych ward is not in her day planner.

“Please promise me that you’ll keep me updated on everything you find. No matter how small.”

He nods. “Of course. You have my word.”

Trying to control her trembling limbs, she signs her name to the intake form, squeezing the pen until it creaks in protest.

Theo Morgan must be a decent investigator if he was entrusted to run his mentor’s business, she reasons. She needs someone good if she hopes to find any answers. Zahara just has to find a way to get his help figuring out what happened to Annica, without being committed again.
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March 11, 1990

Dear Diary,

We just got back from our camping trip and Mommy says I have to go to bed soon, so this will probably be short.

Daddy likes to take us camping because he says it’s important for us not to be bougie city girls. Mommy always rolls her eyes and says our ancestors didn’t fight for freedom from slavery just so we could pretend to be poor in the woods. And that we live in a perfectly good house and they pay perfectly good money for electricity and water and toilets. But she always comes along anyway, even though she grumbles about it.

Zahara is kind of on Mom’s side — even though I know she secretly likes camping. She just hates bugs and completely freaks out whenever she sees one or if it gets too close. I usually kill the bugs for her but she has a hissy fit about that too and says she doesn’t want to be a bug murderer. I tell her that she isn’t, I am. Then I do the cartoon villain laugh, which drives her crazy.

But Z wants everything in the world to be just like it is on stage or in the movies — perfect and shiny. But it’s not like that. The real world can be messy and gross.

This trip was for our fake birthday, which is actually my birthday. When we were little, Z and I got tired of sharing a birthday party every single year, so we split them up. It works better and now the ’rents don’t always get mad at us for fighting anymore. (Even though sometimes we still fight.)

So this weekend the tent kept falling down and Daddy would curse under his breath every time he had to put it back up. And we had hot dogs cooked on the fire and corn on the cob and s’mores. Z totally coated herself in bug spray and then screamed SO loud when this teensy tiny little beetle landed on her knee. I laughed for like five minutes.

At night, we all made up stories. Daddy is the best at it. Instead of super scary ghost stories like Mommy tells, he makes up ridiculous, embarrassing songs where me and Z are princess warriors riding on pegasuses and gryphons and doing good deeds and fighting dragons and monsters. He sings them really loud too — he says it’s to scare away the bears.

Oh shoot, Mommy just called me again so I have to tell the next part really quick.

My stomach started hurting really bad. Not the worst worst but bad enough that I knew what it meant. But I didn’t want to ruin our camping birthday with another trip to the hospital. Especially after we couldn’t go to Disneyland for our real birthday last summer cause of me and my stupid blood. Zahara was trying really hard not to be upset and make me feel bad, but I could still tell. I hate being a ruiner.

Since the pain wasn’t bad bad, I just stayed quiet hoping it would go away soon. I didn’t tell anyone and kept really still, acting like I was listening hard when it was Zahara’s turn to make up a story.

Daddy got up and then sat back down next to me. I was scared that he could tell I was hurting, but he just tussled my hair and gave me a hug and told me how much he loved me. He’s so sappy sometimes.

But I felt a lot better after that. Daddy is a really good hugger and the pain didn’t last long at all this time.

Then it started to drizzle, so we had to go back inside the tent. I braided Zahara’s hair, and she put beads on the ends of my cornrows. Then we went to sleep.

It was a really good weekend. I had a lot of fun.

Talk more soon.

XOXO

A.








Chapter 4

December 16, 1999

What are you doing?” Zahara asks through clenched teeth.

Willa glances up, an expression of mock surprise on her narrow face. Her right ankle is propped up on the wooden barre as she stretches. She fakes innocence, knowing full well she is in Zahara’s spot. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were coming in today.”

Zahara blinks slowly, flaring her nostrils.

“You did miss rehearsal on Monday, and you’ve been kind of off your game, so…” Willa spreads her arms as if to indicate anything is possible.

“I’ve been here the past two days. And I’ve stood in this spot at the barre during company class and rehearsal the entire time we’ve been in Modesto.” Frustration at Willa’s antics makes Zahara’s tone biting. The other woman knows better, she’s a professional and understands dancer etiquette. Zahara chose this spot because it’s out of the direct flow of the air vents, which for some reason blast the room with arctic gusts every ten minutes. But more than that, it’s her spot.

“Are you going to move?”

Willa very passive-aggressively completes one more stretch before swinging her leg down and sauntering off to her normal position, close to the piano.

“She’s such a pill,” Katya says, walking over. “But she’s been worse this week for some reason.”

“You’re rooming with her, Kat,” Benny pipes in from his spot on the floor, in the splits. “Is she on her period?” he stage-whispers.

Katya tosses a towel to hit him in the face. “You’re not allowed to ask that!”

“What?” he replies, whipping the towel onto his shoulder. “There are real hormonal changes that happen to women during their menses. I’m just talking about biology. I’m an evolved man, and I care.”

“Did you really just say menses? Never mind, you’re a pig, and you need to shut up.” Katya whirls to face Zahara. “You do seem a little more stressed than normal. Everything okay?”

The words Everything’s fine were on her lips, but couldn’t quite pass across them. Last night’s performance was not her best. She didn’t make any visible errors; there was just a general feeling of shakiness that washed over her, making her steps a little less fluid, her turns a little less sharp. Willa, of course, noticed. She notices everything and comments on everything. Sometimes Zahara wants to call her Claudine Jr.

She closes her eyes and calms her temper, breathing deeply. To be fair, it makes sense that as understudy for many of the soloists, Willa would be hyperaware of any hints of weakness that might mean a movement up the hierarchy. Their artistic director, Manuel, has been known to replace dancers on a whim, pulling from the corps de ballet—even during a performance run—if he feels someone has lost their edge. That’s how Zahara became the youngest soloist. She benefited from a more senior dancer who had been having a hard time recovering from an injury.

The real problem isn’t her understudy’s prickly personality, it’s that Zahara hasn’t heard from Theo Morgan in the past two days. The faint possibility of gaining some kind of answer about her twin’s disappearance has made Zahara more sensitive and her fuse shorter.

“Thanks for asking, Katya. It’s, um, not easy being home again.”

The other dancer reaches out and rubs her arm in a friendly, comforting gesture that surprises Zahara. People don’t usually… touch her.

“You know, after the show run,” Katya says, lowering her arm, “we’re heading down to Malibu for Christmas. Boris’s boyfriend’s parents have a beach house. You should totally come.”

Zahara is momentarily paralyzed by the unexpected offer. She’s saved from declining the invitation when a harried-looking Gretchen appears in the doorway. “Zahara, there’s a man here to see you,” she announces, the look on her face less annoyed than impressed.

“A man?” she asks, confused.

“Yes, and he’s um…” Gretchen’s pallid skin flares with a blush.

“Ooooh, is he hot?” Benny’s eyes widen.

“You have a boyfriend you haven’t told us about?” Katya playfully taps her, grinning saucily and winking.

Shaking her head, Zahara heads downstairs to the hallway near the theater’s back entrance. She turns a corner and finds Theo Morgan standing there, squinting at a poster promoting an upcoming event at the theater. A well-known motivational speaker had been booked for a talk in the afternoon before one of their performances next week.

As Theo peers at it, Zahara takes the opportunity to observe him. The black leather jacket and dark-washed jeans look designer—not flashy but fashionable. Black combat boots make him seem just a little bit dangerous. His gloves today are black leather as well. He turns then, and she hopes he didn’t notice her staring.

“Have you found something?” she asks, hope ringing in her voice.

His gaze snags on her practice leotard, and her cheeks heat. She doesn’t usually hold business conversations in dance attire. “I have an address and the name of a defunct corporation which registered the vehicle,” he says. “Trying to find info on the company has been difficult. There aren’t any records in the usual places, so I figured I’d go by the address and check it out. It’s about ninety minutes away in a town called Mariposa. Probably a long shot, but figured it’s worth a try.”

It was something. More than the nothing she’d had before. Her heart leaps.

“Left a message at the hotel but figured I’d swing by to tell you in person,” Theo continues. “I’ll touch base when I get back. Although, you have a show tonight, right? So, first thing in the morning, then.”

“Umm…” Her mind spins and she takes two steps forward before she even realizes she’s moving. She’s hired him to investigate, this is his job after all, but the idea of leaving him to do it and then just update her afterward doesn’t sit right. What if he sees something that he doesn’t think is important but really is? Some hint or clue about Annica that only her twin would recognize? Or some kind of supernatural phenomenon that could explain what had happened?

What if Theo, like their mother, their friends and other family, the police, the neighbors, everyone but Zahara, does find something and then just… forgets? Or it mysteriously changes into something else, like her entire life did? No, she can’t just leave this in his hands.

“I want to go, too!” she blurts out, stunning herself with the force of her exclamation.

Theo looks perplexed. “There’s really no need. There’s a high likelihood that I’ll find nothing.”

“Doesn’t matter.” She’s vibrating with energy. Possibilities. Fears.

“All right. So, do you want me to wait a few days? When would you be able to come?”

The show isn’t dark again until next Monday, but she can’t wait that long. This is the first hint of news she’s had in years. Yes, she’s in the middle of a performance run with daily call times and rehearsals. But she’s been a member of this company for four years, and Monday was the first time she’d ever taken a day off. She figures she’s due.

“Give me one second,” she says, holding up a finger. Then she turns around and races back up to the rehearsal room. “Willa!” she shouts, getting the woman’s attention. “You’re up tonight. I’m taking the night off.”

The expression of shock on the dancer’s face is comical, but Zahara doesn’t focus on it. She grabs her bag and pulls on her sweatpants. Waves off Katya’s concern and ignores Benny’s lascivious smirk.

She should tell the company manager herself, but runs into Gretchen and decides the assistant stage manager can handle it. Placing that weight on Gretchen’s poor shoulders isn’t fair, but Zahara will make it up to her.

Still wearing her ballet slippers, she races back to the lobby, where Theo hasn’t moved. “All right, let’s go.”

“Now? You’re sure?” he asks, raising a brow.

“We should go before I lose my nerve.” She may also lose her job for this stunt, or at least her place as a soloist. But those fears are overshadowed by that last glimpse she’d had of Annica. The pain and resignation in her eyes.

Goodbye.

Zahara hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye. What would she sacrifice to find out what happened to Annica?

Everything.
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Theo leads Zahara to a black car in the tiny staff parking lot behind the arts center. The sight of the vehicle makes her stop short. “This is yours?” She looks down at it dubiously. The car is old. Classic, she supposes, is a better word for it. Some kind of decades-old, two-door sports car.

“I’m sensing disapproval,” he says, the corners of his lips rising.

“No, no. It’s very… shiny.”

He actually laughs. Throws back his head and laughs, drawing her eyes to the column of his neck. She looks away quickly and hopes she hasn’t offended him. “You’ve obviously kept it up well. It’s just—Are you sure it’s going to make it where we’re going?”

He stares at her, blinking.

“I mean, it’s older than we are.” She isn’t even sure this prowling beast has a seat belt.

“This is a ’69 Chevy Camaro SS. It’ll outlive us all. And it’s well maintained, don’t worry. It’s never let me down.” He pats the roof lovingly before approaching her and opening the passenger door.

Zahara again glances uncertainly at the archaic vehicle, but it’s not like she has any other options. She settles inside, sinking into the soft leather seat, which is remarkably comfortable, not the hard crackle of her grandmother’s prehistoric Cadillac, which was always breaking down. While Theo jogs around the front and slides inside, she breathes in the scent of the interior—a pleasant, bright cherry smell—and notices gratefully that there are, in fact, seat belts.

He straightens his gloves, then taps the steering wheel in three places, whispering something under his breath too low to hear, before sliding the key into the ignition. Zahara pretends not to notice. Then the engine turns over with an assertive roar, and they’re off.

Theo pulls out a few sheets of folded paper from the center console and hands them to her. “Want to be the navigator?”

She opens the pages to reveal MapQuest directions. “Sure. So, what exactly did you find out?”

“The car you saw your sister get into was a ’92 Honda Civic. In 1995, it was registered to a company called Janus Edge Enterprises. Public records show the registered agent of Janus Edge is a Rick O’Shea. The CEO is listed as Bob Wire.” He looks over, raising an eyebrow. It takes Zahara a second to repeat the names to herself in her head.

“Ricochet. Barbed wire. They’re fake names?”

Theo nods. “But the address for the company is a real place. It shows up on the tax records as well, so there’s a possibility it’s where they receive mail. I don’t really expect to find anything, but given the names and the general sloppiness of this cover-up, or whatever it is, I don’t think we’re dealing with criminal masterminds here.”

“Sounds like kids being stupid to me.”

“Yeah. But registering an LLC and keeping it active in California isn’t cheap, so I don’t think it’s simply an extended prank. Someone didn’t want to be traced. You see this kind of thing with anti-government groups, revolutionaries, cults sometimes. Counterculture types.”

“They’re sticking it to the man with the stupid names.”

“Yeah,” Theo agrees. “Your sister, could she have fallen in with anyone like that?”

Zahara swallows. “Well, she was a hacker, I think. I mean, she was good with computers, but it was more than that. I’d come up behind her and she’d have all these windows open with code running.”

“Like in The Matrix?”

“That movie? I don’t know. I guess. I didn’t see it.”

His mouth falls open almost comically. “It’s one of the best movies of the entire year. How did you not see it?”

She shrugs. “I’m not a big movie person.”

Theo does a double take; his expression would not be out of place if he discovered he’d allowed an alien into his vehicle. Zahara smothers a grin at his antics before continuing.

“She really hated injustice and inequality. So, I guess it’s possible she could have joined some kind of anarchist protest group. I could even see her being part of that whole WTO thing in Seattle.” She leans her head back, thoughts moving swiftly. “I just don’t know why she’d leave without saying anything and then nothing for years. That’s not like her. She’s a strong person, and”—her throat gets thick with emotion—“we’re twins. To not tell me? To disappear without a word?” Not to mention the whole reality-altering thing. She shakes her head and clenches her jaw, trying to strangle the emotions beginning to seep out. Embarrassed for what she’s already revealed.

Theo is quiet for a while and she’s aware of his breathing in the small, hushed space of the car, which is oddly… intimate. She shifts in her seat at the same time he flicks on the radio. “Client’s choice.”

Grateful for something else to focus on, Zahara spins the dial to the talk radio station she used to always listen to. When she’s unsettled or emotional, the hum of the voices from NPR or a local talk channel soothe her more than anything else.

“So, how did you get into private investigating?” she asks, turning to face Theo. “You weren’t a cop or anything, right?”

“No. I was just always nosy.” His laugh is an infectious sound, warm and full-throated. It makes something in her stomach dip. “I always wanted to help people. But I got into some trouble as a teenager. Shoplifting.” His expression turns rueful. “My father wanted to teach me a lesson. Left me in juvie holding for the weekend. Mr. D’Agostino—Phil—was there looking in on a client’s kid. Saw me standing in the corner and struck up a conversation with me. One thing led to another, and he offered me a job. It was just a courier gig, dropping off film to be developed, picking up the photos or other packages, but I got to learn a little about what he worked on. He took me under his wing.”

Theo shrugs. “Got a taste for it and wanted more. He’d been on the police force prior to becoming a PI, and he taught me everything he’d learned.”

“Is it dangerous?” She watches his profile as he drives. The more she studies his face, the more she likes it. His features have an openness to them. While being extremely attractive, his face isn’t perfect. His nose is a little crooked and his chin a little too prominent.

“Dangerous? Not usually,” he replies. “But I’ve taken several personal protection courses. You worried that whatever we find is going to be a problem?”

“I don’t know. I honestly think I’m just chasing a ghost. She was a sick sixteen-year-old girl. Hoping she joined some kind of revolutionary criminal gang is better than the alternative.” She shivers and pulls her sweatshirt tighter around her.

“Annica was sick?”

Refocusing on Theo, she realizes she’s never talked about this with him. “She had sickle cell. Had gotten back from the hospital just a few days before she disappeared. She spent a lot of her childhood there. I’ve got the trait, but not the disease. We think my uncle died from it when he was about her age, but he was never officially diagnosed. Annica was—well, she was frail, physically. Thin and shorter than me, too. We weren’t identical or anything, but it seemed like she got the short end of the stick, body-wise.”

“You felt guilty?”

Zahara looks away. “Of course. I never get so much as a cold.”

The theme music for a popular national radio show comes on, and Zahara turns up the volume, partially to drown out the blossoming pain in the vicinity of her heart.

“You’re listening to The Sheppard Loring Show, for those at life’s crossroads. Each week, Dr. Loring offers guidance to help you grow in strength, purpose, and community.” The peppy music fades and the familiar voice of the man himself flows out of the speakers.

“Welcome, seekers, I’m Dr. Loring. Thank you for tuning in. Together, we’ll reflect on the choices that define us, the sacrifices that strengthen us, and the discipline that transforms us—one step at a time.”

The voice is dark honey with a touch of smoke. Zahara closes her eyes, letting it pour over her. “Now, you might have read a recent feature article in a well-respected national publication accusing me of being a Luddite for my views on modern technology. No need to get up in arms on my behalf, seekers. I am, after all, talking to you on a microphone. My voice is being transmitted over the airwaves to your ears. So I’m not quite the caveman my critics have painted me as. But it’s true I believe we’re on the front lines of a new war—and technology is a powerful weapon against us.

“It’s not a new weapon. Before the World Wide Web, before cellular phones and video game consoles, we humans found ways to disconnect from one another. We hated and killed. But the advent of these devices that steal our focus and attention, the blinking lights, the ringtones, the screens in our faces, they are slowly changing what it means to be human.

“People don’t know their neighbors anymore. Children are learning to value instant gratification instead of hard work and discipline. And while I applaud the scientists and engineers who are bringing advanced medicine and life-changing discoveries to the world, I do wonder if it comes at too high a price.”

“You like this guy?” Theo asks, skepticism coloring his tone.

Zahara lifts a shoulder. “My roommate back in DC listens to him a lot. But, yeah, I kind of think he makes sense.”

Theo hums in response.

“I mean, computers and automation have been taking jobs for years,” she continues. “People invent things to make life easier—supposedly—and make things more efficient and cheaper, but there’s a human cost. People unable to pay their bills and feed their families.”

“True,” Theo says slowly, “but the death of one opportunity is the birth of another, right? Different jobs are created, and sometimes people just need to keep up. I know it’s easier said than done, but I don’t think you can stop progress just because it may have some negative consequences.”

Out the window, the Central Valley rolls by—miles and miles of farmland peppered with horses, cows, and fields of vegetables. Hunched figures in one field bend, picking some kind of cool-season crop. Lettuce, she thinks as they pass.

“Dr. Loring is just advocating for a simpler life,” she says, “back when we grew our own food and knew our neighbors and our communities were stronger. Stuff like that. Is that all bad?”

Theo’s gloved fingers drum on the steering wheel. “Well, you know our ancestors worked on farms, grew their own food, and had community, but they were also in chains. I’m surprised a black man like Sheppard Loring spends so much time looking backwards.”

“You’re not wrong,” she replies, tilting her head. “But go back further—before we were taken from Africa.”

“Ah,” Theo says, nodding his head. “You’re one of those.”

“One of what?” Zahara straightens, narrowing her eyes at him.

“One of those people who idolizes the Middle Ages or the Bronze Age or something—before the complications of penicillin, birth control, and telephones. You want it to take two weeks to wash your clothes and a year of travel to visit your grandmother.”

“That’s not what I said! I just think there are some downsides to modern living. I mean, look at the Y2K bug. We all rely on computers so much, but in a couple weeks, due to some programming glitch, they just might take us all down.”

“The way I see it,” Theo says, glancing at her, “you can either live in the world or live outside of it. Sure, you can go out here like one of those crazies and build a bunker in the middle of nowhere, stockpile ammunition, milk your own cows, pluck your own chickens. And that’s a life—maybe it’s even simpler. But can you thrive that way? Can you do anything other than just subsist? Your career wouldn’t even exist in that kind of world. People scrubbing their laundry on a rock don’t have time for ballet.”

Thriving. There’s some truth in what he says, she has to admit. For the past few years, she’s only been existing. “Thriving” was definitely not on the agenda. Everything but her career has been in a holding pattern. Ballet has become her entire world. She has no social life, no real friends, no hobbies. She dances, practices, rehearses, works out, cooks to keep her strength up. That’s about it.

What has it been for?

Becoming a principal ballerina before the age of twenty-five? A goal she set mostly because it gave her something extraordinarily difficult to aspire to. To focus on. Instead of wallowing in despair about her questionable sanity or spiraling into depression because of the gaping hole in her heart where a sister who might never have existed used to live.

Now she’s fighting against how much hope to have. Will she finally get answers? Or will this just be a dead end? Disappointment she can handle, but she desperately wants to be able to hope. At least a little.

They spend much of the rest of the drive listening to Dr. Loring counsel the callers who dial in seeking guidance for their various problems. Theo’s commentary and witty observations make the miles pass quickly. He does voices, mimicking both the callers and the host, cracking jokes at what he considers Loring’s dubious advice.

During a commercial break, she realizes that her cheeks are aching from laughing. She’s actually having fun. When was the last time she truly enjoyed herself ? The thought sobers her.

Before she can spiral out completely, they are in Mariposa, a tiny historic Gold Rush town nestled in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. Charm drips from picturesque buildings that look straight out of the Old West. It’s a “blink and you miss it” kind of place that attracts a small number of tourists every year. Part of her doesn’t want the drive to end. But she dutifully reads off the directions while keeping an eye out for the eponymous butterflies painted on various surfaces in town.

Similar butterflies take flight inside her. She tells herself it’s because of the chance for answers or at least a clue about her twin. She doesn’t want to examine the pit of longing that has opened up within her. It’s pathetic. And weak. She’s hired Theo to do a job, that’s all. This is business. Her life has no room for pleasure, at least not until she finds out what happened to her sister.







TAPE 1, SIDE B

Besides Lamb, on our squad there was Ox, a farmhand from Montana. Horse, our sniper, who used to work on the Ford line in Detroit. Genius and JJ: one was Puerto Rican and one was Dominican, but we couldn’t never remember which was which. Jonesy grew up somewhere down South but never talked about his past. Frankie, this jittery Italian card dealer, never shut up about Vegas. Word was he joined up to avoid loan sharks who were after him. And Henry with an I was from Florida. His name was really pronounced Ahn-ree—his parents escaped out of Haiti—but none of us spoke French, so we called him Henry with an I. Finally, there was Sarge, a good old boy from Mobile, Alabama. He may have been a redneck, but he was fair. Maybe ’cause he grew up Catholic in the Deep South. Probably never thought he’d be in charge of a squad with so many brothas, but we never had any problems with him.

The day we went out to look for Lamb, I was pulling point. We usually rotated the job, since it’s the most dangerous position, but Sarge asked if I’d take it on. I led us down a trail we’d spotted the first day in the village, one I’d noticed Lamb had kept looking at again and again. My job was to watch out for boobytraps, ambushes, branches broken in specific ways, leaves turned over strangely, things like that. Jonesy was my slack man—my backup eyes and ears.

We followed that trail a while until we came to… well, a sort of intersection. Another path crossed the one we were on in perfect straight lines, just like two city streets.

I was pretty certain that Lamb had come this way, but as for which of the three directions he might have chosen, now that was a mystery. The path in front of us was the widest—a well-used track connecting two villages. To the right was a far narrower trail that went straight for a while and then twisted away sharply. And to the left, you could only walk for about one hundred feet before the pathway ended—just butted up against a wall of dense brush. I was ready for me and Jonesy to split up, with me investigating the right-hand trail and him going straight, but he kept peering off to the left.

It was him who noticed that a little tunnel had been hacked into the barrier blocking the trail. Looked like a GI’s doing. Hell, if a Vietnamese had done it, we probably wouldn’t have spotted it at all.

I told Jonesy to stay put while I crawled through to check it out. Turned out to be pretty strange though. The dirt path continued on the other side, like the thick vines and bushes had sprung up across it out of nowhere to make this barrier.

There, on the other side, I smelled something really recognizable—human urine. Someone had taken a leak against a tree just a few steps off the path. The first clear bootprint I’d seen was right there in the mud. Definitely a GI’s print.

I called back through the little tunnel, and Jonesy led the rest of the squad through. We’d gone another quarter mile or so when I heard a snapping sound, like twigs cracking. I brought up my rifle. When a man-shaped figure stepped onto the path in front of me, I fired. It was a reaction… muscle memory, maybe. I’d spent eight months with Charlie getting the drop on us, and I just… well, I shot before even identifying the target. Turns out, it was Lamb.

Thank God I missed him. But I shouldn’t have.

The kid had stepped out not twenty feet in front of me, and I was a crack shot. At that distance, there was no way I should have missed. He should have been dead. Can’t tell you how glad I am he wasn’t, but it just didn’t make any sense.

Everyone rushed up, thinking they’re coming into a firefight, then they caught sight of him. I got a lot of sh—Ah, a lot of comments about friendly fire. Teasing me about nearly killing the kid. It shook me up a whole helluva lot, that’s for sure. But Lamb was totally unfazed.

I don’t remember the first thing he said. JJ, our medic, was looking him over, and Sarge was blessing him out. Lamb had this vacant, haunted look on his face. I thought it was cause I’d nearly crocodiled him, but when I went to apologize, it’s like he hadn’t even noticed.

“Freddy,” he said—that’s what the boys called me since my last name is Douglass, they thought it was a riot—“Freddy, I know you’re not going to believe me. But I saw something that you all gotta see. I know it’s real. Real as me standing right here in front of you. It ain’t far. Will you come?”

I think it was the look in his eye. Or maybe the fact that I was sure I should have hit him. I wanted to credit the miss to the grace of God, but I hadn’t had any other miracles in that jungle. Not until that day.

Frankie started muttering about how the kid was high as a kite, and Lamb did look stoned. Men had a lot of ways of getting through those days until they could go home. But I don’t know… I felt like I had to see what he was talking about. Not just because Lamb reminded me of my brother Stirling. I wish I could tell you exactly why, what the pull was, but I told him I’d go.

I thought I’d have to duke it out with Sarge, but once I was set on it, he agreed. Everyone did. I didn’t think too much about it at the time. I was just happy to get my way, but it was… well, it was doggone unusual. Probably should have been more concerned about it.

Jonesy sure was. He’s the only one who refused to go. Said he didn’t want to take one single step further if he didn’t have to. Didn’t have no desire to follow spooky Lamb into one of his delusions and get into an unnecessary contact with the enemy. He was a short-timer, only twenty-two days left, as I recall, mostly because he told us each day, holding it over our heads as the countdown to him going home got smaller and smaller.

Sarge didn’t make him come with us either. Just shrugged and said he could wait there if he wanted. So Jonesy sat himself down on an overturned log with a lit cigarette and a canister of bug juice to help keep the leeches at bay, while the rest of us followed the kid deeper into the jungle.







Chapter 5

December 16, 1999

The address Theo’s printed directions take them to is fifteen minutes outside of Mariposa itself. They pass a number of ranch-style homes on large lots before turning into a neighborhood that looks like it sprang up in the 1960s. The houses here are a bit closer together, with long front lawns and driveways. More than one American flag flies over the homes they pass, and down the street, Zahara spots a Confederate one. Theo notices it, too, and tenses, his jaw tightening.

“This is the place,” Zahara announces shakily. Thankfully, it’s three doors down from the rebel sympathizer. The single-story structure is up a gravel drive. The yard is enclosed by a six-foot-tall wooden fence. Its gate is in poor repair, and the house itself has seen better days.

The grass out front features both dead patches and overgrown sections that reach nearly waist high. Planks of yellow vinyl siding are falling off the exterior walls, and several panes of glass in the windows are cracked. The wooden front porch is splintered and rotten. Everything is filthy.

Theo pulls the car to a stop in front of the empty carport and gets out. Zahara opens her door only to remember she never put her sneakers on, so she quickly changes out of her ballet slippers, drags on compression socks and her shoes, then joins Theo at the front of the car.

“Tax records show a lien on the property. Sure doesn’t look like anyone’s lived here for a while. Don’t suppose they’d mind if we looked around a little.” He sounds confident, but Zahara looks for a NO TRESPASSING sign. She doesn’t see one but doesn’t necessarily feel comforted.

“This neighborhood doesn’t look friendly to, ah, people who look like us.”

There’s no humor on his face when he meets her eye. “Yeah, I peeped that. We’ll be quick.”

She nods, the nerves that had taken flight in her belly now there for a different reason. Theo marches across the crunching gravel to the fence on the side of the house. A rusted padlock hangs on the gate, still functional, but the hinges are falling out of the wood. He presses gently, and the stripped screws give up the ghost. The bottom hinge falls out completely. The graying wood planks are warped and many have detached from their neighbors. With a few more tentative pushes, Theo disassembles the gate enough to make room to slip through. Zahara takes a deep, steadying breath and follows him into the backyard.

A large picture window on the side of the house is only partially covered by a ripped shade. Theo approaches the window, cupping his hands over his eyes to peer inside. The interior is cluttered with furniture. Some pieces are covered with sheets, like in an old movie. The uncovered items are moth-eaten, threadbare, and ragged, with holes and stuffing and springs spilling out of the chair cushions. The floor is scattered with old food wrappers—and what looks like moldy food.

“Squatters,” Theo announces, stepping back from the window. He brushes off the palms of his gloves, eyeing the yard warily. Zahara glances through the window again, wondering how even a squatter could live in such squalor. But it doesn’t seem like anyone has been here in a while; even the intruders have moved on.

The back of the house is a junkyard. Carcasses of vehicles in various states of disrepair flake rust onto the desiccated grass. Tough shrubbery pokes up through the engines of hoodless sedans. A box full of tools lies open on a warped wooden picnic table, all tarnished and corroded.

Walking through the maze of machinery is like traversing some excavated archaeological ruin. At one point, someone had put a lot of time and care into whatever was happening here. And then they just… abandoned it.

“Got something over here!” Theo calls out.

Zahara, heart in her throat, wades over to where he stands at the end of a line of six covered vehicles. The tarps concealing them are fitted to their forms and faded from sun exposure.

“Is it odd that someone wanted to protect some of the cars but not others?” she asks.

Theo’s gaze sharpens. “Gotta assume the ones under there are in better condition than the rest.” He rubs his gloved hands together a few times, as if warming them up, before pulling back the corner of the nearest tarp to reveal a gray bumper.

A bitter taste coats Zahara’s tongue. She presses her palms tight against her belly.

Theo wrenches the cover completely off the car, and Zahara is certain she’s going to vomit. Or faint. “That’s it,” she says softly. “That’s the car.”

The abrasion of asphalt against her bare feet. Her gaze a tunnel, focused only on the car in front of her. The back of her sister’s head visible in the passenger seat. Her lungs struggling to keep up. Annica so close, but so far away…

Zahara blinks down at the car that took her sister. Then she notices the license plate. “Wait—it doesn’t match.”

But Theo doesn’t hear her, because he’s pulling the tarp off the second car. It’s like a magic trick, the magician dramatically whipping off the covering to reveal… an identical car to the first one. Another 1992 Honda Civic hatchback in dark gray. Zahara’s skin tightens. The license plate blurs for a moment before swimming into focus.

This one matches.

An involuntary sob flees her chest; she falls to her knees. She wasn’t crazy. She didn’t make it all up. This car is proof. Its existence means she saw what she always knew she’d seen, even if no one else believed her.

If Theo notices her there on the ground battling tears, he’s kind enough to ignore her. One by one, he uncovers the other four vehicles. Should she be surprised they’re all exactly the same? Same make, same model, same color.

Why six of the same car? And what does it say about what happened to Annica?

When he’s done, he takes a step back. Zahara brings herself back to her feet.

“What do you think this means?” she asks. The cars have obviously been here for some time, but they weren’t cannibalized like the others in the yard.

“I’m not sure.” He pulls a slim flashlight from his pocket and peers into the window of the last car. “This is enough to be called a fleet, I think. They must have been purchased for a purpose. Can you go over the circumstances around your sister’s disappearance once more?”

She’s not cold, but her limbs are shaking. Shock and stress, must be. What had she told him about the day Annica drove away? She’d kept it simple. Vague. But she hadn’t told him everything, of course. How could she?

Zahara is still deciding how best to answer when Theo’s body goes rigid. He stares into the back seat of the vehicle she’s been calling Annica’s car.

“What is it?”

His Adam’s apple moves as he swallows. He takes a deep breath, then his gaze rises to meet hers. “There’s a stain in the back seat.”

Her legs wobble as she walks to his side. The narrow beam of light reflects back through the glass, making her squint her eyes for a moment before she adjusts.

The interior is upholstered in a light gray, so the stain is easy to see. It spreads across the center of the seat and up the back, a dark brown or maybe more of a rust color. Heavier in the middle and then lighter as it fades out.

Her breaths come shallower, each one a little more difficult than the last. “Do you—” She isn’t sure she can finish the thought. She exhales slowly. “Does that look like blood to you?”

They stare at the discolored upholstery for several moments. Theo’s voice is gravelly when he speaks. “I’m sure it could be a lot of things.” He pulls on the door to find it locked, and his lips twist into a grimace. “We can’t jump to conclusions.”

He continues his inspection of the car, walking around it, sweeping his flashlight from side to side, taking in details. Zahara’s stomach is a tumbling drum, like an empty clothes dryer spinning and spinning. She turns around, really wondering if she’ll actually be sick.

Though the houses in this neighborhood are spaced a comfortable distance apart, they aren’t so far that she misses the next-door neighbor peering at them from her back porch through a pair of binoculars.

“Uh, Theo?”

“What’s up?”

“We might have overstayed our welcome in this neighborhood.”

He turns and follows her gaze. Then he clicks his flashlight off. “I think you might be right.”

They walk swiftly—but not too swiftly—back to the gate. Zahara climbs through the opening with as much dignity as possible, while her insides are still churning with the possibilities of what happened to her sister.

Theo’s car sits in the drive, a sleek black beast ready to go on the prowl. That’s probably what the neighbor was thinking while spying on them. And if the police have already been called… She doesn’t want to think about it. At least the windows and tires are all intact and they can drive away. This area doesn’t seem to be high in crime, squatters notwithstanding, but she honestly wouldn’t have been surprised to find a tire slashed.

He’s just unlocking the door for her when the binoculars lady from next door emerges from her fenced yard and approaches them. She’s white and middle-aged, wearing a flowery house dress and ratty slippers. Her steel-gray hair matches the rapidly darkening skies. Rain is coming. Maybe a big storm.

“Y’all here looking for Martin?” the woman asks. Her voice holds a hint of the South. Zahara’s back straightens even more.

Theo shifts slightly in front of Zahara, shoulders relaxed, hands to his sides. “Yes, we’re trying to track him down. I imagine we’re not the first ones.” His voice is cheerful. His expression friendly and a little conspiratorial, like he’s including the woman in this ongoing saga of this Martin person’s fecklessness. The code switching is flawless; Theo adds a little more treble to his voice, likely to sound nonthreatening.

“Bill collectors aren’t an unusual sight.” She eyes them dubiously. They are obviously not bill collectors.

“These are nice pieces of property,” Theo says. “Good families. Hardworking people. Shame to leave this here to rot in the middle of it all.”

The woman nods her head. “Just takes one person, and then bam the whole neighborhood suffers. I’ve been trying to start one of them homeowner’s associations. Protect our property values.”

“Smart. Your yard is lovely. Is that a crepe myrtle?”

Zahara keeps her face expressionless, but her attention sharpens. Apparently, Theo knows just what to say to get the older woman talking. They engage in a short conversation about her landscaping, the neighborhood, property taxes, house values, and how awful it is when people don’t keep up their end of the bargain in terms of maintaining the area. He’s softening her up. And doing a damn good job of it, too.

“And I take it Martin hasn’t been around for a while?” he fits in smoothly.

“Haven’t seen him for several years.”

“Any idea where he might have gotten to?” he asks.

The woman’s face scrunches in disdain. “He was a good boy, but got sent over to Vietnam and came back with a screw loose, if you know what I mean. Couldn’t get right after that. Had a deft hand with a vehicle. Everybody was sure he’d be a mechanic, but he lost interest in that as well. Started going on and on about living off the land. Getting off the grid to avoid whatever foolishness is coming with that Y2K whatsit. Didn’t even own a computer though—neither do I, come to think of it. Too old for that kind of thing. Anyway, after his father died, God rest his soul, the boy started going up to that cabin Martin Sr. kept in the Sierras. Hunting bears or some such thing. County’s going to take the land soon, I hope.”

“You ever hear him talk about a company called Janus Edge Enterprises? A business he started?”

“No. Martin wasn’t the entrepreneurial type, if you know what I mean. And if he owes you money, I don’t think you’ve got a prayer in hell of getting it back.”

Theo gets Martin’s full name—Zemansky—before wrapping up the conversation. He shoots the woman a Hollywood-wattage smile, which seems to disarm her. She flushes a bright red before waving them off and heading back to her home. Soon enough, he and Zahara are back in the Camaro, heading down the road toward Modesto.

“That was very impressive,” Zahara says, watching Theo’s profile. She keeps her voice neutral, and he looks over at her, brows raised in question. “The way you basically massaged her for info.”

“I am a professional,” he says, chuckling.

“Yeah, of course.” Her lips curve upward but inside, her heart constricts with self-reproof. His easy manner and engaging personality had pulled her in, but she can’t afford to let down her guard. Just like that, the walls that had been cautiously lowering snap back into place. He’s a professional. Charm and wit get him information, smooth his way with clients. Probably get him referrals in the future. It has nothing to do with her. How could it?

She folds her hands together on her lap, squeezing tight and sifting through the information they’d uncovered. That is really the only thing she should be focused on. “Do you think you’ll be able to find this Martin character?”

Theo glances at her knotted fingers, then back to the road. “If he’s a vet, getting info on him shouldn’t be too difficult. If he’s gone off grid though, finding him might be the real challenge.”

And if they do find him, will he be able to lead them to Annica?







TAPE 2, SIDE A

Lamb wouldn’t answer any questions about what we were heading into. Each time I or anyone else asked him, he’d say something like, “Can’t put it into words. You just gotta see for yourself.”

His wide-eyed, slightly glazed-over stare made me question more than once if he was on something. But the kid walked at a steady pace, head never veering from straight in front of him. I think a mortar could have gone off twenty paces to either side of us and he wouldn’t have seen it, he was that focused.

He led the way down the trail. I was right behind him, keeping an eye on everything he was ignoring. At one point, I realized the only thing I could hear was our boots in the dirt. No birdcalls or whistles, no buzz and whine of mosquitoes, rustling from snakes or frogs. Nothing. The quiet was spooky, to the point where even our footsteps sounded muffled.

Gotta admit, a couple of times, I wanted to turn back. Felt like Jonesy had the right of it by staying behind. But there was something pulling me forward, almost like an invisible rope had wrapped itself around my middle and tugged me along.

Then the path opened up into a clearing. Now, we were in a jungle halfway across the world, but in some ways it was like any forest you’d find over here. There’d be clearings sometimes where trees had fallen, or the ground was a little too rocky to grow much more than shrubs. But this place was different. For one thing, it was perfectly round. Like it had been man-made.

Nothing grew inside that perfect circle, and reddish-brown dirt covered the entire ground. I froze right at the edge when I saw two wild boars across the way. We’d had an encounter or two with an angry boar and I was almost warier of them than the Vietcong—and here were two of those suckers. Not just that, they were the same size. Moved the same way. One lifted its right front foot at the same time as the other did. Tilted their heads the same way. Like moving carbon copies.

Don’t know how I didn’t turn in the other direction right then and there and head back. But soon enough, the boars wandered away, back into the jungle, and that’s when I spotted the macaques. A pair of identical monkeys, both munching on something, jaws working as they stared at us from a tree limb.

Now, I’m guessing you don’t believe me. Think your old dad is a few spoons short of a drawer, but I swear by all that’s holy that is what I saw. Birds. Snakes. Even two dragonflies swooped by together, all moving as one.

It wasn’t just the animals neither. The plants were mirrored, too. Took me a little longer to see it, but the clearing was split down the middle, each side identical to the other. Every tree, vine, and blade of grass. It was like we’d walked right into some mirror world.

Once I stepped foot on the dirt of that circle, the sky overhead changed. It was midmorning, and suddenly the stars were visible in half the sky. It got bright and dark all at once. By the time all of us were inside the circle, we were speechless, just looking around, taking it all in.

Then I heard a voice. I swear to you girls, what I’m about to tell you is God’s honest truth. Sounds like some kind of fever dream or hallucination from the heat or some strange tropical disease, but it happened.

I saw Stirling. My brother. Heard his voice and turned around and there he was. Standing in the middle of that circle in the jungle that shouldn’t be there. My squad was still there, too, but the color on them had been turned down, like on the TV, when you dial it down to black-and-white. Just drain all the hues right out. But Stirling, well, he was in full Technicolor.

He was still sixteen years old. The age he was when he died. He smiled at me. Talked to me. I moved closer, wanting to touch him, hug him, but he held up a hand, and I understood that wasn’t allowed.

The thing about it is, I can’t tell you what he said. I remember hearing his voice. Speaking with him. Feeling warm and relieved and sad and grateful and overflowing with love. I told him I loved him. I’m sure he said it back, but I just… [ sniff]… I can’t remember for the life of me. Must not have been meant to.

[clears throat] At any rate, Stirling was there talking to me, then I heard this knocking, like at a door. Wasn’t no door anywhere around. I spun around trying to see where it was coming from.

It got louder, like it was the police or something and then I heard whispering. Real soft, right in my ear, but it sounded a little like “Let us in.”

Stirling was just staring at me, then he nodded, like it was okay and I called out, “Hello?”

Soon as I said it, Stirling… well, he changed. His features got muddy. Looked like they were melting. His body blurred a little and then—it split into two. Two different people. A boy and girl, maybe ten or eleven years old by the look of them. But also, not. I mean they were the size of children, but they were also… off.

Their features weren’t quite right. Eyes too big. Too many teeth in their mouths. Skin dark as midnight. Blue-black, my mama used to call it. They tilted their heads, moving identically, like the animals and birds in the clearing. They smiled up at me and widened their eyes. Like they were trying to look more like real children.

My heart was running a race, ready to beat right out my chest. I couldn’t move, couldn’t run, couldn’t scream. Really and truly frozen in place.

They spoke together in unison. “Do you have anything to eat?” they said.

That voice that was really two voices together, it still haunts me. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and hear it. Hear them asking for food. Don’t know why I can’t remember a word Stirling said, but I know everything those two devils told me.

“Do you have anything to eat?”

All I had were my C-rations: canned ham and lima beans. Packet of coffee. Some crackers that were likely stale. And the hot sauce I used to make the stuff more palatable. My limbs unlocked enough for me to take my pack off and give what I had over to them. Got the sense that if I did try to run away, I wouldn’t get far, even little as they were.

The girl took the can and ripped into it with her teeth. The boy took the hot sauce and drank down the whole bottle like it was a soda pop. I just stared, not believing what I was seeing. Thinking I was in some kind of nightmare.

Once they were done, they looked up at me again, all innocent-like. “Do you have anything to eat?”

Took me a second to find my voice, but I told them, “I gave you everything I had.” Fear had its hands around my neck and was squeezing. Figured then that Stirling had been there to welcome me to the other side, because no way was I getting out of this alive. Or maybe I was already dead. Maybe I’d died back there on the trail before Lamb ever stepped out of the jungle and this was purgatory or the road to hell—definitely not heaven, not with those two monsters.

I started praying, and wishing I’d done a bit more of it before then. But when I opened my pack again to prove the lack of food in it, they just showed me their teeth. Think it was supposed to be a smile.

“You are rewarded,” they said.

And… I just… My head started aching something awful. A sharp pain that made me think I’d been shot and was bleeding out somewhere in the jungle. Never felt pain like it before. And then it was like I was being split in two. I got this sense of déjà vu like this had happened before. Whatever was going on with my head, the pain, the fear, all of it.

And then everything went black.







Chapter 6

December 19, 1999

You want what?” Manuel asks, voice rising at least an octave with each word.

“A leave of absence.”

He’s quiet for so long, Zahara is afraid the line has gone dead. Finally, he says in a clipped tone, “That is not a thing.”

“Patrice took a leave last year when her father went into hospice.”

“Patrice is a draw. People buy tickets specifically to see her perform. She makes people cry with the elegant beauty of her movements.”

Zahara clenches her jaw as the artistic director for the National Ballet Theatre goes into raptures about their principal dancer. “I’m having a family emergency,” she says slowly. “I need some time off.”

“We are in the middle of a performance, Zahara. You’re dancing eight roles. Plus, you still need to learn the choreography for Sleeping Beauty, which goes up in less than two months. You don’t have time to take a leave of absence, even if it was a thing.”

She runs her index finger through the spiraling loops of the extra-long telephone cord, trying to detangle it. Both the Cassandra of her memory and the current version like to pace around the kitchen and into the living room while on the phone, causing the cord to twist and tangle horribly.

She really needs one of those cordless phones—she can afford it now, after all. Or maybe Zahara should get her one for Christmas. She hasn’t bought a gift yet.

“Zahara, are you still there?”

“Yes, I’m here, Manuel. Listen, I don’t know what to tell you.” Her gaze moves involuntarily to the photograph, which is back on the bulletin board. She replaced it, and now it assaults her with its wrongness. “I just need some time to sort through this family situation. Willa can dance my roles. No need to change the schedule for the other soloists. She’s ready to move up.”

Manuel groans elaborately. “Willa is not you. She’s a ballerina-shaped vulture who works my last nerve. She’s a tick who will dig her little fangs in and be impossible to displace. Listen, I can give you another day. Can you be back by Wednesday?”

The single smiling girl in the photo follows Zahara with her gaze.

“You know what? I don’t think that’s going to work. I have to quit, Manuel. I’m sorry. I don’t want to put you in a bad position, but you have extremely talented dancers who will keep the show going.”

“Quit? As in the company? You can’t be serious.”

“I’m afraid I am. I’m really sorry.”

A stream of invectives and curses in Spanish burns her ear before he hangs up on her. His temper runs hot, and hanging up on his dancers is not an unusual occurrence. Most times, once he cools, he calls back. But Zahara knows she may have burned a bridge. Manuel is highly respected in the industry. It’s very possible another prominent company won’t have her after this. She’ll probably end up teaching five-year-olds to plié in Topeka, but she owes it to herself and her sister to see this through. She needs time. Space.

“Did you just do what I think you did?” Behind her, Cassandra’s voice cracks with horror. Zahara spins around to find her mother, wide-eyed, in the entrance to the kitchen. “What kind of family emergency could you possibly have?”

The question is a trapdoor between them that leads down into a dark pit full of vipers. Zahara studies her mother’s face and finds confusion, fear, pain.

“Mom, you don’t—” She sucks in a breath, dread ballooning in her chest. “I just have something I need to do.”

Tears well in Cassandra’s eyes. She takes a step forward tentatively. “Is it one of your cousins? Did Aunt Calliope call?”

Zahara shakes her head. She wants to escape but feels trapped in this moment. She should have stayed at the hotel after all. But after she’d hired Theo, she’d decided that being in her childhood bedroom, difficult as it was, might spark some memory that could help in the investigation.

Her mother had been delighted, and Zahara pretended she was happy, too. Now Cassandra’s face is ashen, her eyes round and wet. She looks like she’s seen a ghost.

“I don’t understand. Can you help me understand?” Her mother’s voice is a plea.

Zahara’s jaw tightens. She’s heard those words before. “I don’t think anything I say will help. It didn’t before.” She adds the last quietly, but Cassandra’s face crumples. Her shoulders slump, deflating slowly, and her head lowers.

“Is this… family emergency about the same… family member as before?” Cassandra nearly chokes on the words.

A surge of fury sends a flush of heat through Zahara’s body. “If it is, will you have me institutionalized again?”

Her mother’s head snaps up. Zahara has stepped on the deadly, electric third rail of their relationship. Stomped right on top of that trapdoor and taken them both down into the abyss by mentioning the one thing that they’d silently and mutually agreed not to ever discuss.

“Baby, I didn’t know what else to do. You were so…” She spreads her arms. Tears fall freely down her cheeks. “You were unreachable. Delusional.”

That word is a barb piercing Zahara’s skin. It makes her visibly recoil. “I’m not delusional.”

“I’m so worried about you, baby girl. You know that I love you more than anything. I just want you to be happy and healthy.”

“I want that, too.”

“But the ballet is your dream. Ever since you were little. How could you quit?”

Zahara presses her tongue to the roof of her mouth. She’s at a loss—unable to tell her mother anything or explain what’s happening when she can’t even make sense of it.

The phone rings then, cutting through the tension in the room like a scalpel. “Hello?” she answers, still staring at her mother, hoping it’s not Manuel.

“Zahara? It’s Theo. I’ve got an address for Zemansky. It’s out in the Sierras, a place called Buchanan Lake, a couple hours south of Tahoe. I’m going to head out today.”

“I’ll go with you.” She blurts the words out almost before he finishes speaking.

A pause. “Okay. You don’t—I mean, it’s not a day trip. Even if I find him, the soonest I’d be back is tomorrow. I know you have a show.”

Her mother’s face is frozen in a rictus of alarm. Zahara turns away. “Not a problem. Meet at your office in thirty?”

“Uh, sure. That works for me. See you there.”

She hangs up the phone and keeps her hand on the receiver for a beat. “I have to go, Mom.”

“When are you going to stop punishing me, Zahara?”

She turns slowly to face Cassandra. “What are you talking about?”

Her mother has reinflated somewhat, but misery still streaks her face. “I’m talking about the wall strong enough for Fort Knox that you’ve put up around yourself. About not coming home for years. Staying here for one day, then going back to the hotel. Then condescending to return to your home. If I didn’t call you every week, I’d never hear from you. When will it be enough? When will you forgive me?”

Zahara clenches her jaw, guilt a tight hand around her neck ready to strangle her. Has she been punishing her mother? And if so, could she stop? The pain is still so fresh and raw, even four years later. The sense of betrayal has leaked into every area of her life. It is like a tap that never turns off and floods the ground. She couldn’t just put that water back into the pipes.

“I don’t know, Mom. I’m not trying to punish you.” She moves closer and kisses her mother’s cheek. “And I know you don’t understand,” she whispers. “I’m sorry. I love you. Please try to trust me.”

Then she runs upstairs, over her mother’s sputtering protests, to pack her bag.
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Martin Zemansky Jr. Age 49. Never married. No children. No known address. Father: Martin Zemansky Sr. Died 1990. Owned property in half a dozen states and apparently had separate families in all of them.



“Traveling salesman,” Theo says with a shrug, one gloved hand palming the steering wheel. “Must have been a charismatic guy.”

Zahara snorts and returns her attention to the neatly printed info in the notebook he’d passed to her. The elder Zemansky left his California properties to Junior. Aside from the house in Mariposa, the bequest included thirty acres in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, about five hours from Modesto.

“This might be a dead end,” Theo warns, zooming past an overcrowded minivan. Traffic is light on the freeway, though signs for construction up ahead promise that will change. The engine of the Camaro purrs in a way Zahara is beginning to enjoy. Today, Theo’s driving gloves are a buttery tan leather. They keep drawing her eye to where they caress the steering wheel.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m committed to seeing this through,” she says, shaking herself internally and forcing her attention back onto the notebook in her lap. “I don’t think I realized how much this has been weighing on me these past few years. Even the possibility of answers is”—the car shakes as a tractor trailer thunders past, going way too fast—“well, it’s terrifying. And exhilarating.” Sort of like being onstage.

Theo hums in response. “At the very least, it’s an impromptu trip to the mountains. My dad used to take me camping out in the Sierras. Not that far from where we’re going, actually.”

Zahara flips a page in the notebook. “It’s the Sierra.”

“Hmm?”

“The Sierra, not Sierras. In Spanish, Sierra is already plural. It’s redundant.” She glances over to find his brows high and lips curled.

“Pardon me, madam. I stand corrected.”

Zahara narrows her eyes at him, unamused. “My dad took us camping as well. Mostly just up at the reservoir though. Did you like it?”

“Camping?”

“Yeah. All of the dirt and bugs and stuff?” She scrunches her nose. “Did it trigger your, um, your OCD?” She feels awkward mentioning his disorder but also doesn’t want to ignore it and pretend it doesn’t exist.

“When I was a kid, it wasn’t as intense. It can get worse with stress and trauma. But actually, being in nature is helpful. All of that untouched land… It’s so peaceful. I miss it.” His smile is small, and she can tell he’s in the past now.

“Is your dad still around? Do you all still camp?”

The smile slips away. “No, both of my parents are gone. I haven’t camped in a very long time.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Her father’s face comes to mind, sitting by the campfire, singing those ridiculous songs he used to make up about her and Annica.

“Do you have siblings?”

Theo clears his throat. “Only child. Listen, we’ve got a long drive. If you want to listen to a book, I have a portable tape player on the floor in the back and a box of tapes.”

Taking his obvious cue to quit with the personal questions, she turns in her seat and locates a large shoebox overflowing with a selection of books on tape. “Michael Crichton, John Grisham, Tom Clancy. Oh, Neal Stephenson.”

“You like sci-fi?”

“Yeah, love it. But I’ve read Snow Crash already. Twice.”

“Didn’t peg you for the type.”

She turns to glare at him. “Why not?”

Theo keeps his eyes on the road, his mood lighter, a playful smirk bending his lips. “Not sure. Maybe the same woman whose job is a two-hundred-year-old art form and who corrected my colloquialism doesn’t strike me as the type to be into a virtual reality cyberpunk world full of hackers and mercenaries.”

Zahara sits back in her seat, clutching the box of tapes in her lap. “First of all, ballet is five hundred years old. And just because I can speak English properly or appreciate precision in movement and language, doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy science fiction adventures.” She scoffs. “Maybe it’s because I’m a woman?”

He shrugs, the movement bunching the muscles of his shoulders, and she’s mad at herself for noticing. For the heat kindling her face.

Finally he looks over, taking in her prim white blouse and dark blue jeans. “Honestly, I would have bet money on you being more of a Jane Austen type. Pride and Prejudice?”

“Wow. Some investigator you are. I feel like I’m wasting my money,” she says, laughing.

“Ouch,” he says, clutching his chest.

“Speaking of which, you haven’t deposited my check yet.” She flips through more of the tapes in the box, needing a break from the physicality of him.

“Heading to the bank tomorrow. And all I’m saying is that you’re a breath of fresh air. Unexpected. It wasn’t an assault on your character or anything.”

Her heart skips at the compliment, though she stays quiet until an audiobook catches her eye. “New Stephen King.” Her tone is impressed. “I haven’t read this one yet.”

Theo’s eyes widen. “A King fan as well? I feel like I should be paying you.”

She resists looking at him, no matter how much she wants to. She’s witnessed his charm in action before. It’s either just a part of his personality or a finely honed skill necessary for his line of work. Deciding to be grateful she’s not sharing the car with a sloppy bore instead, she slides tape one of Hearts in Atlantis into the player.

“I’ll take that deal. You dance, and I’ll investigate.”

“Hold on to your tutu, darling. You’ve never seen fancy footwork like what I’ve got going on.” He waggles his brows. Zahara just sighs and twists to replace the box of books. This is going to be a long trip.
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Are you ready to take an adventurous journey through the life of an 11 year old girl as she withstands the trials and tribulations of the Sixth Grade Dance?

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

You may want to press the Escape key to quit, but you can’t! No quitters here. You have to play through until the end.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

It’s the time of the school year that all the girls in your class have been waiting for and you’re excited too. You’re going to get to dress up and get your hair done and maybe your nails too and then have a real DJ in the school cafeteria at the dance. All you have to do now is make sure your parents are going to let you go. Do you:


	1. Ask Daddy

	2. Ask Mommy

	3. Get Zahara to ask for you



What is your choice? _3

You talk to your twin who is for some reason not excited at all to go to the dance. “They just play dumb music and everyone acts fake,” she says. But you convince her that you have to go because you have a crush on Noah Avery and if you go, maybe you will get to slow dance with him. (You also had a weird dream about kissing Andrea Parsons that you haven’t even told Zahara about. But it would definitely be weird to dance with Andrea.)

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

Zahara talks to Daddy and convinces him that the dance is important to your social development and you both should go. He convinces Mommy, who is on the fence, but finally agrees. Yay!

Now you need to get a dress! It’s time for a trip to the mall.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

You go to Macy’s with Mommy who is in kind of a good mood. Zahara gets to shop in the Junior’s section because she’s tall and actually has boobs (she got her first bra this year!), while you still have to find a dress in the children’s section. Do you:


	1. Insist on shopping in Junior’s with your sister

	2. Agree to stay in the little kid section

	3. Leave the store


What is your choice? _1

All of the cute dresses are too big for you and look silly. Zahara tells you to stop being weird and go find a dress that fits. Do you:


	1. Insist on shopping in Junior’s with your sister

	2. Agree to stay in the little kid section

	3. Leave the store



What is your choice? _2

You end up finding a dress that is still kind of cute and doesn’t look like it was made for a baby. It fits you pretty well, but you are kind of mad at your body for not growing as fast as it should.

In the dressing room, you do some extra “I must, I must, I must increase my bust” exercises from the book Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret. You decide to do them three times a day from now on.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

You want new earrings to go with the dress, but Mommy says that you have to buy them with your own money since you have perfectly good earrings at home that Mama Marla gave you. You go to Claire’s and find some good options:


	1. Silver hoops $9.99

	2. Dangly gold-plated earrings $11.99

	3. Pink and yellow flowers $4.99 on sale



Amount you have $10

Which item would you like to buy? _1

Because of stupid sales tax you don’t have enough to buy the silver hoops but Zahara gives you the extra 50 cents and you give her a big hug. You wish you had enough money to buy a headband that matches, but you will ask Daddy and see if he’ll get it for you before the dance.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

Modesto, CA

April 13, 1990 — Dance Night

Weather: cool

Health: good

Daddy drops you off in the station wagon and tells you to have fun. You and Zahara enter the cafeteria which has been decorated with paper flowers and lots of streamers and ribbons for spring. Do you:


	1. Go to the snack table

	2. Stay close to Zahara and her friends

	3. Look for Noah

	4. Join the kids on the dance floor



What is your choice? _1

The snack table has potato chips, pretzels, cupcakes, brownies, cookies, and caramel popcorn, plus the punch bowl. You ladle some punch into a cup and take a chocolate chip cookie. Then you stand near the table watching everyone else.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

Michelle Truong and Joenicia Davis come up to you. Both of them are wearing sparkly eye makeup and lipstick. Mommy won’t let you wear makeup until you’re 13 and you’re jealous. You tell them this and they insist you come with them to the bathroom where they proceed to put sticky lip gloss on your lips.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

They gossip about what everyone is wearing and what boys they want to dance with and include you in the conversation. You laugh and joke with them and they invite you to go to the mall with them next weekend and then to the movies.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

Joenicia is having a birthday party in two weeks and you get invited to it as well. Plus, after the dance they’re having a sleepover and both of them insist that you come. That it won’t be fun at all if you aren’t there. Do you:


	1. Call your mom and ask if you can go

	2. Find Zahara and invite her to come too

	3. Stop daydreaming and get some more punch



What is your choice? _3

You are still by the snack table watching everyone else dance. Michelle and Joenicia never came over. They’re the most popular girls in class and have never actually talked to you before. Noah and Michelle are slow dancing to “Eternal Flame” by The Bangles, and you start to get a stomach ache low in your belly. It’s good that you don’t have any eye makeup on after all because it would just start running when your eyes tear up.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

_ ESC

You can’t press Escape. This is your life.

_ ESC

_ ESC

Zahara finds you in the bathroom sitting on the toilet lid in the handicap stall. She doesn’t laugh. She asks if you want to go home early. You tell her that you can stay if she is having fun. She says she didn’t want to come in the first place. She calls Daddy who comes back and picks you up.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

You and Zahara change into your pajamas and watch the VHS tape of Back to the Future for the 90 millionth time.

GAME OVER

You have failed at social interaction. Would you like to try again?

<Y / N>








Chapter 7

December 19, 1999

As soon as the car pulls to a stop at the gas pump, Zahara leaps out, her bladder ready to explode. She dashes inside the little general store built to look like a wood cabin and into the moderately clean restroom.

On the way out, she notices that along with selling groceries, clothing, toiletries, and, oddly enough, lumber, the store apparently does a brisk business in Christmas decorations. She spots three different trees, all decorated within an inch of their lives. The sheer quantity of lights, shiny ornaments, garland, tinsel, and ribbon makes it so she can barely spot anything green underneath.

Behind the counter, central casting’s stereotypical version of a mountain man eyes them warily. He’s heavyset with dirty blond, shoulder-length hair and an unruly beard. His red flannel shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal thick, hairy forearms complete the look. The only thing out of place is the fuzzy Santa hat tilted jauntily on his head.

Theo stirs creamer into a Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee and studies the selection of candy in the display. His feet twitch oddly and he seems to be whispering under his breath. Zahara grabs a bottle of water, her skin prickling under the scrutiny of the store’s employee.

After choosing a bag of peanut M&M’s, Theo moves to the counter to pay. “Hey there. We’re, ah, looking for someone. Do you know Martin Zemansky?”

The man’s broad fingers punch numbers on an old-fashioned cash register. “Not too many people around these parts I don’t know,” he responds gruffly. “This it?”

“The water, too,” Theo replies, his gaze roaming around the interior of the store. Zahara goes to protest, perfectly able to pay for her water herself, but decides to keep her mouth closed. The old question of whether this is just bad service or something more insidious goes through her mind. She almost misses the the presence of a Confederate flag; at least then she knew where she wasn’t wanted.

“Is Old Man Granger still around?” Theo asks. “He used to call himself mayor of the county.” Something about his voice seems different. Is it deeper than before? And somehow, he seems taller, like he’s taking up more space than he was just a few moments ago.

The bearded man’s brows rise. “Yeah. You know Granger? He’s going on ninety-five now.”

Theo nods, appearing pleased but without what Zahara has come to think of as his characteristic smile. “My father used to bring me up here to hunt. We ran into him a couple of times. Showed us his ten-point blacktail and told us the story.”

The bearded man grunts. “Tracked him for three days. Took the shot at three hundred yards. That story gets wilder every year.”

“Pretty impressive no matter what,” Theo adds.

The grumpy Santa takes the cash from Theo and counts out the change. “Granger had a stroke a few years back. Slowed him down a little, but he’ll still show anyone who pauses for more than a few seconds that damned trophy.”

“Pop caught a ten-pound trout once. Think they buried it with him.” Theo’s voice is wry and the man snorts in response.

“Most folks who come out here to live aren’t like Old Man Granger. They just want to be left alone. Don’t like people in their business. Some take that more seriously than others.” His glare has defrosted a few degrees, but still pierces.

“Gotcha,” Theo says, grabbing his candy and coffee and taking a step back. “Not looking to bother anyone. Just want to get a man some money he’s owed. Some kind of legal payout.” He subtly motions toward Zahara, and she feels eyes on her as she pretends to study a display of jerky varieties. Maybe since she looks so out of place here, she can pass for someone involved in administering a legal payout of some kind.

The sense of being watched fades and her shoulders relax.

“Well, if you’re looking for Zemansky, you should know he’s got his place booby-trapped.”

Zahara’s spine snaps straight, but Theo just whistles. “Paranoid much?”

“Got a good piece of property. Developers come around sometimes.” The man shrugs.

“Nice to know. The maps don’t seem to be really detailed in this area. How far is his place?”

“It’s not on any map. Head down this road about six miles. Gravel driveway isn’t marked, you gotta look out for it. If you hit the scenic overlook, you’ve gone too far.”

Zahara grips her bottled water, watching this exchange as a splinter of unease works its way beneath her skin. Both about the booby traps apparently awaiting them, but also that Theo was able to get the information in the first place. The subtle changes in his demeanor, his voice, his mannerisms, the way he carries himself. He can truly be whoever he needs to be. Whether it’s a learned skill or a natural talent, it must make him good at his job.

She tries to shake off the sadness that comes with this realization. She wants him to be good at his job. Hopefully, that means he’ll manage to get answers about Annica. But it also means that this attraction she’s feeling is probably based on a lie. On him showing her a version of himself tailor-made for her.

Who is the real Theo? She wonders if she’ll ever find out.

[image: ]
Sure enough, even though both of them were watching for the unmarked gravel drive, they miss it the first time and have to turn around at the scenic overlook. This time, Zahara spots it, a break in the trees, cleverly hidden to be nearly invisible.

While the Camaro easily navigated the narrow, winding mountain roads, when it turns onto the unpaved path, Theo tightens his grip on the steering wheel and furrows his brows in concentration. Gravel pings against the undercarriage of the car as they drive.

Every now and then, Zahara spots the peak of a mountain through breaks in the trees. The dirt road climbs higher, and her ears pop. Overhead, clouds gather and thicken; rain looks likely. Hopefully not before they leave.

The cabin, when they find it, is smaller than she expects. Constructed of weathered logs and not in great repair. Part of the roof sags sadly, as if some giant rested an elbow there for a while. Tall, majestic pines surround the place, but a swath of destruction has been cut through them—broken branches and mangled trunks form a path, as if that same giant ignored the road and decided to go straight through the woods on his way out.

An ancient Ford pickup sits off to the side, and the cabin appears dark.

“I’m guessing we shouldn’t expect a warm welcome,” Zahara murmurs as she peers through the windshield.

“No,” Theo replies, turning off the engine. “And there’s probably a shotgun trained on us right now, so move slowly. Stay here for a second, please.”

She turns to him, frowning.

“Remember what the guy at the general store said?”

“About the booby traps? How could I forget?” Fear expands inside her, weighing down her breath. “Do you have a plan for that?”

“Yeah. Just sit tight for a minute.”

He exits the car and squats down beside it, disappearing from view. Zahara cranes her neck, wondering if he’s tying his shoelaces or something. Several moments later, he pops back up, adjusting his gloves. “All right, I think I can make out the traps.”

“Seriously? Were you trained to identify booby traps?”

“I have a lot of hidden talents.” His grin cuts through the leaden wall of anxiety inside her. She blinks, not wanting to read too much into it, but grateful he’s able to calm her nerves.

“For real though, that seems… impossible.”

“It’s been rainy up here the past few weeks. There’s subtle changes in the ground that show where it was dug up.”

It sounds extremely far-fetched to her ears, but he seems in earnest.

“I wouldn’t put you at risk,” he says solemnly.

“All righty, then.” She opens the car door and steps out as Theo rounds the car and extends an elbow. Zahara swallows.

“Care to dance?”

Despite her best efforts, she cracks a small smile and takes hold of his offered arm. “Watch where I step,” he says. “Carefully.”

Thinking about it as a dance helps to calm her nerves. She knows how to follow choreography. That’s all this is. Theo slides his hand down her arm to clasp hers and lead her forward. His glove is pillow soft, his grip firm. Comforting. She sucks in a lungful of crisp mountain air and gathers herself.

“This is okay? Touching?” she asks.

“I’m better once I get more comfortable with someone. You ready?”

She holds herself back from squeezing his hand and nods. Theo’s booted feet move carefully across the yard. She can’t tell the difference between one patch of ground and another, but Theo peers at the earth intently and appears confident in his steps. She places her feet only where he does, appreciating that his are so much larger than hers.

The dance isn’t graceful; instead it’s stilted with no fluidity to it. It reminds her of one of her and Annica’s favorite books, Dune, and the terrible movie adaptation they’d watched over and over again until the VHS wore out. To get across the sand and not attract the enormous underground worms, the characters walked oddly, not in any discernible pattern.

At one point, a birdcall catches her attention, and she risks a glance upward to find two massive eagles soaring overhead. Their wings flap in tandem and awe fills her. She forces her gaze away so she doesn’t miss a step.

Soon enough, she and Theo reach the porch, but he stops, peering down at the wood.

“What is it?” she whispers.

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he begins to wobble on his feet, like an old drunk. Sucks in a breath. “Give me a sec. It’ll pass.” But he stumbles to the side and drops onto his knees. It looks painful, and Zahara stifles a cry.

She places a hand on his shoulder so he won’t completely fall down, and crouches. His eyes are glassy before they close. Is this some kind of seizure?

She places two fingers at his neck to check his pulse and gets a tiny shock of static electricity, which she ignores. His heartbeat is thready. Panic begins to set in and she’s wondering about her options, but then his pulse stabilizes, becoming strong and healthy. She hopes touching him in this way is okay—though he’s more comfortable with her, she’s sure she still has germs.

Theo’s eyes blink open, and he stares at her. Their faces are so close, they’re sharing breaths. Close enough to kiss. She faintly smells chocolate and peanuts along with the coffee he’d gulped down. Beneath them is something spicier, almost tangy. Not quite like cologne, more like wild herbs grilled on the fire. That thought makes no sense and she shakes her head to clear it.

“Are you okay?”

His forehead wrinkles as if he’s not quite sure, but he nods. “Yeah. I, ah… sorry about that. Wasn’t focusing properly.”

What does focusing have to do with it? “Was it the altitude? Maybe the drive?” she asks.

He’s a little shaky when they both stand. Then takes in a deep breath. “Low blood sugar maybe. But I’m good.” He brushes off his knees, which are covered in muck. They look to be a lost cause, and she’s about to tell him so when the cabin door slowly opens.

She motions to Theo with her chin, and he turns to face the man stepping forward with a rifle aimed at them.







TAPE 2, SIDE B

Next thing I heard was a harsh voice saying, “Die, American scum!” I opened my eyes to the barrel of a rifle. Didn’t think, just reacted. Rolled to the side and then kicked out hard and took down my attacker.

I heard the thunk of a body hitting the ground and then scrambled up, reaching for my sidearm, which I always slept with because you never knew. I had my pistol cocked and in his face before I registered who it was.

That motherfucker—Excuse my French, girls, but it was just Jonesy. He called himself pulling a prank. Held his hands up and was laughing like it was the most hysterical thing in the world.

Told him he could have gotten himself killed. “I emptied your magazine, Private,” he said, wheezing like he’d never catch his breath. “Shoulda seen your face.”

I don’t know what was wrong with him. Wasn’t funny at all and had my adrenaline up. Hell of a way to wake up is all I’ll say. I may or may not have paid him back for that little stunt before he shipped out.

But it was then that I realized I had no recollection of getting back to camp. Of even going to sleep the night before. My last memory was of those… those twins.

I didn’t have much time to process since the rest of the squad woke and our orders had finally come through, so we had to break camp and march. But I managed to talk to some of the others in snatches. None of them remembered getting back either.

When I asked if they’d seen anything strange out there, at first, the fellas would just eye me suspiciously, not wanting to cop to it, but I could tell something had happened. Wasn’t until the next day—we’d met up with the rest of our battalion and were waiting for a resupply—when we all got the chance to sit down together.

All of us experienced a version of the same thing. Frankie was the first one to admit it. “Saw these freaky little Negroes,” he said. “Brother and sister maybe, but not quite right.”

“They take all your food?” Horse asked. Frankie nodded and everyone agreed. We’d all given them our food, only for them to want more.

Plus, we’d all seen ghosts. Sarge saw his grandfather. JJ talked to his dead aunt. Genius and Sybil saw their parents. Lamb said it was all exactly what happened to him the first time he entered that clearing. Seemed relieved that we were experiencing it as well.

I asked Jonesy how we’d acted when we came out of there. He thought about it for a few seconds, then frowned. Said he couldn’t remember. He’d been sitting there waiting on us, then the next thing he knew, it was morning at camp and he got the brilliant idea to play that trick on me.

“Anybody feel any different?” Sarge asked. But all of us were right as the river.

Henry with an I had been quiet this whole time. That wasn’t unusual, he wasn’t a chatty fella. He was older than most of us. Career army. I got the feeling that he thought of us as kids. Used to chew on these roots or sticks or something and I was never sure if he’d brought them with him, got them sent over, or found them in the jungle.

We were quiet, all looking like we had a bad case of the heebie-jeebies, when he spoke. “I know what we saw,” he said. Well, that got our attention. He told us that in Haiti, they’re called the Marassa Jumeaux. The twins. Called them lwas—spirits who sit somewhere between humans and God in the vodou religion.

At that, the Christian boys shivered and started shaking their heads. There were a lot of “Lawd have mercies” and “Sweet Jesuses” called out. Folks got to murmuring about witchcraft and such. Sarge pulled out the medallion of Saint Jude he kept on a gold chain around his neck and kissed it. But Henri was calm and seemed so sure; I wanted to hear him out, and I wasn’t the only one.

“What do they do, these twins?” I asked him.

“Control order and chaos, death and life. Some say they were the first of all the lwa. Twins are sacred not just in Haiti but also across Africa. They’re believed to be powerful. These twins act as children, polite at first. Knocking and waiting to be let in. And if you do let them in, you need to feed them. Believers leave offerings of candy, cookies, toys and such. Always enough for both. In exchange, they receive something as well, some kind of gift or wish granted or power. Stories about the Marassa vary, but one thing is certain—the children want to be fed.”

Those were the words he said. I remember them as if he spoke yesterday because they rang true down to my bones.

“We fed them. We all did,” I reminded him.

He nodded, real thoughtful. Then shrugged. “Let’s hope it was enough. And if they knock again, don’t answer.”

My spine had got to tingling, and I wondered just what we’d walked into. The others weren’t so willing to believe though.

“What a load of horseshit,” Frankie said, pardon my French. “I think we got hit with some of the bad gas, maybe Charlie’s got ahold of some kind of chemical weapon. Gives you weird dreams. Else, we all shared a joint laced with something really special, if you know what I mean?” He tried to high-five JJ but got left hanging.

The Christian boys, Sarge and Ox and Genius, started praying. Someone started saying the Ninety-first Psalm and they all took it up. That got some eye rolls. If God exists, most of us knew he wasn’t in Nam.

Lamb pulled me aside with some of the others. “What do you think, Freddy? You think it was a bad trip?”

“You know I don’t do any of that stuff,” I told him. “And I don’t think Charlie has chemical weapons. I mean, it’s true the Chinese could be supplying them with something new, but we’d have heard about it. I think we saw what we saw.”

It was the simplest explanation, even if it was the craziest.

“People been seeing crazy things in the woods since time began,” Jonesy said.

The others asked him if he was glad he’d stayed put. He chuckled and said of course. He knew all along it was a bad idea to go traipsing out into the bush following after Lamb. But something in his eyes made me think he felt left out.

…

I don’t know… That could be because of what happened later. But I’m pretty sure I felt it then.

At any rate, we all went back to our bunks. I took advantage of the running water and had me a shower and a shave. I was so preoccupied with trying to remember anything about getting back to camp that I cut my face with the razor. Cut it bad, too. Blood was streaming fast enough that I thought I’d need an actual Band-Aid and not just a wad of toilet paper.

Splashed some water on it and was about to go find the med kit when the pain stopped. My hands still had blood on them, but I stared at myself in the mirror and watched that cut on my jaw close up. Right in front of my eyes.

Wasn’t nobody else there to prove me right or wrong, but that’s what happened. And I knew that no matter what had gone on out there in that clearing—it was only just beginning.







Chapter 8

December 19, 1999

You two want to explain what you’re doing on my property?” The man’s voice is the ragged rasp of a two-pack-a-day smoker. His face is weather-hardened, an unkempt graying beard obscuring the bottom half. Dark hair hides beneath a red knit cap, with straggly, greasy strands doing their best to escape.

Every one of Zahara’s limbs has turned to stone. She’s not sure if she’s breathing. The barrel of the rifle gets larger and larger before her eyes.

Theo’s hands shoot up, palms toward the man with the gun. He shifts his weight so that his shoulder is in front of her. In the back of her mind, she registers that he’s trying to protect her. Again.

“Mr. Zemansky? My name is Theophilus Morgan. I’m a private investigator. I have a state-issued identification in my pocket if you want to see it.”

Zemansky’s dull brown eyes look Theo up and down before he juts his chin upward in agreement. Theo slowly reaches toward his back pocket and pulls out a black leather ID holder, then lifts it in front of him.

Zemansky doesn’t lower his gun, but scrutinizes the ID card. “Theophilus?” A brow rises.

That had taken Zahara aback as well; only she hasn’t quite had time to process it. Theo puts the ID away as cautiously as he brought it out. “My dad loved jazz. Wanted to name me Thelonius. Mom thought it sounded a little too much like Felonius. Didn’t imagine that would be a good start for a black man. So they compromised.” He shrugs.

The gun wavers, then finally lowers. Zemansky’s gaze shifts to Zahara. “And you are?”

Boldness invades her from nowhere she can identify. “Zahara Douglass. Featured dancer with the National Ballet.” For a moment, she’s forgotten that she quit.

The man blinks, confusion carved into the crinkles around his eyes. “What do you want?”

“We’re looking into the purchase of six identical Honda Civics,” Theo replies.

Zemansky’s attention finally moves away from them to sweep across the small clearing in front of the cabin. “Those fucking cars.”

He stares off into the distance for a long moment before focusing back on Zahara. “You hire him?”

“I did. One of those cars was involved in the disappearance of my twin sister.”

“Well, I haven’t committed any crimes. Didn’t kidnap anybody, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“We’re not accusing you,” Theo’s voice is genial. “But we are looking for information on those cars and who might have been using them.”

Zemansky scratches at his beard with his free hand. His fingers are dirty, nails encrusted with grime.

“Nice little place you’ve got up here,” Theo says. “Very quiet. You worried about the Millennium Bug?”

“Course I am. Only a fool wouldn’t be. They want us to do everything on the computer nowadays. Tell us it’s the way of the future. But when the New Year comes and all their programming glitches… When planes start to fall from the sky, electricity goes out, ATM machines stop working, we’ll have a real apocalyptic situation on our hands. I don’t want to be around civilization when that goes down. Much safer to live off the land.”

Now that the gun is pointed down, Zahara can breathe. Maybe if she can get through to Zemansky on a personal level, like Theo did with that neighbor lady, he’ll tell them something. “It’s smart,” she says. “My dad always taught us to be self-sufficient. Took us camping a couple of times a year. Taught us a lot of fundamental skills. Used to talk about being shipped off to the jungle without any preparation. He wanted us to know how to survive no matter what happened.”

“Your father served?” The man’s interest is piqued.

She nods. “Army.”

“Third Recon Battalion. Marines.” Behind the grizzled veteran, she imagines she can see a hint of the young man who’d been sent off to war thirty years ago. Wonders if it broke him. “Good thing for a father to do, I think, make sure his kids are ready. I never had any myself, didn’t see the point, but if I had… well, they’d be out here with me. Survival is all that matters.”

Zahara smiles softly. “I think my dad would have agreed with you. I hired Theo here because I saw my sixteen-year-old sister get into one of those cars four and a half years ago. No one has seen or heard from her since.”

He drops his gaze, but she can tell he’s listening.

“There was no one back then who could help me. And I wasn’t able to help myself. Now I look at my life and everything that I have and it’s still empty. Without answers, without knowing what happened to her, if she’s even still alive… makes it hard for me to feel like I’m really living. I’m just going through the motions.

“Listen, Mr. Zemansky, no one is saying that you had anything to do with what those cars were used for. But whatever you could tell us, even the smallest thing, it might help. My sister was just a kid. All I want to know is what happened to her.”

His shoulders slump like a tire losing air. “Well, shit. Guess you all should come in, then. Need to take off your shoes though.”

It worked. I actually got through to him. She glances at Theo and finds him giving her a small, somewhat sad yet encouraging smile.

The interior of the cabin is sparse, utilitarian. It’s dim, lit only by the graying light coming through the thick windowpanes. They’re a little warped, as if the glass is really old or made by hand. Unlit kerosene lanterns hang from the rough-hewn rafters—the place has no electricity.

An iron cooking stove sits in the corner, spitting out heat. Next to it is a butcher block counter, with open shelving above and below holding jars, cans, a few cast-iron pots and skillets, as well as plastic and metal jugs of water. The scents of pine and woodsmoke give it a homey feel, along with the ancient, frayed quilt spread over a clawfoot couch that looks to be from the Victorian era.

Now that they’re not four steps below him, she realizes that Martin Zemansky is a small man, maybe not even five foot five. Both Theo and Zahara tower over him. He radiates nervous energy, fairly buzzing as he places his rifle neatly in a rack containing half a dozen others by the door. He toes off his boots onto a mat next to another pair, and she and Theo do the same.

He motions his visitors to the couch, while he takes the rocking chair next to the stove. They’re quiet for a minute, letting him collect his thoughts. Zemansky’s jaw works back and forth, the beard appearing to shiver with the movement. When he speaks, his voice is different. Softer, maybe.

“When I got out of the service, I tried going home. But folks were screaming ‘baby killer’ in my face. Spitting on me, throwing water and other shit at me and the rest of the boys who came back. Not knowing the hell we had gone through.

“All we wanted was to come home, and home wasn’t safe. There were only a few places where we found camaraderie—others who understood what we’d gone through because they’d been there, too. Got me a job at one of those places. First few years, I didn’t know if I was gonna make it. But eventually, well, there is a light at the end of the tunnel, like folks say.”

He shifts in the creaking chair, starting to rock back and forth a little bit. Zahara’s gaze arrows onto his thick woolen socks, one of which has a small hole in the toe.

“First job I had was a cook. In the marines, I’d always be coming up with different ways to make that shit they called rations more edible. Felt good feeding people, doing something with my hands. This was at an outreach center for some of the boys who were still struggling hard. That helped during those first few years—giving back. Worked my way up until I got a managerial spot. Didn’t really want it, but it was good money, and by that time, I was courting a girl I thought I might marry. Didn’t end up working out with her though.” That sentence holds a whole world of pain that makes Zahara curious, but she doesn’t dare interrupt him.

“Time came when I was in charge of the whole dang facility. Definitely wasn’t qualified for it, but the higher-ups said they saw something in me. Hell, I wanted to see it in myself. So when they told me we needed cars for the boys—some of them were having a tough time keeping jobs, but a car would let them get from point A to point B faster than the bus—well, I didn’t question it. Did what they told me to do. Did my job.

“Bought eight cars wholesale from a dealer who was going under. But a couple of the guys who got them were too messed up—one drove drunk and crashed his—totaled it. The other drove off a bridge and into the Mississippi River.” Zemansky shakes his head. His hand flexes, like he’s reaching for something that isn’t there.

“Right about then was when the nightmares came back for me. I’d been doing good… mostly, able to keep the demons in my head under control until then. Thought I was doing pretty well. But, ah…” He looks down at his hands, fidgeting with a loose thread on his knit sweater.

“Well, long story short, I got messed up on the kind of pharmaceuticals you don’t need no prescription for. Everything spiraled after that. Going into work wasn’t as high of a priority anymore, you know what I mean? I made a few too many errors, and the boss sat me down, told me he was going to have to let me go, but he wanted me to do one last thing.

“ ‘Get rid of them cars,’ he told me. Walked me through how to set up a company and transfer the registrations. They didn’t want any real records at all. Explained there was some kind of tax thing that the organization was going through. We all felt like we’d given enough to Uncle Sam: blood, sweat, half our minds, a few arms and legs. Giving up a good portion of the money in the bank account was just too much. I understood that. And since I was leaving anyway, there wouldn’t be anyone to follow up with me. So I had a friend of mine who hauls cars for a living load them up on his truck and put them out there on that piece of property that my daddy left me.

“Didn’t think too much about it. Had other things on my mind. There are a couple of years there that all blend together. Didn’t know if I was coming or going.”

He shakes his head and Zahara fears he’s lost in the past. “What changed?” she asks.

The man looks up. “Gonna sound strange, but Y2K saved my life. All these stories about the Millennium Bug everywhere, that broke me out of the haze. Got into a rehab program. Got clean. Then figured it was time to get out of Dodge. Came up here where the air is clear, temptations for me to backslide are slim, and there’s no computers ready to fail and take all of human civilization down with them.”

The crackling of the fire in the stove and the wind whistling through the trees outside cut through the quiet.

“When did you put the cars on your land?” Theo asks.

Zemansky’s head tilts back and to the side, thinking. “Woulda been around Thanksgiving of ’94.”

Theo looks to Zahara.

“Annica disappeared in April ’95,” she says.

“And the organization that you worked for?” Theo turns back to the veteran. “Will you share it with us?”

There are a few veteran-facing organizations like that, and even if he doesn’t want to say, Zahara is confident Theo will be able to find the one Martin worked for. But the man sighs and wipes a grubby hand down his face, then blows out a breath. “You heard of COMPASS?”

Zahara stiffens. “Sheppard Loring’s group?”

“That’s the one. I got a radio here and sometimes I still listen to that show of his when the reception is good. Dr. Loring’s a good fella. There were times I felt like he was the only one who cared about us vets at all. I still respect the hell out of that man. Most of us, those who were there and came back to protests and sneers, well, they feel the same as I do. I’d take a bullet for the man. He gave me a chance when I had none, and even after I fucked up. Got clean at a COMPASS center.” His shoulders lift and fall.

“Were you concerned that what you were doing was illegal? With the cars?” Theo asks.

Zemansky shrugs. “Didn’t much matter if I was. Woulda done it anyway. If you weren’t there, you wouldn’t understand. The man who comes out of the jungle is not the same one who went in.” He shakes his head. “We became brothers for real out there. And there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my brother.”

His words hang in the air like smoke, heavy and cloying, carrying the weight of a lifetime of sacrifices that Zahara can barely comprehend.

Theo leans forward, hands clasped between his knees, voice low and steady. “I understand loyalty, Mr. Zemansky. And I respect what you’ve shared with us. But if those cars ended up in the wrong hands—if they were used to hurt people—wouldn’t you want to make it right? Wouldn’t you want to help someone who’s been waiting years for answers?”

The man’s eyes dart up to Theo, then to Zahara. His lips press into a thin line, and his rocking chair groans as it rolls back and forth. “It ain’t that I don’t care,” he says finally, his voice a near whisper. “I just don’t know how much good I can do. What happened to your sister… it’s horrible. But I can’t tell you much more. I stored the cars, then left town. Been up here ever since.”

Zahara works very hard to keep her voice steady. “There was blood in the back seat of one. Or a stain that looked a lot like blood.”

Zemansky nods. “Yeah, I remember that. Fella that had that one got into some type of brawl. Got stabbed, as I recall. Friend drove him to the ER. He apologized for it when he turned the car in. I was gonna try and get it cleaned up, but that wasn’t too long before I was fired and told to junk them.”

Zahara exhales slowly and sinks more heavily into the couch. Then shifts, trying to avoid a spring poking out of the cushion.

“Did you tell anyone where you were storing the cars?” Theo asks. “Or did you see anything strange? Anything you haven’t told us?”

He shakes his head. “Didn’t tell anyone. Loring made it clear he didn’t want to know. Neither did any of the other higher-ups.”

Theo’s eyes sharpen. “So it was Loring himself who gave the order to junk the cars?”

“Yup.”

Zahara’s emotions shift at lightning speed. Relief, worry, fear, anger, hope. She might be having a heart attack.

Then Zemansky snaps his fingers. “There was something. Right before I left. The day the phone was getting shut off, actually, I got a call. Caller ID showed it was from a Los Angeles area code. That’s where COMPASS is headquartered. Didn’t know the lady on the phone but she had a funny accent. Sounded kinda like that Miss Cleo lady on the TV. She said she was following up on some things for Loring. I figured these were the kinds of things that shouldn’t be talked about on the phone, but she wasn’t real specific. Said something like, ‘Wanted to make sure the matter you discussed was taken care of.’ Something like that.

“I told her it was and she wouldn’t be able to reach me at this number anymore. She said she wouldn’t need to. That was it.”

Zahara exchanges a glance with Theo. The detail may be small, but it could lead somewhere, maybe.

“That’s helpful,” Theo says, jotting down a note in his notebook. “And that was what, December?”

“Yeah, believe so. If it gets you closer to your sister, I guess it’s worth dredging all this up.” He appears sincere, and Zahara thanks him.

The man stands, signaling the end of their conversation. “Well, I’ve told you what I know. You folks are welcome to stay for a bit, but I don’t got much in the way of creature comforts.”

“We appreciate the hospitality,” Theo says, standing as well. “And your time.”

They leave the cabin to find a cold drizzle has started. The sun has fully dipped below the mountain, leaving the already gray day downright murky. The chill of the evening air is a stark contrast to the warmth inside, and Zahara shivers.

“You can get back to your vehicle all right?” Zemansky asks.

Theo nods. “I’ll go the way I came.”

“How’d you spot the traps, anyway?”

Theo taps his nose. “Trade secret.”

Once again, they pick their way across the gravel until they reach the car. As Theo unlocks the door, Zahara casts one last glance at Zemansky, who stands in the doorway, watching them go. His expression is unreadable, but his words echo in her mind: The man who comes out of the jungle is not the same one who went in.

She knows what he means in her own way. Two sisters were lost that day. She isn’t the same person she was before Annica got into that car. But maybe—just maybe—she is one step closer to finding both of them.







TAPE 3, SIDE A

After that day in the jungle—after meeting those twins—the war changed for me and for my whole platoon. That’s another reason I know—and knew then—that something real had happened. From that day on, every time we engaged the enemy, we came out on top. Our squad didn’t incur a single injury or casualty. Whoever was on point spotted every booby trap, every buried mine or piece of ordnance. We avoided gunshots, bombs, even being sprayed with chemicals. At one point, I felt like Charlie could jump right out in front of me, shoot point-blank in my face, and still miss.

They called it luck. I guess it was.

But other things started happening, too. Like déjà vu—just more intense than anything that could be considered normal. It would happen almost daily. That feeling like you’ve walked the same trail before, or had the same conversation, even when you know you definitely hadn’t.

There were other strange signs. Lamb would get confused, for instance, start slurring his words or talking nonsense for a few minutes. Others got headaches. My temperature would always be off. I would feel like I was freezing, standing right there in the middle of the sweltering jungle. Sweat would be pouring down me, soaking my uniform, but I still felt cold. Just things that couldn’t be explained.

And every now and then, I’d hear that knocking, sort of like a drum beating, and the voices of those twins—the little boy and that girl—asking to be let in. To be fed. Henry with an I would leave some rations out next to where we slept. The food would always be gone by morning; we figured some critter was taking them. Some of the other boys started doing the same. Hell, I started doing it, too, after a while—figured it couldn’t hurt.

While all of us were going through this, Jonesy got quieter and quieter. He was meant to be going home, but instead, the son of a gun reenlisted—signed on for another tour. We asked him why, and he never had a good answer. He’d joke around, saying he couldn’t leave us. Would feel bad if he was safe at home reading in the paper about how we’d gone and gotten ourselves blown up because he wasn’t here to watch our backs.

But I saw him once with a map where he’d marked the village where it all happened. I asked him, and he wouldn’t admit it, but I’m pretty sure he was trying to figure out a way back there. Later on, after we all went home, he flew back to Vietnam—must have been five or six times over the next ten years—looking for that place again.

He wanted what he didn’t have. Regretted not coming along with us.

And the rest of us? The rest of us wish we hadn’t gone there in the first place.

Well, not all of us.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.







Chapter 9

December 19, 1999

The rain intensifies as they make their way down the mountain, the night growing colder and inhospitable. So of course, the Camaro would blow a tire.

Fortunately, Theo carries a spare—which takes up all the limited trunk space. But when he’s done changing the tire, he’s soaked to the skin.

“You weren’t going to be able to make the drive back tonight anyway, let’s focus on finding a motel,” Zahara says, worried about the cold and the rain getting him sick. Especially after his woozy episode outside of Zemansky’s cabin.

Finding a place to stay turns out to be easier said than done out in the middle of nowhere. The first motel they pass has the red NO VACANCY sign illuminated.

“Christmas week,” Theo mutters as the rain comes down harder, pounding against the windshield and limiting their visibility.

“Didn’t think this would be a hot location,” Zahara replies. The car’s heater is cranked all the way, but Theo’s teeth are starting to chatter.

It takes another thirty minutes for them to find an available room at a place redundantly named the Pine Lodge Inn.

“Just the one room left,” the woman at the front desk barks.

“Please tell me there’s not only one bed,” Zahara deadpans, every romantic comedy she’s ever seen running through her mind. Her cheeks heat at the thought.

The gray-haired woman snorts. “Two beds, honey. Every room has two beds.” She slides her glasses down her nose, looking Theo up and down. “Though if he ever wanted to sneak into my bed, he’s welcome.”

Theo chuckles uncomfortably. It’s the first time Zahara has really seen him flustered and she finds it adorable. He turns to her. “Look, I understand if you—”

“It’s fine.” She waves him off. “I’m exhausted, and it’s been an emotional day. We’re grown-ups and we need the room.”

When he starts to pull out his wallet, she frowns and beats him to the punch. She’s not sure if there are surcharges or extra fees added to the expenses she’s responsible for, but it only makes sense for her to pay directly.

They follow the lecherous woman’s directions to a small, basic room on the second floor with its two neatly made double beds. The scent of antiseptic and bleach lingers in the air.

Even though he’s barely begun to dry off since his tire-changing escapade, Theo insists she take the shower first. Arguing with him will just delay his own shower more, so she heads to a bathroom that hasn’t been updated since the 1960s. Olive-green tile and swirly-patterned Formica assault her eyes, the grout lines murky at best.

As the hot water pummels her, she thinks about what they’ve learned. The car that took Annica was purchased by COMPASS: the Community Outreach for Mindfulness, Purpose, Adaptability, and Self-Sufficiency. She knows both their acronym and their history from listening to Dr. Loring’s radio show. Established in 1979 to assist veterans of foreign wars in their reintegration to society, the organization has expanded over the years and has centers in all fifty states and now offers services to the general public.

Back in DC, she took a few yoga classes at a COMPASS Center in Dupont Circle until the teacher she liked got married and moved away. They also offered job training programs, drug and alcohol rehabilitation, and after-school care for children, in addition to mindfulness, nutrition, and health education. There’s no way the group itself could be involved in anything shady, right?

It makes more sense that whoever Annica went with had stolen the car Zemansky stashed. A bunch of vehicles in an abandoned yard in a small town? They would have been easy pickings. However, someone had to know they were there.

She’s on Annica’s trail, and even though she has more information than ever before, the likelihood of getting answers after so long is still tiny. She wishes she had been able to follow up on the license plate four years ago. But that wasn’t exactly her fault.

The sting of her mother’s betrayal is still sharp. The burden of being the only one to remember Annica is as heavy as ever. If she does manage to find answers at the end of this road, what then? Will history and memory change again? But if they shifted once, shouldn’t it be possible to fix it?

After the shower, she puts on her pajamas: a pair of green sweatpants and a baggy black T-shirt. She exits the bathroom to find Theo has altered the room a bit. The motel sheets and bedding are folded neatly on top of the table in the corner. He’s replaced them with his own, a heather gray set that looks far softer and a thin blanket.

The expression on his face is cautious as he watches her take in his modifications. His gloved hands grip his own towel and washcloth, along with his toiletry bag, and he’s almost holding his breath.

She nearly forgot about his OCD. It must be something he’s gotten negative pushback on from others—that’s why he’s so tense. And while it’s weird that he’s wearing the gloves into the bathroom, she has to assume he takes them off before he actually bathes. Either way, it’s none of her business. She’s determined not to be one of those people who makes him feel bad about something he can’t control.

“Bathroom’s all yours,” she says brightly. “Tried to leave you some hot water, but no promises.”

Relief bleeds into his expression. “If I have to take a cold shower, I’m charging you extra.”

She snorts and turns away, knowing the brown of her skin will hide any blushes but feeling shy all the same. His duffel bag sits open on the chair. He must be an efficient packer to fit all his linens in there along with his clothes. A pair of boxer briefs is visible, folded tidily. Thinking about his underwear—specifically that underwear on his body—is not at all useful. Having a crush on her private investigator is so cliché. They’re here to do a job, and that’s it. And at least they each have their own beds.

She sits propped against the thin pillows, reading the book she packed—Parable of the Talents by Octavia Butler—when Theo walks back into the room and her brain shorts out.

He’s shirtless and damp, drying his short hair with a towel that looks far softer than the motel-issued one she’d used. Gray sweatpants hang low on his hips. It takes her several seconds to refocus her gaze back to the printed words on the page. Her mouth is dry, and she grabs at the water bottle she bought at the vending machine to wet her parched tongue.

“Forgot my shirt, sorry about that,” he mumbles as he digs into his bag and retrieves a white long-sleeved tee, then pulls it over his head. During the brief moments when his face is covered by fabric, she can’t stop her gaze from arrowing back to him, following the swells and dips of his chest and abs. So many muscles… She grabs for her water again.

She’s around shirtless men all the time—very strong and well-muscled dancers. Why is she practically swooning over this one?

“I was thinking of ways to get answers from COMPASS,” Theo says, pulling her back into reality. Into professionalism, their current intimate sleeping quarters notwithstanding. “I don’t have any contacts there and it might take some doing to get an appointment. Even then, no way they’ll cop to a tax dodge. Any record of those cars was probably completely wiped long ago.”

Zahara clears her throat, excavating the sandpaper that’s taken up residence since the water didn’t seem to have helped. “Right, it’s a pretty big organization. Lots of lawyers and all that. Maybe there’s another way.”

Theo settles on his bed and crosses his legs at the ankles. His feet are covered in a strange kind of sock that looks like it’s made of neoprene. “There’s always another way,” he says. “The only thing is, sometimes it’s more trouble than it’s worth. We can follow this COMPASS thread; I’m just not convinced it will lead anywhere. But it’s your call.”

The years without answers roll over her. The disbelief and pain. Shame and guilt. They crash down on her at once. She’s already sacrificed herself, even before quitting her “dream job.” How much are answers worth?

She taps the edge of the book in her lap, organizing her thoughts. “You saw the poster the other day. Dr. Loring is coming to Modesto on his speaking tour.”

“Yeah, but those shows sell out in days,” Theo counters.

“The folks at the theater know me. Rehearsals will still be going on in the practice room. I can get in.”

“And then what? You can get into the theater, but how will you get to Loring?”

She shakes her head. “I’m not sure. You seem to be able to talk your way into places. Any trade secrets you’d like to share?”

His mouth turns down at the corners. “I know you like his show and his message, but I get a strange feeling about that guy.”

“He’s the one who had Zemansky hide the cars.”

“Yeah, but the car that took your sister was most likely stolen.”

“And then returned? To the same place? Heading back to the scene of the crime seems weird to me.”

His lips purse in concentration. “A missing car might prompt more questions though. If Zemansky ever came back.”

“Okay, but someone had to know those cars were on his property in the first place. There was a woman who called, remember? With a Caribbean accent. The only lead we have right now is Sheppard Loring.”

“But you don’t think he himself is involved?” Theo asks.

“I don’t want to believe it. I mean, is he a child predator? I can’t deny Annica got in that car of her own free will, but she could have been manipulated. Tricked. I don’t know. But I feel pretty strongly that we need to talk to Loring.”

Theo finally nods. “All right. We’ll talk to him. Or at least, we’ll try.”
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December 20, 1999

On the drive back to Modesto, Theo and Zahara are quiet, nominally listening to the last half of the Stephen King book, but she knows she’ll have to read it again if she really wants to understand how the stories are connected. Her mind has been wandering all over the place, existing in the past and future simultaneously, reviewing what happened and what could be.

Theo drops her at her mother’s house with an agreement to meet up in two days at Loring’s event to try to get an audience with the man. When Zahara enters, Cassandra is in the kitchen nursing what looks to be a cold cup of coffee.

“Hey, Mom,” Zahara says cautiously, mindful of how she’d left. Cassandra mumbles an acknowledgment but seems lost in thought. So is Zahara. She arrows toward the refrigerator, head still awhirl. They’d stopped briefly for breakfast, but she’s used to a higher number of calories by this time of day. She’s also used to being in rehearsals now, and thoughts of her sister are interrupted by thoughts of her future. What will she do with her time? Start searching for another job? Apply for unemployment? Beg Manuel for another chance?

Her mother’s unusual quiet barely registers, what with her thoughts ricocheting across her mind in a muted panic. She finally settles on taking a nap. Uncertainty and heartache make her sleepy and she heads up to her room and into bed without another word.
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A knock on the bedroom door awakens her. The alarm clock reads 2:48 PM.

“Zahara, honey?” Her mother’s questioning voice comes through from the hallway.

“Yeah?”

“Can you come downstairs? I need to talk to you.”

She wipes her eyes with her palms and struggles to get out of bed. Her body isn’t ready to move yet—the sleep she got was somehow not enough. She heads to the bathroom to splash water on her face, then jogs down the steps into the living room.

Where she stops short at the newcomer who greets her.

“Madame Claudine?” Her shoulders pop back, nerves skittering inside her.

“Zahara!” the woman exclaims, holding out her arms for a hug. Zahara reluctantly steps into the embrace.

Her ballet instructor wears a stylish black wrap dress with knee-high boots. Her burgundy hair is in its signature chignon. Her makeup is more heavy-handed than Zahara is used to seeing. The eyeliner thicker. Lipstick darker. Almost menacing in its intensity.

Cassandra, having changed into cream-colored slacks and a matching silk blouse, stands near the couch. She wrings her hands, and her expression is a troubling mix of worry and guilt, causing Zahara to stiffen.

“I’d have thought you’d be down in New Orleans for your yearly visit,” she says to her former teacher.

“I’m heading down tomorrow. Shall we sit?” Madame Claudine phrases this as a question, but it’s really a command, uttered in that voice that was always honey with a liberal dash of cayenne.

Zahara chooses the armchair facing the couch, where Cassandra and Claudine sit side by side. She does not like being ambushed and her patience wanes by the minute, but she refuses to speak first. Let them say what they have to say. She can’t fault her mother for being concerned, and she should have expected her to call in the big guns.

“So, Cassandra tells me you’ve quit the company,” Claudine begins. “I spoke to Manuel. You definitely ruffled his feathers.”

Zahara clasps her hands together. The stare she gives Claudine is a replica of the one the woman so often gave her. Some of the other girls called it “Madame’s death stare.” When Zahara was ten, it struck fear into her heart. Now it feels good to turn it back on the woman who sometimes still features in her nightmares.

Claudine doesn’t shrink under the spotlight of Zahara’s glare. But her lips purse, and after a moment, her gaze skates away. Her fingers moving to straighten the already perfect hemline of her dress. Zahara counts that as a victory.

“Cassandra also tells me you’ve claimed a family emergency. May I ask what that is?”

“No, you may not,” Zahara replies, and takes a great deal of satisfaction at the widening of the woman’s eyes as she inhales sharply, affronted.

“Zahara!” Cassandra exclaims, looking back and forth between the two women.

“I’m not trying to be rude, Mom. But it’s none of her business.”

Steel enters Claudine’s expression, but there’s no way Zahara is going to back down.

“I find it difficult to believe that there is a family emergency of which your mother knows nothing.” The woman’s voice is clipped. Sharp. “Do you have some other family of whom we should be aware?”

Zahara’s jaw tightens. Not at present, she thinks. Out loud, she says, “I am a full-grown adult now. And I can quit my job whenever I please, for whatever reason I please. I’m not asking my mother—or you—for anything. Not to support me, not to listen to me, not to believe me. Never again.”

Cassandra looks as if she’s been stabbed. Her eyes begin to tear up. “I don’t know why you’re treating us like this,” she says, waving her hands.

Zahara tilts her head. “Don’t you? Do you wonder why I might not confide in you after what happened the last time I did?”

Both women grow rigid.

“But like I said,” Zahara continues, “I’m grown now. I’m not a danger to myself or others. I am just trying to live my life.”

Tears spill down Cassandra’s cheeks, unhindered. “You were raving and ranting like a lunatic. Wandering the streets, putting up flyers. You had a total mental breakdown. Your father was gone. Your grandparents were gone, and I had no idea what to do. You needed help. They helped you, didn’t they?”

“I helped myself,” Zahara replies quietly.

Her mother seems to deflate right in front of her. A punctured tire collapsing after being pierced by a nail. Claudine eyes Zahara warily, unused to a version of her with this much fight. Bullies never expect you to hit back. Her father taught her that.

“If you don’t want me to stay for the rest of the holiday, Mom, I can leave and find another place to stay.” Go back to the hotel, where she probably should have stayed after all.

Cassandra wipes her eyes and shakes her head. “No. I want you here. I rarely get to see you as it is. I just don’t know why you’re throwing away everything you’ve worked so hard for. I want to make sure you’re all right—that you’re not having another… incident. Chasing phantoms.” The last two words are whispered. “These are the days I desperately wish your father were here.”

Would her father have believed her? He was always more inclined toward the fantastical than Mom had ever been. Their family dynamics had changed drastically after his death. Mom had folded into herself, her grief a solid, tangible presence. Like a wall or a moat that separated her from everyone else for years afterward. Annica and Zahara had gotten through it together because they had relied on each other.

She’d tried to convince herself that she’d moved past the old pain. But it’s still right there where it’s always been, piercing yet molten in her chest even after all these years. First her mother’s retreat into heartbreak at the loss of the love of her life. Then the armor she’d built around herself as the realities of single parenting set in along with the skyrocketing medical bills.

Zahara had lost everyone: father, mother, and sister in just a few years. Her ability to trust had been filed down to little more than a nub. She hadn’t even been able to trust herself. Until now.

“I was never crazy,” she says calmly and slowly. “I’m sorry that you were worried—both then and now. And I know you don’t—can’t—understand. But I’m not hurting anyone. I’m just doing what I need to do. Can you accept that?”

“You’re throwing away an entire life,” Madame Claudine snaps, the vicious tone so familiar. “A future, a career that so many dream of. You actually have the talent and drive to make it happen and now it’s being flushed into the toilet like… like doo-doo.”

An involuntary laugh escapes Zahara to hear her teacher say the word “doo-doo” in that imperious voice. It cuts through the rising fear that somehow they’d be able to send her to the psych ward again.

“It’s my doo-doo. And my toilet. My future. And I’m not giving up as much as you think.”

She wishes she could explain—make them understand. But trying would be wasting her breath. Both women on the couch just blink at her. She can’t blame them for not getting it, not really, but she’s done with this attempt at an intervention. She squares her shoulders and stands, then heads back up to her bedroom.

The photographs lining the wall of the staircase watch her ascent. Her father is in most of them. She wishes he were here, too. To comfort her mother. To reassure her. Things would have been different if he’d still been alive, she’s certain. But she knows he’s gone forever. Annica, however—she might still be able to find her.
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Modesto, CA

May 5, 1990

Weather: hot

Health: great

You wake up and take your medicine even though your body still feels really good. You wonder if you can ask Dr. Lubin if there’s something that will help your heart not hurt so bad. Zahara isn’t in her bed and the house is quiet. Too quiet. Do you:


	1. Go to Mommy and Daddy’s room

	2. Look for Zahara

	3. Make breakfast


What is your choice? _1

The door is closed. You try to open it but Mommy has locked the door.

Aunt Calliope comes downstairs from the guest room and sees you at your parents’ bedroom door. “Why don’t you get something to eat, baby. I’ll help your mother get ready,” she says. Do you:


	1. Make breakfast

	2. Look for Zahara

	3. Go back to bed


What is your choice? _ESC

You cannot escape. This is your life.

What is your choice? _1

The refrigerator is full of food from neighbors and family members. So many sympathy cards have been tacked to the bulletin board that some have fallen onto the ground. They’re too heavy for the thumbtacks. You are not very hungry and ignore all the fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and mac and cheese to get a bowl of Frosted Flakes.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

You take your bowl into the living room even though you’re not allowed to eat in there. You sit on the couch forcing soggy flakes into your mouth and stare up at the photos on the mantel. Daddy is smiling in most of them.

Tears fall into your cereal.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

The back door slams and footsteps cross the kitchen, stopping in the doorway. Then Zahara sits next to you on the couch. She’s already wearing her black dress and patent leather Mary Jane shoes. She doesn’t say anything, just leans her head on your shoulder while you finish eating.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

“I don’t want to go,” you tell her.

“Mommy needs us to go,” she says, but you aren’t so sure. You’ve only seen Mommy a couple of times in the past week. Once when she came to the hospital and sat in the seat Daddy had been in a few hours earlier and told you that he was gone and not coming back. She hadn’t even driven you home when you were discharged, Mrs. Pereira across the street had. Aunt Calliope had come that same day and Mommy has mostly been in her bedroom crying since then.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

“You should get ready. We’re leaving soon,” Zahara says. Do you:


	1. Go upstairs to get dressed

	2. Stay on the couch and refuse to go

	3. Run away where no one can find you


What is your choice? _4. Bring Daddy back

ERROR: Cannot locate Daddy. Father not found.

<Press SPACE BAR to continue>

_ ESC

You cannot escape. This is your life now.

_ ESC

_ ESC

_ ESC








Chapter 10

December 22, 1999

Sorry, Zahara, but Manuel is standing firm on this.” Gretchen’s face is a rictus of sympathy. Her wispy blond hair, barely contained by the bun at her nape, is tangled in the ever-present headset she wears.

Zahara and Theo stand just outside the back entrance to the theater, their forward progress having been halted first by the production assistant they’d encountered, wrangling a life-sized cardboard cutout of Dr. Sheppard Loring, and then by Gretchen, who’d appeared after being radioed by the overburdened PA.

“I’m not going up to the rehearsal rooms. I won’t talk to any of the dancers,” Zahara pleads.

Gretchen holds up her hands, her sorrowful expression drooping even more until it is a melted version of itself. “Manuel is really emotional right now. If you give him a few more days to calm down…”

“Is he even here?”

Gretchen’s lips firm. The wilting quality of her features hardens into granite. The watery blue eyes that always seem so sorrowful spark with a hint of fire. “He was really clear. You’re persona non grata around here. He doesn’t want you anywhere near this theater. He’s the boss.” And with a shrug of shoulders that contain quite a bit more steel than one would think at first glance, Gretchen steps back, allowing the heavy door to close right in Zahara’s face.

Her cheeks flush hot with shame and anger and a hint of regret. Theo is a warm wall at her back, but she hesitates to face him. Finally, she takes a deep breath and turns to look him in the eye.

“So, I didn’t exactly keep these bridges as intact as I could have.”

Theo’s expression isn’t accusatory, it’s comforting. “I can’t believe you actually quit.”

She wrinkles her nose. “At the time, it seemed like the best thing to do. I don’t know if this road is going to actually lead to my sister. But it’s the closest I’ve gotten to any kind of answer in four years. I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t see where it leads. It was worth the sacrifice.” She looks back at the building, tilting her head up to catch a glimpse of the sky.

“Well, maybe there’s another way to do this,” Theo muses. “We could try to make an appointment with one of Loring’s offices or…”

The rest of his words fade out as Zahara spots a familiar figure headed down the street, perpendicular to the alley they stand in, her long, glossy black hair swishing.

“I think I might have an idea,” she says, and jogs down the alley. She turns onto the sidewalk in time to see Willa heading into the smoothie and frozen yogurt shop two doors down.

Zahara enters the bustling shop to find Willa eyeing the long line with obvious disdain. Dressed in her tights and leotard with a hoodie thrown over them, she’s no doubt on break between company class and rehearsals and doesn’t have much time. Approaching the woman before she gets some nourishment in her isn’t wise, so Zahara hangs back and waits for her to order.

However, instead of joining the end of the line, Willa marches right up front to the smoothie barista, a lanky teen who gazes at her with hearts in his eyes. She leans against the counter and offers a rare smile. Zahara straightens, her attention sharpening.

The kid nods, then looks behind him at his coworkers, as if making sure no one is paying attention. Willa then moves off to the side, where others wait for the orders they actually placed and paid for.

Zahara turns to Theo to comment on the woman’s audacity and the charm she apparently keeps well hidden, only to find that he’s no longer beside her. She spots him still outside with his mobile phone held up to his ear and a dark, frustrated look marring his face.

By the time Zahara works her way to Willa’s side, the dancer is accepting a green drink from the smitten barista.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” Zahara asks, raising her voice over the hubbub.

Willa does a double take before her eyes narrow. “Well, look who we have here. If it isn’t the prodigal daughter?”

Zahara pastes on a sober expression to mask her irritation. Why hadn’t it been Katya with the smiles and the constant, annoying invitations? “I’m dealing with a family emergency. But I need to get backstage, and Manuel apparently has excommunicated me.”

Willa tilts her head to the side, looking her up and down. “Sorry to hear about your family. Manuel made it sound as if you were having some kind of mental breakdown. Did you really cuss him out?”

Zahara rolls her eyes. “He’s such a drama queen. I’m not having a mental breakdown. Just a really difficult situation that I need some time to deal with. Look, Gretchen is toeing the party line. Is there any way that you can help me get backstage?”

“For what?”

“Well, as it turns out, Dr. Loring, who’s doing the event there this afternoon—I need to talk to him.”

“That radio host guy? About your family emergency?” Skepticism frosts her tone.

Zahara forces herself not to display her growing annoyance. Willa is a creature of cold rationality, something she can actually respect; she’s just not sure how to convince her to help. “Have you ever listened to his call-in show? He gives good advice. I need some right now.”

Willa blinks slowly. “So, let me get this straight. You, the youngest soloist this company has ever had, quits smack-dab in the middle of a performance run because of a family emergency—which requires advice from a dubious radio personality who preaches about living in caves with no electricity and running water?”

“That’s not what he—”

“And you’re asking me—your understudy, whom you have treated with the utmost disrespect—to help you get backstage after our artistic director expressly forbade you from doing so? Is that right?”

Zahara’s breath hitches. “When did I treat you with disrespect?”

“Oh, let me count the ways.” Willa’s sarcasm claws up to the surface. “Let’s start with Giselle. The pas de deux?”

“What about the pas de deux?” Zahara spreads her arms, truly having no idea what the other woman is talking about.

“It was your first hurrah as a soloist, and I was understudying you. Keep in mind, I had to learn all your roles, plus all of mine in the corps. I was having trouble with some of the lifts, and I asked if you would help me go over it. Benny was willing, but you didn’t have time. Ringing a bell?”

Zahara thinks back to the spring, to rehearsals for Giselle. She had been consumed by all the attention her casting had produced and all the new challenges it presented. She can’t recall Willa asking for help or herself denying her.

“I was completely overwhelmed, Willa. Learning the four roles I was performing, plus understudying the principal. I’m sorry if I couldn’t make time for you, but—”

“But you’ve never made time for anyone or anything. Forgive me, Queen Zahara, who has everything handed to her on a silver platter. Barely has to audition to join the company in the first place. Leapfrogs over all of the apprentices her age and goes straight to the corps. And then, in just over three years, boom, she’s soloing.” Her pointed chin juts forward as her nostrils flare. “And you really take that solo shit seriously. Have you ever even come to one of the potlucks or the happy hours? You barely participate in the team builders and even skip out on the wrap parties. You’ve never bothered to get to know any of us, and yet you’re still asking for favors.” She turns away to grab a napkin and stirs her smoothie vigorously.

“So the short of it is that you’re jealous,” Zahara snaps. “You’ve been in the company two years longer than me, right? And you’re still in the corps. Is that what this is about?”

She nearly gets a mouthful of hair as Willa whips her head to face her. Dark brows descend over flashing gray eyes in a face cut from porcelain. “I can admit you’re a spectacular dancer. It would be crazy to deny that. And you have a great work ethic, but on a personal level…” She tilts her open hand back and forth in a seesawing motion.

“Says the woman who’s called the wicked witch by the apprentices. You think you’re winning Miss Congeniality?”

Willa’s jaw tightens. She sips aggressively at her drink. How did this go so far off the rails so quickly? Zahara straightens her shoulders, breathing deeply to calm the blood racing in her veins.

“Let’s try this again. I’m sorry. That was out of line.” Willa glances at her, a storm still raging in her eyes. Zahara continues, “We might have started out on the wrong foot when I began here. I’ll admit I haven’t always been the most sociable. Making friends isn’t easy for me.”

She wishes she had something to do with her hands and settles on stuffing them into the pockets of her jacket. “I’d, ah, gone through a lot of stuff before I joined NBT. It wasn’t… wasn’t a great time in my life. And so, I’m sorry for not helping you when you asked and for not being the best team player.”

Willa stirs her drink again and takes a long, deliberate sip. Her gaze flicks toward Zahara, considering. For a moment, Zahara thinks she’s going to walk away. But instead, she lets out a soft sigh. “I’m sorry, too. I know I can be a bitch. It’s just… seeing you get everything I’ve always wanted so fast and so easily has been driving me crazy.”

Zahara snorts. “You think it’s been easy? There are fewer than a handful of black soloists combined at any company in the world. I go through shit you never see. And that I don’t talk about. From the outside, it may look like this ‘meteoric rise to success through the ranks’ has been pain-free, but I guarantee you it hasn’t been that way.”

The rigidity in Willa’s expression softens a fraction. She nods heavily. “I get that. I’ve seen the snide comments about your body in the reviews… That must really suck.” She shifts on her feet. “None of us knows exactly what you’re going through, but then again, you don’t share it. Plenty of us would be happy to support or advocate, or just listen. You know?”

Zahara fills her lungs and holds the breath, considering. She’s never counted any of the dancers as friends. If she’s honest, Zahara doesn’t have any friends. She has coworkers, a roommate, acquaintances. She used to have friends. Used to have a sister who was her best friend. But after losing her, and everything that happened in the aftermath, trusting someone has felt impossible. It isn’t healthy, and it isn’t what Annica would have wanted.

“You’re right. I could do better.” She doesn’t know exactly how, but the wasteland her life has become is not sustainable. It isn’t even really what she wants.

Willa swallows the last of her drink, then tosses the plastic cup in the garbage. “Fine, I’ll help you sneak in. But you’re going to owe me.”

Zahara brightens. “A favor for a favor,” she agrees.

“Manuel isn’t even here today. We just have to get around Gretchen.”

She follows the other dancer out of the shop, feeling shaky inside. Asking for help has never been her strong suit. And confronting what other people think of her—even less so. But she’s grateful for the assist.

When they exit, Theo wraps up his phone call with a quick “All right, I’ll look into it,” then shoves the phone in his pocket.

Willa raises a perfectly sculpted brow as she sizes him up. “He with you?”

“Yeah.” Zahara holds her breath as Willa regards him. Her gaze is clinical, assessing, not the lewd interest of the neighbor from the week before, or the motel lady, thank God. Their newfound truce might run into some bumps in the road if she starts hitting on Theo. Zahara doesn’t examine that feeling too closely. Thankfully, Willa merely flips her hair and begins strutting back to the theater.

“Everything okay?” Zahara whispers to Theo.

He blows out a breath. “New case. A friend—a brother, really—is missing.”

Her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh no. Are you… Do you need to…”

“I’m good.” He gives her a weak smile. “I’ll make some more calls when we’re done here.”

Worry for him expands inside her. They arrive back at the stage door, where Willa motions for them to wait while she enters. Moments later, she reappears and ushers them inside.

“Thanks,” Zahara whispers.

Willa brushes it off. “The favor I ask of you is going to be a good one, so get ready.” Then she disappears down the wide hallway and around the corner.








Board: Anarkist Palace

Subject: Locked Out

From: FavoryteByte

Date: 12/16/94 13:23:31

Soooo, hypothetically, if someone were locked out of a place that they wanted to get into and desired to rectify that situation with no damage done or evidence that entry was acquired, how might that be done?



RE: Locked Out

From: BladeWalker2019

Date: 12/16/94 15:44:03

Last month’s issue of Secular Desecration had a whole article on how to pick a lock.



RE: Locked Out

From: CypherPunk_99

Date: 12/16/94 16:08:22

Yeah, trust a zine article if you want to be there for an hour and get caught.

What you really want is a bumper key. Fill out this form for an address to send $$ to: 172.31.44.200/knockknock.pl. Should get it in a week or so.
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[Channel: #echochamber]

[User FavoryteByte connected… ]

[User ShieldMaster81 connected… ]

<ShieldMaster81> yoooo, so r u trying to go to jail or something?

<FavoryteByte> huh?

<ShieldMaster81> a little b&e before school?

<FavoryteByte> nah. i’m trying to do something for my twin

<ShieldMaster81> like commit a felony? bruh…

<FavoryteByte> pretty sure what you did to the Highway Patrol server was a felony

<ShieldMaster81> not the same. the cop that pulled over my mom was a racist asshole. the ticket was bogus. it was a public service to delete it. plus, i didn’t get caught.

<FavoryteByte> i won’t get caught either

<FavoryteByte> it’s for my sister, Z. she’s been pretty depressed lately and it’s my fault so i’m gonna give her a present.

<ShieldMaster81> your fault?

<FavoryteByte> they don’t want me to know, but we might lose our house.

<ShieldMaster81> shit

<FavoryteByte> yeah. my fault. stupid effed up blood. i want to get a job, but obvs i can’t really work when i’m in the hospital every other month.

<ShieldMaster81> you thinking of doing the white hat work Cypher was posting about? that guy gives me the creeps tbh

<FavoryteByte> asked him about it, but i’m not sure. seems sketchy

<ShieldMaster81> yeah, don’t think i trust that guy. he’d prob leave you hanging out to dry.

<FavoryteByte> only if i let him. still, i show up with money all of a sudden my fam will have questions. they have no idea what ethical hacking even is. they’d prob think i was selling drugs or something lol

<ShieldMaster81> true. my mom wouldn’t be hearing it either. she still thinks the internet is going to fry my brain.

<FavoryteByte> so i’m gonna robin hood it. do some good deeds behind the scenes.

<ShieldMaster81> so where are you breaking and entering?

<FavoryteByte> ballet studio. Z had to quit dancing a few months ago cause we couldn’t pay the bill anymore. and she felt like she had to earn money. so she got a shitty telemarketing job. she acts like it doesn’t bother her not dancing anymore but i know her. she misses it. talk about a martyr complex.

<ShieldMaster81> so you’re gonna break in so she can dance? awww. that’s mad sweet.

<FavoryteByte> whatever. i’m just one big candy bar over here ;P

<ShieldMaster81> lmao. just don’t get caught

<FavoryteByte> won’t happen. remember i got skillz

<ShieldMaster81> famous last words… gl

<FavoryteByte> thx. ttyl

[User FavoryteByte has disconnected… ]
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DATE: Sunday, Dec 25, 1994 14:04:53

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: Merry Christmas

You’ve been MIA, Fave. I hope you’re not sitting in juvie.

Merry Christmas!



DATE: Sunday, Dec 25, 1994 16:29:10

FROM: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

TO: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: RE: Merry Christmas

I’m in hospital. (that’s how they say it in England and I like that better. Makes it sound fancy.) But no, not juvie. The dance thing was great, well, almost great… I totally surprised my sister. She was kind of pissed about the whole B&E aspect, but once we were inside she had fun. She even had me dancing a little too.

Unfortunately, my blood chose that moment to clog up and I had a crisis. They’re worried about my hip. Gonna have to get it replaced sooner than later :(

Also, Mom and Z had a fight when they thought I was sleeping. The ambulance had to come to the dance studio, which was not ideal. Z covered for me with how we got in and all but Mom was upset that I was dancing. The thing is, I barely even moved at all. I have like three left feet and Z was trying to teach me some simple steps. But yeah, Mom had a hissy fit and blamed Z for me getting sick. Which is such bullshit.

But Mom lost her job again around Thanksgiving, so she’s basically always in a Mood now. Sorry to dump this on you, but I’m bored as hell here. The nurses haven’t noticed my modem yet so at least I don’t have to watch PBS all day.

Hope your Xmas is better than mine.








Chapter 11

December 22, 1999

It’s obvious which dressing room belongs to Dr. Loring. An army of production assistants carry bouquet after bouquet of flowers along with an endless collection of potted plants into one of the medium-sized rooms. Theo and Zahara wait just down the hall, observing the floral parade while obscured by a towering stack of boxes sitting on a dolly. Once the last assistant leaves, they rush inside and close the door.

The space has been turned into a greenhouse. Every surface and most of the floor is covered in greenery or bursting with color from a random variety of blossoms in innumerable vases. The mirrored vanity table is almost completely obscured. The only accessible furniture is a white leather couch and an armchair made of leather straps attached to a metal frame.

Theo whistles, scanning the space. “This guy is really popular, huh?”

“Yeah, this seems… excessive,” Zahara responds. “You don’t have any allergies, do you?”

He snorts and shakes his head. “So, do you know what you’re going to say to him?”

“You mean so he doesn’t call security immediately and throw us out on our asses? Yeah, about that—” But the door opens, cutting her off before she can admit that she wants his input on what to say when confronted. Theo has the apparent ability to talk himself in and out of just about any situation, at least as far as she’s concerned. She should have asked him far earlier, but now it’s too late. Zahara faces the slowly opening door with a mix of dread and anticipation squeezing her lungs.

The woman who enters is a petite, golden-skinned black woman with a short pixie cut. She wears a conservative navy skirt suit and holds a small spider plant in one arm. Her attention is on the PalmPilot in her other hand, so she doesn’t notice the intruders yet.

“I’m canceling dinner with Mauricio tonight so you can head back to LA early,” she calls out. Zahara stiffens at the woman’s lyrical Jamaican accent. She holds herself back from turning to Theo. Zemansky had mentioned a woman with a Caribbean accent calling him to verify he’d gotten rid of the cars. Could that have been Loring’s assistant?

From behind the woman, a familiar voice calls out. “Thanks, Crystal. And send Mauricio an apology gift. Wine or something like that.”

As Crystal clears the entrance, the lean form of Dr. Sheppard Loring becomes visible in the doorway. He looks like a glossy magazine advertisement come to life. Though he must be in his late forties or early fifties, his toasted brown skin appears unlined. His head is shaved, and a neatly trimmed goatee only has a few hints of gray hair. Slim dark jeans cover his long legs, and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up displays corded forearms.

The alarm she’d felt moments earlier melts, and Zahara swallows, trying to gather herself. Between Loring and Theo, there’s a little too much active testosterone in this room right now. Her hormones are going to be doing jigs if she can’t wrangle them under control. She’s never been attracted to an older man before, but there’s a first time for everything.

Loring spots her before his assistant does. His brows rise, and Zahara moves forward, stretching her arm out for a handshake. “Dr. Loring, my name is Zahara Douglass. I promise I’m not a crazed fan, although I am an admirer of your work. I just really need to talk to you about something. Please don’t call security.”

A drum in her chest thunders rapidly as he stares at her outstretched hand. His assistant has already shuffled the items in her arms to pull out her cellular phone. Loring raises his index finger. “Hold on a minute, Crystal,” he says. “Zahara Douglass, did you say?”

“Yes, I’m actually a dancer with the, um, company performing here.” She winces internally at the slight lie.

“You’re Byron’s daughter.”

Every other thing Zahara was furiously planning to say flies out of her head. Her lips part, eyes widen; for a moment, she’s alone in the spotlight, unsure of the next step in the dance. Loring decides for her. He grabs her hand with both of his and squeezes lightly.

“I met you when you were a baby.”

His touch is gentle, his cologne familiar. It reminds her of warm nights under the stars on the family camping trips. The memory causes a ricochet of pain inside her body.

“Is that Aramis?” she asks, somewhat in a daze.

“Yeah, your father used to wear it. He’d never tell me what it was, though.” The man chuckles. “But I eventually figured it out and started wearing it, too. One of the last times I saw him, he cussed me out for it. Said he knew I just wanted to copy him.”

Zahara blinks rapidly, taken aback and so thrown off, she isn’t sure she’s not dreaming.

“I was so sorry to hear he’d passed. I know it’s been some years, but please accept my condolences. I wasn’t able to make it to the funeral, and that’s a big regret of mine.” His sincerity is as firm and gentle as his handshake.

Theo speaks up, asking the question that she’s having trouble bringing to her lips. “How did you know her father?”

Loring turns to Theo and holds out his hand. “Sheppard Loring.”

“Theo Morgan.” Theo makes a fist, and Loring smoothly changes course to give him a fist bump.

“Theo is working with me,” Zahara adds. Theo’s expression is inscrutable, but Zahara notices he’s not wearing his trademark smile.

“Pleasure to meet you, brotha.” If Loring finds Theo’s gloves unusual, he doesn’t mention it, and Theo stays quiet about his OCD. It must not be comfortable to tell every single person he meets.

Loring motions for them to sit. Zahara makes her way to the couch, nearly tumbling onto it. Theo sits beside her, while Loring settles into the armchair.

“We served in Nam together. Same company, same squad for my first tour. Byron was one of my best friends over there. I was just a skinny eighteen-year-old who’d been drafted and didn’t expect to ever see home again. He was older and wiser and kept me in line. They called me Lamb—everybody had a nickname.”

“Because of Sheppard?” Zahara murmurs. “I—I can’t believe this.”

“We called Byron Freddy. You know, for Frederick Douglass.” Loring grins.

“His great-great-grandfather chose the name Douglass after he was freed from slavery.” Her mouth is working even if her brain is still processing.

“Well, he told us a slightly different version from the one you probably know. Though I have my doubts as to whether it’s true.”

Zahara frowns. “Really?”

“According to Freddy—now, he was stone-cold sober when he told me this. I’ll admit I might have been a few sheets to the wind, but I remember it like it was yesterday. Told us that one night that ancestor of his actually met Frederick Douglass in, ahem, a house of ill repute, if you know what I mean.”

She nods, cheeks heating.

“Well, they got into a fight about the same woman. Your great-great-grandfather got it into his head that Frederick Douglass was so high and mighty, he was even stealing other people’s whores. They ended up in a fistfight, and Frederick won. So your ancestor changed his name to Douglass out of spite. Said that he was going to be the bigger, better Douglass.” Loring looks off, caught in the past. “Your dad sure knew how to spin a tale.”

Zahara’s eyes get misty. “He loved telling stories.”

“That he did. So, what brings you here today? Was it the tapes?” Loring crosses one leg over the other, leaning in toward her and giving her the full force of his attention. She instantly understands why the show is sold out and the dressing room packed to the gills with flowers and plants. This man can capture you in a spell very easily.

“Tapes?” she asks, shaking her head in confusion.

His brow furrows. “He was recording audiotapes for you.” At her blank expression, he taps his chin. “I see you didn’t get them. I’m sorry, I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t have any more information about them. Just that he wanted to tell you his story.”

The idea of her father recording audiotapes for her makes her brain short-circuit for a few moments. What could have happened to them?

“Sir, you’re due in makeup now,” his assistant says from her spot near the door.

“Ah yes, almost forgot what I’m here for.” He gives a rueful shake of his head. “Listen, Zahara, stick around and we can chat after my show. Crystal, can we get these two seats?”

The woman taps her handheld organizer with the little stylus.

“Crystal here will take care of you,” Loring continues. “It’s good to see you, Zahara. Looking forward to catching up. I’m so glad you came.” His bright eyes and open expression make it look like he actually is looking forward to it.

Heart in her throat, Zahara replies, “I’m glad I did, too.”
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Crystal leads them to one of the mezzanine boxes overlooking the stage. Zahara stands at the railing looking out over the crowd. Most of the company’s shows have been sold out this run, The Nutcracker being their most popular performance, but the energy of the audience this afternoon is palpably different to the ones she’s used to. The place practically crackles with anticipation. People seem giddy, restless, nearly boiling over with a peculiar fervor.

Looking down at the stage from this vantage point is bittersweet. Her whole life seems balanced on the edge of a knife. Will she ever dance on that stage again? And what will she do with herself if she doesn’t?

Theo remains quiet, lost in his head as much as she is lost in hers. Sheppard Loring knew her father. Served with him. Saw a side of him neither her mother nor her sister ever saw. Could he fill in some of the missing pieces? Give her a different view of her dad?

The questions eat at her, and she’s grateful when the curtain rises, and Loring appears alone on the stage to raucous applause.

He sits on a wooden stool and welcomes the audience, then immediately launches into a series of entertaining stories, beginning with his time in the military and progressing to his college years afterward. Becoming a Rhodes Scholar, starting a business, selling it for what must have been a tidy sum, and then finally following an inner calling and creating COMPASS. A slideshow projected onto an enormous screen behind him shows images of him at various stages of life.

“And that’s when my life truly began again,” he says over a photo of him, shovel in hand, breaking ground on the first COMPASS center. “We all live multiple lives. I don’t know which one you’re on right now, but it will end sometime before you die, and another will begin. These lives are normal, natural—inevitable even—and we should embrace them, but also be willing to let them go when they’re over.”

At intervals, he rises from the stool and prowls across the stage like a leopard in the jungle. He takes up space, his powerful physicality belying a brain that seems to be working at all times on every level.

“So what are you going to do with this life? Creating COMPASS allowed me to give back to the men and women who serve and protect this great land. Whether it was World War One or Two, Korea, Vietnam, Bosnia, the Persian Gulf, and whatever else is to come in the future—whatever the new century and new millennium bring us—these people will come home scarred by what they’ve seen and done for us and they need help. At COMPASS, we give them, their families, and the community the aid they need. We believe it all starts inside us—healing, safety, meaning—and that is why I have such a strong critique of these new technologies.

“Now, I’ve been called a technophobe many times, and that couldn’t be further from the truth. I love electricity and telephones. I wear a pager that has helped me be there for people at all hours of the day and night. And cellular phones? Those are a godsend. The fact that we can cross the ocean in hours and put a man on the moon is spectacular.

“However, I do urge caution. Because all that glitters ain’t gold. And these devices are changing us. Do you know your next-door neighbor? A generation ago, that was a given. Now it’s becoming more and more rare. There are things we’re losing—I’m just trying to bring people’s attention to that. If we aren’t careful, we will never get them back.”

The crowd absorbs his words like water on parched sand. From her vantage point, the impact is visible, rippling through the audience. Next to her, Theo is tense. Back straight, posture rigid as he listens. When others nod or clap, he remains motionless. His face is unreadable, and she wonders what’s going through his mind.

The man onstage exudes warmth and compassion, intelligence and charisma. He pulls people toward him, like a politician or a cult leader. She’s drawn in, but not so much so that she loses sight of why she’s here. The fact that Loring may be the only person who can provide answers about her sister’s disappearance brings her back from the edge.

Theo is probably right. The car that took Annica was likely just stolen. Could Sheppard Loring have had something to do with her disappearance? How? Why?

As Zahara watches the rest of the show, prickles of apprehension creep up her spine. If something looks too good to be true, usually it is. Is this a man who has something to hide?

Loring speaks for almost ninety minutes. And though she remains on her guard, much of his message hits her like a verbal slap. She agrees that technology is far too prevalent in their world. And while it’s ironic that a person with no friends is concerned about the lack of interpersonal connections, she actually is. When she was growing up in her neighborhood, people spoke when they passed one another on the street. In DC, she doesn’t even know anyone in the other apartments on her floor.

Loring makes a strong case for getting back to basics. Spending less time indoors staring at television or computer screens, less time eating fast food and meals that come in boxes. More time with family, friends, and neighbors, in nature, or creating community and supporting one another. When he’s done, he receives a standing ovation and bows graciously to a thunder of applause.

Zahara stands, too, torn between the need for answers and the fear of what those answers might be.







TAPE 4, SIDE A

So yeah, the best thing about being home again was Cass. I didn’t know it was possible to miss someone so much, but I missed her something fierce. We got married just about as soon as I could swing it. Things were tough there for a little while. Mama gave us the house and went to live with her sister in Fresno, but that lasted about as long as I thought it would, and so she came back and moved in with us. Now, she liked Cass well enough, but under the same roof the two of them were like oil and water.

It would have been spring of ’72, I think, when I got a call from Sybil. She was working over in San Francisco at the Chronicle. It was what she’d wanted—a big-time paper. Guess going to Vietnam had been good for her career.

She told me she was reaching out to all the fellas so we could meet up. Somehow San Fran was chosen as the spot, probably because she was doing all the legwork. Anyway, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go.

I’d had some… mishaps here and there. Nearly lost a toe to frostbite in the middle of summer, but I was, ah, able to reverse it. Course, Mama’s favorite rosebush mysteriously shriveled up and died out of nowhere. She blamed the neighbor lady, who she’d had a feud with since 1953. I never said anything about it, just listened to her whine and moan about her plants being poisoned.

I never purposefully tried experimenting with… what I could do; things would just happen. In fact, I tried my best not to do anything strange. Figured Sybil might have some insight about how to reverse it or turn the damn thing off, I don’t know. So I decided to go.

We met up at a bar in North Beach that I was half afraid we were gonna get kicked out of. But Sybil knew the owners, got us a private room. Everyone but Jonesy showed up. Well, Jonesy and Sarge. We’d ordered a round of drinks before Sybil told us Sarge was dead.

Lamb asked how. Turns out it was a gas explosion that took out half the street. He’d had a hard time after coming home and had been staying with his parents. Trying to get his head on straight. Six of his neighbors died, too. I downed my beer in record time, feeling some type of way.

“The funny thing was, the neighborhood wasn’t wired for gas,” Sybil said, just like that. Monotone. Stared us all in the eye, one by one.

The official story was a recent earthquake revealed an underground well of natural gas that was then ignited. In Alabama.

Freak accident. Once-in-a-lifetime tragedy.

Frankie asked her if she’d seen it coming. She said he’d sent her a letter. Talking about how things were going good for him. He was making things smooth. She took that to mean he was doing something to ease the road.

Coming back home had messed all of us up in different ways. Instead of being war heroes or getting an ounce of respect for the hell we suffered through for this country, we were protested and vilified. Words like “murderer” and “war criminal” were hurled at men who’d come home broken in ways that could never be healed. Guys like Sarge, who’d enlisted, took it even harder. Sacrificing years believing in duty and service and then being treated like a pariah, like the enemy when he got back. That kind of betrayal breaks part of your soul.

So, the fact that he had been getting himself together was bittersweet. He’d hooked up with his high school sweetheart. Was expecting a baby.

We didn’t know much back then, but it was becoming clear that using what we could do came with consequences. Sarge was just the first to feel their full might.

“I don’t think we should use our… powers,” Sybil said.

I thought she made a lot of sense, but some of the guys weren’t sure. Lamb had been spending time with Frankie in Vegas, racking up a lot of cash in the casinos with his incredible luck. Genius was traveling the country, selling some kind of little gadget he built that let folks make long-distance phone calls for free—not sure how Sybil even tracked him down.

Henry with an I was still in the army, stationed over at Fort Ord. He agreed with me and Sybil, calling what happened to us in the jungle “madichon.” Don’t need to speak Haitian to understand it wasn’t nothing good.

When some of the others protested, Henri brought up a good point. “You think this hasn’t happened before?” he asked. “That we’re the only people in the world in the history of time to have a misfortune like this fall on us?”

Frankie asked if it had happened before, why hadn’t we ever heard about it. How come folks who could change luck and heal wounds and such hadn’t become kings or gods?

“Exactly,” Henri said, tapping his finger on his head. “Don’t think Sarge will be the only one to die. Best way to stay alive is to pretend it never happened. Don’t use these abilities.”

Course, that was easier said than done for most of us. Sybil could see the future or past of anyone she touched. Took to wearing gloves all the time so she wouldn’t accidentally brush up against anybody and get a surprise. Horse had it hard, too. After the war, he went back to Detroit, working the auto line. Metal started crumbling under his fingertips, just in the shape of his hands. Had to up and leave town in the middle of the night to avoid getting arrested for sabotage.

Not all of us could choose whether to use these powers or not, but eventually, that night, we all agreed to try. Made a pact to work at it until we could control them better. And to help each other.

Lamb offered up his family’s land in Kansas. Plenty of space to breathe and not accidentally hurt anyone or take out innocent plants. We all took him up on it.

I had to spin a tale to Cassandra. Ended up telling her that one of the boys was going through it, so we were gonna stay with him, make sure he didn’t do anything stupid like eat his gun. Bought myself a few weeks away, though Mama looked at me crazy. Pretty sure she thought I was going to see some pretty young thing.

So I packed up and went out to Kansas for a bit with the others to try and work out how to put a lid on this thing. We figured if we could do that, then everything would be okay.

But you know… we were young.







Chapter 12

December 22, 1999

In the dressing room, Loring sits with a steaming mug of tea in his large hands. His face is even smoother now because of the stage makeup, though perspiration dampens his collar. That is practically the only sign that he just performed for an hour and a half.

They have resumed their former seating arrangement, with Zahara across from Loring and next to Theo on the couch. Theo’s continued silence is starting to prickle her nerves. It seems so out of character based on what she’s seen of him so far. But it also serves as a reminder that she doesn’t really know him. Hasn’t seen him in very many situations.

“Zahara, I know you’re here for a reason, but there’s something I need to ask you. This is going to sound strange, but please bear with me. Have you… experienced any unusual phenomena?”

Her back straightens. “Like what?”

“Like being able to do things… inexplicable things. Things that seem impossible.”

Her staccato heartbeat jumps into a frantic spiccato. She wants to leap from her seat but forces her limbs to remain motionless. “Impossible things like?”

“Like seeing the future or the past. Touching your ice cream cone and having it immediately melt. Healing wounds in seconds.” He takes a sip of his tea, his gaze never leaving hers.

“You’re talking about superpowers?”

He gives a small shrug. “I guess you could call it that.”

Theo’s shoulders jerk, likely thinking Loring might be a little—or a lot—crazy. But Zahara leans forward. “Like making people forget things? Or removing something from reality, so it never existed?”

Loring nods slowly.

Zahara takes a deep breath. She purposely does not look at Theo. “I can’t do anything like that, but I… I have experienced something like what you’re describing.”

Loring firms his lips and studies her for long moments. “I know you can’t remember this, but you were such a happy baby. Freddy was so delighted, showing you off. Worrying so much about you and what might be in store for your life.

“Him, me, and everyone else in our squad… we went into the jungle one day.” He sets his empty mug on the ground and leans his forearms on his thighs. “I led them into the jungle one day because I’d been wandering, as I tended to do, and came across something extraordinary. I needed someone else to see it. Experience it. And we did. But… we all left that jungle a little different than we went in. I’d like to show you.”

He straightens in his seat and flexes his right hand, making the veins and muscles stretch. But Zahara feels no frisson of attraction—instead, worry snakes up her spine. Loring pulls a coin out of his pocket, a shiny silver dollar with Susan B. Anthony’s sharp profile emblazoned in bold relief.

“Here. I want you to flip this. Fifty-fifty chance, right?”

She takes the coin from his fingers and weighs it in her palm. Then flips it. “Heads.”

“Keep going. Try it ten times in a row.”

The request is odd, but then again, this whole thing is odd, and she feels like she’s on the edge of a potential answer. So, she flips the coin ten times. Each time, it lands heads-side up. By the last time, she’s no longer breathing.

“Unusual?” he says with a humorless chuckle. “You could flip that coin one hundred times, and it would always be face up.”

She stares at him, suspicion and hope battling within her. “It’s a trick coin?”

“No, choose one of your own.”

She pulls a quarter from her wallet and flips it. She keeps flipping it—ten, twenty, forty times. All heads.

“This isn’t possible,” she whispers. There had to be some trick. He’d slipped a coin into her bag or… something.

Movement in the corner of her eye catches her attention, and her gaze shifts to the flowers and plants filling the room. This dressing room was empty yesterday, so all the plants brought in were fresh and new. However, a cluster of red gerbera daisies on the vanity is now crumpled and shriveled as if they’re weeks old.

Loring follows her gaze and shakes his head. “Backlash,” he says.

Theo is wide-eyed, silently taking everything in. What must he be thinking? He’s a pro at hiding his emotions, just like Loring. She wishes she were half as good as either of them.

“Please explain,” she says shakily.

“Let me show you something else first.” He pulls a red utility knife from his pocket and flicks open the blade. Smiling reassuringly, he uses the knife to score a cut on his forearm. Zahara flinches; Theo’s hand curls into a fist. Blood wells, but the cut is shallow. Loring flexes the hand on the injured arm. Before her eyes, the cut closes and forms a thin scar.

Zahara’s limbs turn to water, and she has a hard time sitting upright. She tries to remember the magic tricks she’s seen. That David Blaine special on TV where he’d done amazing, impossible things comes to mind, but he isn’t an actual magician. There’s always a logical explanation.

“Probability and decay,” Loring says, voice reassuringly normal. “That’s what I can influence. My power, if you will. Situations that would normally be up to chance or luck? When I focus my attention, I can make them go my way. Or not, depending. A coin flip is the simplest way to demonstrate. As far as this—”

He grips the knife with one hand. Zahara’s gaze is caught on the thin stream of blood still visible on his forearm. “I can influence the decay or renewal of just about anything. Flesh, plants, stone.” He makes fists and flexes his hand as if working out an ache.

“Near as I can figure,” Loring continues, “each of us I led into that jungle clearing that day came out with the ability to manipulate either time, information, decay, probability, temperature, harmony, or some combination of them.”

The words hang in the air between them like a stone.

“In short: chaos. Are you at all familiar with the second law of thermodynamics?”

Zahara shakes her head, barely able to process her own name at this point, much less physics. But a scientific explanation would at least be something reasonable.

“Heat always flows from hotter regions to colder. Entropy is always increasing. Chaos grows.” He motions with the hand still holding the knife. “Imagine, though, that you could manage the elements of chaos. That you could affect the decay and renewal of organic matter or even complex systems. What if you could manipulate the perception of time, allowing you to see things that haven’t happened yet or went on long ago? Or probability systems, like whether a coin will fall on its head or its tail. Whether you’ll win the lottery, get that promotion, have your crush ask you out on a date. Information has entropy, too. Ask the computer scientists, they’ll tell you.”

He sighs, his shoulders descending. “I know it’s a lot to take in, and hard for most people to believe. But humans are creatures of chaos and order. And some of us—those of us who came out of that clearing in the jungle, maybe others somewhere, too—can influence it at will. Of course, there are consequences.”

He motions over to the flowers. “We call it backlash. The power sort of boomerangs. Chaos has to go somewhere. When we alter its path, it chooses another one. The effect is usually random, as likely to ricochet back on us as on anyone or anything else in the area, but with practice”—his expression grows solemn—“it’s possible to direct it specifically.”

Zahara, too, peers at the dead flowers. Could they just have been on their last legs when they were purchased and finally succumbed? But all at once in a matter of seconds? “So you’re saying you directed the backlash of the chaos you harnessed into the flowers and it killed them. Where would it have gone otherwise?”

“Anywhere it wanted. It’s chaos; it acts chaotically.” Loring shrugs. “Freak hailstorm in the middle of summer, car crash, a bird flying into an exhaust fan. There are many kinds of consequences; they scale in proportion to the action. In fact… several of our squad mates died from them. At least that’s what we believe.”

She sits back. His grave expression and the way he holds her stare make her force the words out. “My father?”

His gaze hollows. “I think so.”

Zahara’s world feels like it’s spinning away from her. Her mind is in turmoil, reeling with gale-force winds. She doesn’t want to believe any of this—it’s too wild, too crazy—but walking back into a house with no evidence that her twin ever existed was wild and crazy, too. At least this is an explanation. Can she believe this man and her own eyes over logic and common sense?

“What was my dad’s power?” Zahara brings his face to mind. Imagines him with some kind of hidden ability that none of them knew about… and she just can’t do it.

“Freddy could affect temperatures. Make the inside of a sweltering tent that felt like the devil himself was breathing on you feel like a cool autumn breeze. He controlled decay and renewal as well.”

That surprises her. “He could heal?”

“Yes.”

“Just himself, or did it work on others?”

“Others, too. The bigger the wound, the bigger the backlash, but he could do it.”

An image comes to mind of her father at her sister’s bedside, holding the thin hand with IV tubes sticking out, crying softly.

“He died of something called a cardiovascular collapse,” she says quietly. “Mom always said how strange it was; he’d had a physical a month before and passed with flying colors. Healthy as a horse, she said.” Zahara’s lips begin to tremble. “And then boom, suddenly, his heart just isn’t working anymore. And he drops dead. Could that have been the backlash?”

Loring’s voice is low. “Yes, it could have been.”

Her father must have tried to help Nica. What must it have been like sitting there, watching his daughter struggle day after day, knowing that he could do something, but also knowing the consequences would be dire. The doubts and suspicion crumble away. As impossible as this all sounds, the pieces fit together.

“He couldn’t have gotten some plants?” she asks mostly to herself.

“Was there someone he was trying to heal?” Loring asks.

Tears sting her eyes. A handkerchief is pushed into her hands, and she grips it gratefully, pressing it against her face. The familiar scent of her father’s cologne lingers.

“My twin sister.”

Loring sucks in a breath, eyes widening. “Sister? Freddy—Byron didn’t have twins. It was just… you…”

She shakes her head slowly, the pain of the last few years a crescendo in her body. Every part of her vibrates like a cymbal crash. “There were two of us. A and Z. Annica and Zahara. She was older by thirty-two minutes. Four years ago, Annica disappeared. She got into a car with an unknown person and drove away. I chased her but couldn’t catch her. By the time I got back home, no one—not even our mother—no one in this world but me remembered she existed.

“There are no school records, no birth certificate, no hospital records. Nothing. No evidence that Annica ever lived, except what’s in my memories.” Zahara swallows and balls the handkerchief in her fist.

“I think my father must have been trying to help her. After he died, she was… she was a lot better for a few months. But it didn’t last forever.” Her gaze grows soft as she revisits the past.

“After she disappeared, the debt we had because of her medical treatments didn’t exist anymore. She had sickle cell,” she responds to his unasked question. “The lien on the house was gone. My mom instantly had a new job, a new attitude, a whole new personality. Because she hadn’t spent the past sixteen years worrying about a sick child. On the surface, our lives improved in a split second. But”—she sniffs and levels Loring with a gaze—“I have a sister, and I want to find her.”

He nods his understanding. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. And Annica’s… removal definitely sounds like a result of this chaos ability.” He frowns in thought, shifting forward. “If you didn’t know about me and your dad, or the powers, what brought you here to see me?”

Zahara chances a glance at Theo, and it’s like he’s turned to stone. His gaze is on the floor, his fists are balled, jaw clenched like he’s holding on to his sanity by his teeth. He must think both of us are lunatics. Probably regrets agreeing to work with me.

She turns back to Loring. “I had the license plate. For the car that took my sister. I finally decided to try and look into it with Theo’s help. We tracked it to a man named Martin Zemansky who used to work for COMPASS.”

She lets those words settle in, watching Loring’s reaction carefully. He blinks several times, but his expression betrays nothing. Good poker face. Is that a red flag, or just a talent honed by a person who’s in the public eye? Or has been through war and learned to keep his emotions to himself?

“One of the cars that he bought for us?” Loring asks. “Did you track Martin down?”

“To a cabin in the mountains. He said he stored the cars on one of his properties and didn’t know what happened to them after that. He did say he received a phone call from a Caribbean woman he thinks was from COMPASS, verifying that he had gotten rid of them. Was that Crystal?”

Loring taps his chin, looking into the distance. “We received a grant to purchase some equipment that we ended up not needing. One of my managers got the bright idea to buy the vehicles instead, not realizing that would violate the terms of the grant. An audit discovered the issue, and we had to get rid of the cars quietly so as not to upset one of our major donors. It wasn’t nefarious. Maybe a little outside the letter of the rules, but not illegal. And, no, Crystal had no knowledge of that situation. There’s no one who would have called her. Me and Martin were the only ones who knew.”

He drops his hands and looks at Zahara. “I swear to you that I had nothing to do with the disappearance of your sister. I don’t have the ability to do that, nor the desire. I loved your father like a brother.”

She weighs his words and his expression and finds that she believes him. Maybe she just wants to believe. Maybe this man who knew her father and remembers him fondly, who smells like him, is someone she wants to trust. And maybe she’s not the best judge of character, but something inside her feels he’s telling the truth.

“Could she do anything? Your sister?” Loring asks. “As far as I can tell, about seventy-five percent of the children of my squad members inherited abilities. One or both of you likely has some kind of power. If she does, it could be the reason she was taken.”

Although tempted to shrug off the possibility immediately, Zahara takes a moment to think back. But try as she might, she can’t come up with any instances where she or Annica ever displayed anything that would remotely approach some kind of magical chaos ability.

“No,” she replies. “I don’t think I’ve ever been able to do anything unusual. And I don’t think Annica could either.”

Theo finally thaws out enough to reach over and pick up the coin Zahara discarded on the couch cushion. “Show me again, if you don’t mind,” he says, voice tight. His expression is still granite and impossible to decipher. As good as it feels to speak the truth and finally get an answer that makes sense—even if it is fantastical—she’s worried that she’s lost Theo for good. His help, his friendship, his belief that she’s a rational person.

Loring smiles sadly. “I don’t mind. This must sound unbelievable to you. I just hope the flowers will forgive me.”

Theo flips the coin. Once again, it comes up heads every time.

Zahara’s eyes feel puffy. She’s certain that her nose is shiny and red from crying. “I’m just going to go to the restroom,” she says, needing a few moments to compose herself.

She lurches up from the couch, and Loring reaches out a hand to help her. A tiny shock of static passes between them as she stands.

Theo sucks in a breath. “Um…” he says, and they both turn to him.

In the palm of his hand, the coin is tails up.

“What happened?” Zahara asks, gaping down at the coin as if she’s never seen it before. The scent of sage suddenly tickles her nose, making her want to sneeze.

Loring flexes the hand that had touched her, looking up at her with wonder. “I felt… when you…” He glances at his hand again and swallows. “Try it again, if you please, Theo.”

Once again, Theo flips the coin. Heads. Heads. Heads.

Zahara startles when Loring reaches out and touches her hand.

Heads. Heads. Tails. Heads. Tails. Tails.

Loring releases her, his eyes widening. “When you touched me, I felt a kind of… jolt go through me. I think you do have an ability, Zahara Douglass. I think you might just cancel out others.”

She falls back onto the couch, a yawning pit opening up in her stomach. “Is that… even possible?”

He spreads his arms. “I’ve never heard of it before, but think about it. You remember your sister when no one else does. So whatever happened and affected everyone else—every other system in the world that your sister touched, including your own mother—had no effect on you. It stands to reason that you canceled or nullified the effect.”

She stares at the coin in Theo’s gloved hands, and her eyes begin to water again. It makes sense. It explains things.

“Maybe Annica has an ability, too,” she whispers. “Could she have pulled herself out of existence?”

“The backlash would have been strong,” Loring replies. “A powerful and destructive reaction would have hit her or something in her direct vicinity. Was there a disaster or random strange and maybe deadly event that happened around that time? In proximity to her disappearance?”

Zahara thinks back. “Would it have been immediate?”

“Within a few minutes.”

She shakes her head. “No, nothing that I can remember.”

“What day was it?”

“April 19, 1995.”

Loring taps his chin, thinking.

“Oklahoma City,” Theo whispers.

They both turn to look at him; he seems surprised to have spoken aloud. Then quickly recovers. “The terrorist bombing on that government building, that was April nineteenth. But that’s way too far away, right? You said immediate vicinity.” He speaks cautiously and it’s driving her crazy that she still has no idea what he thinks about any of this. At least he hasn’t run off screaming yet.

“Plus, doesn’t it have to be some kind of natural phenomenon?” Zahara adds.

“Not necessarily. The bombing very well could have been the backlash,” Loring says. “It would have been something big for an expression of power strong enough to take a teenager out of her life.”

“But, that terrorist guy—he planned the bombing weeks or months beforehand, right?” Zahara asks. “How could these two events be connected?” She was on board with the magical explanation, but this, this is too much.

“Chaos grows,” Loring replies. “It’s not that the backlash created the bombing, but it latched on to a point of chaos that was already brewing and exacerbated it. Maybe the bombs would have been duds, or the explosion wouldn’t have been as severe as it was with the backlash. The power that removed your sister ricocheted and found more chaos to feed on and made the effects of the attack all the worse. These plants are always going to die.” He motions to the greenery behind him. “My backlash intensifies it. Speeds it up, in this case.

“In regard to Annica, I highly doubt she could have removed herself. Only someone with experience and knowledge—and lots of practice—could have redirected the backlash that distance away. It took me a full year of practice to be able to target plants across the room. I still can’t send it farther than a few dozen feet.”

“Well, who could have done it? Taken Annica?” Zahara asks. “Who’s that strong?”

“Now, that’s the question of the hour.”

“Someone in your old squad, right?”

“There aren’t many of us left.”

“Then their kids?”

Loring takes a deep breath. “We always theorized there must have been other people in the world who experienced something similar and got powers, but we have no evidence. So you’re probably right. And I suspect that if we find whoever is strong enough to pull someone from reality, we’ll find your sister.”








[Channel: #echochamber]

[User FavoryteByte connected… ]

[User ShieldMaster81 connected… ]

<ShieldMaster81> welcome back. how was the latest stay at casa de memorial general?

<FavoryteByte> only the finest luxury accommodations for me. had some kind of state inspection going on tho. nurses were super nervous and weird. couldn’t risk using my modem :(

<ShieldMaster81> did your twin meet you with another burnt up cupcake or whatever?

<FavoryteByte> NO lol. its a regular cupcake with a birthday candle. we just say “what’s burning?” as like an inside joke cuz of this one time with our dad. how do you even remember that?

<ShieldMaster81> its funny af

<FavoryteByte> you suck :p

<ShieldMaster81> yo. heard about the new white hat challenge?

<FavoryteByte> nooooo. been offline for 2 weeks. spill

<ShieldMaster81> check your pm. i’ll send the deets

*Private message from ShieldMaster81*

Attachment: READMEIFUDARE.txt 2345 bytes

<FavoryteByte> holy shit. FIVE GRAND?!?!

<ShieldMaster81> lolol

<ShieldMaster81> looks legit. RootZer0’s l33t. no script kiddie stuff

<FavoryteByte> sweet! already downloading the first challenge

<ShieldMaster81> thought you could use a win right now

<FavoryteByte> understatement of the century

<FavoryteByte> just found out the money sitch is worse than i thought. like bankruptcy worse.

<ShieldMaster81> dayum. well, i figured 5k could help.

<FavoryteByte> hell yes

<FavoryteByte> already on level 2 btw ;)

<ShieldMaster81> jfc how fast are you??

<FavoryteByte> early bird catches the worm and all that

<FavoryteByte> dont worry. i’ll send you a finder’s fee when i win

<ShieldMaster81> 40%?

<FavoryteByte> ROTFLMAO — was thinking 5%

<ShieldMaster81> ice cold

<FavoryteByte> [image: A text-based emoticon representing a shrug, featuring arms raised and a neutral facial expression.]

<FavoryteByte> better than nothing

<ShieldMaster81> glhf then. may the best nerd win

<FavoryteByte> oh i will

<FavoryteByte>… thanks btw. for thinking of me

<ShieldMaster81> yw. anytime

[User FavoryteByte has disconnected… ]

[image: ]



Board: Anarkist Palace

Subject: White Hat Challenge — Level 3 Stats

From: RootZer0

Date: 2/27/95 23:59:59

=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=

>>TOP PERFORMERS — LEVEL 3

1. FavoryteByte

Time: 1:47:13

Method: Custom recursive algorithm

Judge’s Note: “Found the pattern in the chaos. Elegantly done.”

2. ShieldMaster81

Time: 2:13:45

Method: Brute force optimization

Judge’s Note: “Solid defense but left traces. Need to work on stealth.”

3. DonkeyThong

Time: 4:02:11

Method: Standard penetration

Judge’s Note: “Got lucky with the back door.”

>>Level 4 opens at midnight.

>>Only top 10 advance.

>>/EOF



RE: Level 3 Stats

From: ShieldMaster81

Date: 2/28/95 00:00:13

@FavoryteByte You’re making the rest of us look bad! ;)

But seriously, how did you spot that pattern in the file structure so fast? I spent an hour just mapping the system architecture.



RE: RE: Level 3 Stats

From: FavoryteByte

Date: 2/28/95 00:02:45

@ShieldMaster81 I spend a lot of time staring at ceiling tiles ;p

Ready for Level 4? Bet I can beat 1:45 this time.



RE: RE: RE: Level 3 Stats

From: CypherPunk_99

Date: 2/28/95 00:03:21

@FavoryteByte *cough* Someone’s been sharing exploits again *cough*

No way you found that pattern “naturally” — I wrote the original version of that algorithm last year. But hey, whatever helps you sleep at night under those ceiling tiles. (¬_¬)



RE: RE: RE: RE: Level 3 Stats

From: ShieldMaster81

Date: 2/28/95 00:04:02

@CypherPunk_99 In your wet dreams, turd. FB cleaned your clock in level 1. Maybe spend less time whining and more time coding? ;)

[image: ]



$ vi /annica/diary/the-zone.txt

Timestamp 02/28/1995 06:15:43

Dear Diary,

It’s happening more often. Last night, during the latest round of the challenge, I got that feeling where my body just… separates from my brain? I don’t know. I felt like my fucked up blood had turned into electricity and my fingers were actually part of the keyboard.

I’m not just being dramatic. Despite what Z says, I am NOT a drama queen. I really wish I could tell Shield — he might be the only person who could actually understand, but I don’t want to risk him thinking I’m a total loser.

Especially considering what happened after my Pascal class last month. I was talking with Deacon and Chethan — like a real conversation where they didn’t look at me like the weird high school kid taking college computer programming classes. At least not at first.

I was telling them about the compiler I was writing and they were super interested. So, I guess I got a little overconfident and mentioned how the code feels alive sometimes. How I feel like it’s a part of me.

Cue the eyebrow raising and the slowly backing away from the freaky sick girl. No one in class has talked to me since.

Anyway, last night was different than usual. The Zone felt stronger than ever. One minute I was thinking through the latest contest challenge, planning my approach, the next I was just… flowing. Like my brain had merged with the system. My fingers were moving but it’s like I wasn’t the one moving them. And I saw the pattern, crystal clear, like a silver web connected to the data structure. Pointing out all the overlaps and repetitions woven into it.

And there was this weird smell, too. Kind of like when we used to go over to Veronica and Cedric’s house and their mom would make Trinidadian food. Spicy and kind of fragrant. Out of nowhere though. It tickled my nose until I thought I was going to sneeze.

Anyway, I wrote the entire algorithm and don’t even remember doing it. When I came out of the Zone and looked at the code, I got that scary déjà vu feeling again. The one that makes the world tilt sideways. It’s like being drunk. Not as bad as being high though.

(Sidebar: NEVER trying weed again. That experiment was a disaster. Instead of making me feel like a normal kid, my heart felt like it was beating out of my chest and I could barely breathe. Pretty sure it messed with my meds.)

The Zone is different. Scary, sure, but also… This is going to sound crazy, but even the after effects — feeling confused and swoony and like I’m living my life twice — they also take me away from my body. The aching joints, the pain, the fear. At least for a little while.

But yeah, the fact that the Zone is somehow getting stronger is worrying. And the smell thing… is something wrong with my brain too? Who can I tell? Who would believe me? I would sound totally insane.

I’ve been doing some searches on it though. Checking different boards for any mentions of these kind of issues. Symptoms, I guess they are. I don’t think it has anything to do with sickle cell. Could it be puberty hormone shit?

Maybe one day I’ll find someone who can tell me what’s happening to me.

END ENTRY

*Encryption Verified*








Chapter 13

December 22, 1999

Listen,” Loring says. “If you’re up for it, I’d like to try a few more tests. Just to get a feel for the extent of your ability.”

Zahara straightens, wiping at her nose. “Um, okay, sure.”

They spend the next twenty minutes with Sheppard Loring alternately flipping coins and making shallow cuts on himself with his knife. Each time he hurts himself, Zahara flinches—she can’t help it. But Loring barely appears to notice the pain.

When she touches him, skin-to-skin contact, not only does she stop the effectiveness of his ability—the coin flips randomly and the cuts stop healing—but the plants no longer shrivel and die. There’s always a little zap of static electricity and that weird hint of tangy herb smell that accompanies it.

“It looks like you’re also able to undo the backlashes,” Loring says with wonder. “And you’re not feeling woozy? Achy or confused?”

“No.” She shakes her head.

“So you’re immune to the backlashes as well.” He sits back, staring at her in awe.

“Makes sense, I guess,” she replies. “What’s that law about equal and opposite reactions?”

“Newton. Third law of motion.”

In for a penny, in for a pound, Mama Marla used to say. Zahara is a little too much in shock to even know how she feels about having powers, so why not add on a few more?

Soon they work out a system where she only touches Loring after the coin lands—a quick tap of the wrist does it—allowing him to affect the probability of the toss while still canceling the backlash.

“Remarkable.” Loring seems really taken aback for several moments.

Theo watches it all, his face an expressionless mask. “What I’m trying to work out is if her father died healing her sister,” he finally says, voice solemn, “wouldn’t that have been affected when Annica disappeared? It seems like she was pulled entirely out of history. But if she’d never been born, then her father would never have died trying to help her.”

Zahara freezes. Looks at Loring with something like hope in her eyes. Hope for what, she isn’t even sure.

His expression is compassionate. “There are limits to everything. I don’t know them all but I know this power can’t bring people back from the dead. Annica’s life had an impact that rippled out. Manipulating discord and harmony could rewrite those ripples, but Freddy was gone. That couldn’t be rewritten.”

Theo shifts, looking agitated, or at least more animated than he’s been so far. “Listen, man, you’ve got to know who could have done this—pulled Annica from her life. The list can’t be that long.” His voice no longer holds that flat, vacant quality. “How many men were on your squad… ten? Twelve? Who’s still around, or was in 1995?”

Loring shakes his head. “I haven’t kept up with everyone. It’s been years since I’ve seen any of the guys. You all should talk to Sybil—Sybil Pettyman. She was a reporter who was with us over there when it happened. She’s always been the one to wrangle us and keep up with the Christmas cards and all that. I’ll give you her contact info. Need to get it from Crystal.”

He gives Zahara a comforting smile, then rises and heads out to find his assistant.

Zahara does a deep breathing exercise to center herself and try to bring her emotions under control. It all feels extremely surreal. “Not exactly how we were expecting this to go down, right?”

Theo rubs the back of his neck, shaking his head. “I mean, I saw it with my own eyes, but it’s still hard to make sense of. Part of me is like, it could be some David Copperfield shit, but I don’t know. It’s also hard not to believe. At the end of the day, I’m like Mulder, I guess. I want to believe.”

She snorts. But relief floods her. He’s still here. That means more than she’d ever thought. She has never had the desire to believe in the supernatural—hadn’t wanted to four years ago and doesn’t want to now—but apparently it wants to believe in her. So she sets aside her doubts, refusing to be Scully, and decides that this duo can definitely be composed of two Mulders.

“All right, so if he’s right, and this isn’t some elaborate trick, and I have a power I’ve never known about, Annica might, too, and that means my sister could either have been taken or coerced to leave because of her ability. That’s the most probable explanation, right?”

“It seems that way,” Theo says. “Occam’s razor and all.”

“What’s that?”

“Occam’s razor is the shortest distance between two lines. The simplest answer is usually the right one.”

“Does that still apply when people have magical powers?” Zahara really wants to know. Of course, Theo has no answers.

They sit there for a while, lost in their thoughts. The scent of the dozens of bouquets, at first aromatic and refreshing, over time becomes cloying. Zahara catches sight of herself in the sliver of mirror visible around the blooms. Just as she thought—her eyes are red, her nose resembles Rudolph’s. Her hair has come out of its bun, with springy wisps flying away around her head. She tries to pat it into place but quickly gives up.

“Hey, you’ve got a…” Theo says. She turns to him, and his finger brushes her face. “Eyelash.” He holds it up on his finger.

She smiles. “Thanks.” It’s only a brief touch, but her cheeks heat in response. The shock that had numbed her body fades as a flare of inconvenient attraction sparks within her. Unbidden images invade her mind.

What if he brushed more than a single finger over her skin? What if he stroked her neck, her collarbone, her shoulder? Lower? She blinks hard and tries to focus, but those thoughts take a long time to leave.

It’s only much later that she realizes he had taken his glove off to touch her, and she hadn’t even noticed.








DATE: Wed, Mar 08, 1995 20:04:53

FROM: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

TO: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: is the sky falling?

Bruh, where you been? I’m the one who usually goes AWOL around here. You’re like Mr. Reliable or the mailman, showing up through the rain, sleet, snow and everything. Didn’t see you in the bonus round stats for the challenge. Bummer. It was optional but now that dingleberry CypherPunk is in third place because of the extra points.

OMG, you won’t believe this. My twin finally decided to get an email address! Like, the girl who still types all her papers on the typewriter when the word processor is Right There asked me to hook her up with email! Still can’t quite believe it.

She was all like “I think it’s finally time.” Yeah, no duh. I told her she was going to love joining the modern era and she was like “Calm down, Nica. It’s just an email account. I don’t think it’s going to change my life.”

Ugh. I told her that’s why no one pays her to think. Yo, get this. She was asking if I was running Netscape Navigator. Seriously? I told her that this beauty is a Slackware Linux box with a fully customized TCP/IP stack. Netscape could never. Of course she didn’t get it.

Plus, she’s convinced the only people online are serial killers and child murderers. Anyway, I set her up with an account on the new community college server we spun up. I figure it will take about a decade for IT to figure out what we’ve done and shut us down. Oh, and she wanted her handle to just be her first name. Talk about LAME!

After I completely vetoed that, she settled on Grandjetee78 because of ballet. I’m hella hyped she’s starting to lose her fear of the internet. Had to tell someone. Hope you’re not dead in a ditch.



DATE: Friday, Mar 10, 1995 08:22:13

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: RE: is the sky falling?

Alive and kicking. And I’m touched you actually missed me.

Just got back from PR. My abuela died. I only met her like twice, but Ma’s been a mess. And there’s zero net access anywhere near where my fam lives on the island. Guess I proved I can survive offline for more than two hours.

It’s been kind of a hard time around here for a lot of reasons. But way cool that your sister is stepping into the 20th century. There’s hope for Luddites everywhere!

And don’t sweat CypherPunk. He’s a fucking clownsuit poser who’s about to get pwned in the next round.



DATE: Friday, Mar 10, 1995 12:20:09

FROM: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

TO: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: RE: is the sky falling?

So sorry to hear about your grandmother. And sorry you didn’t get to know her that well. My grandma was this tiny lady who talked a lot of smack and had a bizarre sense of humor. She used to be a background dancer in those early movies, right after they went from silent to having sound, and I think she did Vaudeville or something, so she hung around with a lot of comedians and was like the queen of practical jokes. No lie—one time she left her walker lying in the middle of the hallway and we were all freaking out searching the house and the yard for her. Like, where did she go without her walker?

Turns out, she took her cane and was sitting on the attic steps (ours are permanent, not the pull down kind). She laughed for like an hour straight after we found her, though none of us thought it was funny. My dad looked like he was going to pop a blood vessel in his head. You’d think he’d be used to her “jokes.”

I miss that crazy lady a lot. And my dad.

PR sounds like a cool place though, except for being totally unplugged. I don’t think I even knew you were Puerto Rican though, LOL. Z, my twin, is convinced I’m talking to 75 year old perverts on here all day. But I guess if you were that old, your abuela would have been gone a long time ago.



DATE: Friday, Mar 10, 1995 16:41:39

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: RE: is the sky falling?

I’ll have you know I’m a *76* year old pervert. Get it straight! ;p

And your grandmother sounds awesome. I didn’t get to know any of my grandparents. I barely even met my dad and Ma doesn’t know anything about his family. Hard to miss someone you never met, but well, it seems like I inherited some stuff from him that I wish I could talk to him about.

Anyway, round 5 of the challenge starts next week. U ready?



DATE: Friday, Mar 10, 1995 17:01:49

FROM: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

TO: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: RE: is the sky falling?

I was born ready.








Chapter 14

December 24, 1999

Sybil Pettyman lives on the outskirts of Las Vegas in a place called Sandy Valley. Far from the cacophony and blinding brilliance of the Strip, her ranch-style house sits surrounded by desert on all sides. The nearest home is at least five miles away and it’s twenty minutes to the closest store. The isolation feels deliberate, like a self-imposed exile.

Loring’s assistant Crystal didn’t have a phone number for Sybil, just the address. And since the number is unlisted—obscured even to Theo and his PI tricks—there was no way to call ahead. So the decision to chance a visit was Zahara’s. She offered to check the cost of flights from Sacramento, but Theo had insisted on driving.

“I don’t fly,” he’d said apologetically. “Airplanes are filthy. Think about it: a tight tube where hundreds of people’s germs are trapped only to be recycled through the air vents over and over again.” He gave a mock shiver. The idea of an eight-hour drive hadn’t enthused Zahara, but she’d agreed, not wanting to fly alone and wait for him.

She didn’t want to examine that impulse too closely. Aloneness had wrapped around her like a second skin for years. Trust was a precious commodity she couldn’t risk from anyone else, not after her mother’s betrayal. Not after Annica abandoned her to a world without her.

And she’d been okay alone. Making a life for herself. But the past week, investigating with Theo, not being out there on her own solo in the spotlight… it had been nice.

Not that she isn’t still cautious around him. Conscious that his personality and friendliness are probably part of his profession. Still, she’d shared a womb with another person. Going it alone, while safe, wasn’t exactly natural for her.

They leave the day after meeting Sheppard Loring, which also happens to be the day before Christmas Eve, and do half the drive before stopping at a motel an hour outside of Bakersfield—in two separate rooms this time. A fact for which Zahara is both grateful and disappointed. It’s for the best; seeing him shirtless that time was an incredible distraction. She must remind herself constantly not to pull that thread, because as they spend more time together, it gets more and more difficult to remember why.

So she ignores the flutters that bubble inside at his laugh or the way the sandalwood scent of his soap and aftershave has become so familiar and welcome. As they drive, Theo receives several phone calls that, as far as she can tell, have to do with his missing friend. The one he said was as close as a brother. He doesn’t talk about it with her, other than to apologize for the calls, but each time he gets off the phone, his mouth is framed with tension.

They make it through a chunk of another book on tape, William Gibson’s Neuromancer, which both of them have already read, but agreed maybe they’d understand it better if it was read to them. They don’t. But there are no awkward silences, and she’s happy to have something to focus on other than their mission.

Early on Christmas Eve, they head out to complete the journey knowing there’s a decent chance the woman they’re seeking won’t be home. She could be visiting family or on vacation. There are any number of reasons why an unannounced visit to a stranger during the holidays is less than wise. But desperation pushes Zahara forward. The possibility of answers is worth just about any sacrifice.

Theo’s Camaro growls into place outside the house at midday, but neither of them moves to get out of the car. There are no Christmas lights or garlands strung around the doorway or windows. No car in the driveway. The desert landscaping around the front door is minimal. Theo couldn’t find out much more information on the woman other than her name and age. It seems she’d never married, had no children, and had been retired for several years.

As Zahara builds the courage to leave the car, her hands quiver while fishing a photograph from her purse. The image of her father’s squad in Vietnam wavers in her hand. She now recognizes a young Sheppard Loring, reed thin and smiling brightly, standing at her father’s side. Sybil is the blond woman wearing an army jacket several sizes too big. Her expression is sober, eyes piercing the lens of the camera. She looks like a woman who takes no shit.

Zahara scans the other faces, wondering who they are, if they’re still alive, what powers they received. How those powers changed their lives. And the lives of their children. There are others like her and Annica. People with strange and dangerous abilities. The weight of this knowledge sits heavy on her chest, making it difficult for her to breathe.

How did the others discover their abilities? Did their fathers tell them, or did they figure it out on their own? Can they manipulate the backlashes? Or have these rebounding powers hurt them? Maybe killed them. And will this woman—someone who braved war embedded with the soldiers on the front lines of a horrific conflict—will she have information about Annica? Questions swirl in her mind like the mini dust storms they drove through to get here.

She forces herself to replace the photograph and turns to Theo, squaring her shoulders. “All right, let’s do this.”

A chilly wind blows across the desert and straight into Zahara’s bones. She wraps her arms tighter around herself as they approach the house. The walkway of large pavers is mostly sand-covered. Unkempt and unwelcoming. The desolation and aloneness of this place squeeze a tight fist around her heart.

“Security conscious,” Theo says, motioning to several closed-circuit cameras positioned along the roofline. They point to the front door and out in every direction.

“Wonder if she’s expecting trouble,” she whispers, forcing herself to move forward.

The front door is white and scuffed. Next to it is an intercom with a speaker and a single button. Her finger shakes as she lifts it, so she takes a deep breath to steady herself before pushing the button. A soft whirring sound overhead makes her glance up at the camera positioned right above the door. Something in the lens rotates. It must be zooming in.

The intercom crackles to life. “I take it you’ve noticed the no soliciting sign?”

Zahara hasn’t noticed any signs, but it doesn’t matter. Besides, she isn’t selling anything. “Ms. Pettyman, my name is Zahara Douglass. I’m Byron Douglass’s daughter.” Zahara pauses, releasing the button, but the woman doesn’t respond.

“I spoke with Sheppard Loring the other day. He sent me your way. I need to discuss a… sensitive matter.”

Again, silence. Zahara looks to Theo, who shrugs. She’s about to try again when the tinny voice asks, “And who’s that with you?”

She shifts places with Theo so he can reach the intercom. “My name is Theophilus Morgan, ma’am. I’m a private investigator helping Zahara.”

“Investigator?”

“Yes,” Zahara speaks up, leaning across him. “I—I had a sister. A twin. Byron had two daughters. But now there’s just me.”

“Byron had one daughter.” The voice sounds certain.

Zahara looks up to stare at the camera, her pulse thudding. “The only person who remembers my sister is me.” Admitting it again, saying the words out loud, is still difficult. She halfway expects a pair of hospital workers to appear with a straitjacket and cart her away.

The voice on the other end doesn’t respond.

“She got into a car with a stranger and was never seen again,” Zahara continues. “Didn’t exist anymore. No trace of her life was left. Not even our mother remembers her.”

Silence reigns for at least thirty seconds. Each of Zahara’s heartbeats pounds in her ears like a drum. What else can she say to convince the woman to open up? The idea of coming all this way for nothing rankles, no matter what she told herself earlier.

No, she decides she won’t take no for an answer. She will persist, do whatever it takes to speak with this Sybil character. Break in if she has to. And then get arrested, a voice inside her cautions. How will that help Annica?

“Just you,” the voice from the intercom says. “Mr. Morgan has to wait outside.”

“He knows everything I do,” Zahara states. “Dr. Loring talked to both of us. I think he’d be helpful.” She holds her breath, waiting. It’s at least a minute before the reply comes.

“Fine.”

A mechanical sound interrupts the quiet, and the door snicks open. Zahara jumps slightly in surprise.

“Thank you,” she says to the camera, and pushes the door open, taking a tentative step inside.







TAPE 4, SIDE B

Lamb’s people had been homesteaders back in the day. His great-grandfather was assigned a parcel of land by the government. Moved from Mississippi to Kansas and found not much out there but grass and horizon. Lived in a dugout, basically just a hole in the ground for the first two years, before he managed to build a house of sod.

Eventually, they had enough folks in the area that they could afford to build a real town. Called it Lazarus, cause they had to more or less raise it from the dead. I learned all this from his Aunt Gloris, who took to me, mostly because I liked listening to her stories.

As a town, Lazarus had long lived past its heyday. Like so many other all-black towns, it prospered up until the Depression. But for the last twenty-odd years, it had been bleeding folks like a cut artery. Not sure if it’s even still around now. Aunt Gloris might be though. She was determined to live to be a hundred and three.

Anyway, Lamb’s mama, aunts, and grandma still lived on the land at that point, farming along with a bunch of his cousins, so he put us up in a little house on the far end of the property on a section of fallow fields with plenty of wide-open space for us to practice.

Every one of us showed up—even Jonesy. Though we weren’t quite sure why at first… figured he just didn’t want to be left out.

I’m not going to lie; trying to control these abilities was hard as hell. Lots of trial and error. I was so sick some days, I could barely drag myself out of bed. All of us suffered in some way or another. Headaches, reading problems, confusion, paranoia, getting burnt or frostbitten. And then there were the fires that would pop up out of nowhere on the dry grass. The earth rumbling underfoot. Birds falling from the sky. A whole family of gophers turning up dead.

Thank Christ no one was seriously injured, and there was very little property to get damaged. And after a couple of weeks, we started making progress. Learned how to push the backlashes away from us, for one. Horse was the one who figured it out. That man loved reading almost as much as he loved jazz. Brought a portable record player and some 45s with him and just played them every evening. Plus, he spent a lot of time at the library in the next town over. Couldn’t find any information on our particular kind of magic, of course, but he came back with a stack of books on the occult and witchcraft that I wasn’t finna touch with a ten-foot pole.

Horse got the idea to stack up bales of hay and try to send his backlashes into them. He and I could both heal, but his power tended more toward the decay side of the spectrum. When he used his ability, the grass beneath his feet would shrivel. Or a carpet would turn ragged or crumble entirely. He turned all his hair white one time and kept it shaved after that.

Anyway, he figured out how to send the backlash into that bale of hay five feet away. Then tried it at ten feet. Twenty. Couldn’t do more than that at the time, but he showed us it was possible.

Henri took that knowledge and theorized that if we could push the backlash across space, maybe we could delay it across time as well. Give us a few minutes, or maybe longer, to get to an isolated location and release it.

Sybil kept grumbling that the whole point of this trip was to learn to suppress our powers, but the longer we were there, the more the boys seemed to be split on that. I figured the more we understood and could control the magic, the easier it’d be to harness. But I could tell some of the boys were itching to use it.

Between Henri and Horse, they managed to work out how to delay, but it wasn’t nothing nice. You could postpone a backlash, but it would come back and hit you twice as hard. Ox made all the hens start laying eggs in unison, same time every day. He delayed the backlash until nightfall and pushed it into an old, dilapidated shed in the far corner of the property, which promptly disintegrated. Then Ox fell down right where he stood and was unconscious the whole next day. Me and Jonesy had to lug that big old son of a gun all the way back to the house.

Jonesy turned out to be helpful in other ways. At first, he just watched us trying and failing and wrote everything down. But the way his mind worked, he saw the patterns before the rest of us did. Maybe because he was at a distance from it, wasn’t being directly affected. Ended up helping us out a lot. Gave suggestions for things to try, ways to tweak what we were doing. He even read through all of Horse’s witchcraft books, though I’m not sure if he got anything useful there.

By the time we left, we all had a better handle on things and knew how to keep practicing, as safely as we could. We could delay the backlashes and push them away, but we had to be ready to be sick or flat out unconscious for a while afterwards.

I was pretty sure JJ, Frankie, and Genius, at least, were planning on still using the magic. Frankie was heading back to Vegas, ready to make his fortune gambling. He could control time and luck, and Lord only knows what all he got up to over there.

Henri, Ox, and Horse were pretty set on trying to live normal lives, magic-free. Sybil, too. I think she had the hardest time of all. Couldn’t ever get the hang of diverting her backlash away. She was more sensitive as well, couldn’t manage to turn her abilities off. Resigned herself to just not touching anything, since the magic is based on touch of some kind. Seemed happy enough with that.

Before I left, Aunt Gloris pulled me aside and handed me a little cloth bag tied with string. A mojo bag. She was a root worker and said she’d made it to protect me. Said I had some mischievous spirits hanging around me and I needed to be careful.

I keep that bag on me at all times. I’d already learned there were plenty of things in this world that I didn’t know much about. Figured it couldn’t hurt.

By the time I came back home to Cass, I was feeling good. Thought I had a solid plan and could stick to it. Was able to face the future without so much fear. It still wasn’t a hundred percent though. Sometimes, try as I might, the magic would slip its reins, like it wanted to get out into the world and cause some mess.

I’d call up Jonesy sometimes, talk it over with him. He always had an idea to try or some way to calm me down. Seemed like he was born to have the role he had.

Looking back on it now, I can’t say I didn’t notice that hungry look in his eyes. That sense of longing and jealousy he’d had. Shoulda paid more attention to it. We all told him what a burden the powers were, but him not having any… Well, the grass is always greener, isn’t it?







Chapter 15

December 24, 1999

It takes long moments for Zahara’s eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the house. The smell inside is stale and dusty, as if the windows are rarely opened to let in any fresh air.

They stand in a narrow entryway. The flooring feels like tile under her feet, but it’s so dim, she’s not sure. Arched doorways stand on either side, and a short hallway in front of her ends in a closed door.

A light flickers on in the room to the left. Somewhere nearby, the intercom crackles to life once more. “You might as well sit.”

Zahara and Theo enter a living room sparsely furnished with two armchairs, a small table between them, and a floor lamp lit to a low setting. Thick damask curtains cover the windows, only letting in tiny slivers of additional light. The floor turns out to be terra-cotta Spanish tile.

When Zahara sits in the armchair, a cloud of dust rises, making her choke. She coughs and waves it away until her nose and throat are clear, then tries not to move too much on the stiff seat so as not to dislodge more dust.

Theo’s eyes are the size of dinner plates. He steps over the floor gingerly, like it’s a minefield, and perches lightly on the chair, keeping the dust to a minimum. Then he closes his eyes slowly, as if he’s praying. He taps a steady rhythm onto the palm of his hand.

“Would you rather wait outside?” Zahara whispers.

He holds up a finger, and his breathing visibly deepens as if he’s doing some kind of calming exercise. A few seconds later, he opens his eyes. “I’m okay.” But his voice isn’t very convincing.

Each room must be fitted with an intercom because the same canned-sounding voice projects from somewhere to their left. “Mr. Morgan, do you see those headphones on the side table?”

“Yes,” Theo replies.

“Put them on. They’re noise canceling. I don’t know what Lamb is up to, but I have no particular desire to have outsiders involved in this.”

When Zahara goes to protest, he holds up a hand. “It’s fine. Whatever makes her comfortable and gets you the answers you need.” He inspects the headphones for a long moment. Then he pulls a white handkerchief from his pocket and covers the black spongy material with it, creating a barrier between the skin of his ears and the device.

Zahara purses her lips, understanding the desire for caution but thinking Sybil is taking it a bit far.

“So, Byron had two daughters,” the disembodied voice says, “and now one is missing from memory and time?” That’s an interesting way to put it.

“Yes. It happened just over four years ago.” Zahara pauses. “Dr. Loring told us about… Vietnam. About heading into the jungle and coming out with… powers.”

“Your father never mentioned it?” The tone is somewhat accusatory, and Zahara’s hackles go up.

“No, he didn’t.”

Silence. Somewhere in the house, a refrigerator kicks on, its motor humming with a subtle, familiar whine.

“Well, did Lamb at least tell you who took your sister?”

Speaking to the unseen voice like this is unsettling. Zahara holds her body very still, wondering if they’re being watched as well. “No. He didn’t know.”

Sybil scoffs audibly. “Lamb. The nickname fit him for more than one reason. Meek as a baby bird, that one. Oh, I hear him on the radio now, see him on TV sometimes, going on and on about honor and bravery and classic values, but back then, over there, he was just a kid shitting his pants every time gunfire sounded.” The woman’s voice has a strong New England accent—maybe Boston.

“And now he’s too damned much of a coward to tell you what he knows. The only person who could be responsible for pulling your sister from time and memory is Jonesy. Quincy Goodnight.”

The name doesn’t register with Zahara.

“He owns Goodnight Security. Private military contractor. They send forces—mostly retired or discharged military—into places where the US doesn’t want any official involvement.”

Brief static follows Sybil’s voice, and an uncomfortable shiver races across Zahara’s skin. “Jonesy was the only one who didn’t go into that jungle clearing that day. Probably the smartest thing he ever did in his life. Of course, when weird shit started happening to the rest of us, he felt left out. Wanted to get powers with a fierceness that went way past obsessive.” The bitterness in Sybil’s voice puts Zahara more on edge.

“Tried his hardest to get back to that impossible place, see what we saw. After the war ended, he kept going back over there. Trekking through the jungle in search of ghosts. When that didn’t work and we discovered that our children—well, their children, most of them at any rate—inherited the abilities, he started collecting them.”

“Collecting the children?” Zahara asks, horrified. “What does that mean?”

“Jonesy took what he learned in the war and turned it into that business of his. Made millions on war and conflict, then spread out, investing in rent-a-cops, bail bondsmen, private prisons. Shit like that. Anyway, as the squad started dying off one by one, he would swoop in and ‘adopt’ their kids. After a while, that wasn’t good enough, and he started targeting the kids of the guys who were still alive. Saying he could offer them better lives and all that.”

Zahara clasps her hands, rubbing her palm with her other thumb. “So they just gave away their children?”

“Not all of them, no.” Sybil sighs heavily. “Aside from Jonesy, Lamb, and I guess Freddy—your dad—the rest of the guys didn’t fare so well. Drugs, mental illness, on top of the backlashes or maybe caused by them—it’s hard to say. It all took a toll. For some of those kids, well, we all thought it was a better choice.” Her voice hardens. “But Jonesy got a little aggressive with a couple of the mothers who didn’t want to just accept a lump of cash for their children.”

The picture of this man forming in her head isn’t anything good.

“But you said this Goodnight guy never got any powers. Annica was pulled out of reality—how could he have done that?” she asks.

“One of those kids. I don’t know the extent of what all everyone can do, some he got to very young before it was clear what their abilities were. But I know none of the boys on the squad could have taken Freddy’s daughter. Had to be one of the next generation.”

“Why wait so long?” Zahara’s whisper is barely more than a breath. “He never tried to take me or my sister when we were young.”

“Your father was the most respected man on the squad. Sergeant Shaw relied on him to keep the boys in line.” Admiration fills Sybil’s tone. “I’m sure Jonesy would have tried it earlier if he thought he could get away with it.” A pause. “You don’t have an ability, right?”

Zahara’s hands squeeze together. “Well, I didn’t think I could do anything until two days ago. But Loring tested me, sort of. I, um, I cancel powers. And backlashes, apparently.” She’d both seen and felt it, but admitting it was still terrifying. Theo had seen it all, too, though. And he wasn’t ready to put her in a straitjacket.

Sybil hisses in a breath. “And your backlash?”

That one stumps Zahara. “I don’t know. Nothing’s happened so far when I’ve used it. My power must cancel out my backlashes, too.”

Silence reigns for a long time. Zahara looks at Theo, oblivious in his noise-canceling headphones. Still, his focus is on her. Watching her reactions. Maybe he knows how to read lips? Could be helpful in his line of work.

A door opens somewhere nearby. A glow of blue light, like from a television, pours into the main hallway. Soft footsteps sound, coming closer. Out of the shadows walks a woman. She flicks a switch on the wall, and the overhead light blares to life, glaring and brutal.

Sybil is short and small-boned, with graying hair cropped close to her head. Her face is well lined and tanned, her skin speaking of a lifetime spent outdoors in the sun. Odd considering the darkness she keeps her home shrouded in. She wears navy pants and a Hawaiian shirt, blue with giant white flowers on it. The whimsy at odd with the woman’s no-nonsense expression and unrefined voice.

Theo and Zahara both stand. Theo keeps his arms to his sides, but Zahara reaches for a handshake. Sybil waves the gesture off, her eyes narrowed. “You nullify powers?”

Zahara drops her hand and nods. Sybil glances at Theo and motions for him to remove the headphones. “You’ve seen what she can do? Cancel out the powers?”

“I saw it happen with Loring. His probability trick,” Theo says, miming flipping a coin. “She undid whatever he was doing. Stopped his healing, and none of his plants died.”

“And no backlash for you?” Her brows rise skeptically.

“None so far,” Zahara replies.

Sybil’s pale blue gaze is sharp. It feels like being under a microscope, but Zahara withstands the scrutiny. Then she turns to inspect Theo, squinting at him, searching his face.

“Morgan, you said your name was? Any relation to Calvin Morgan up in Seattle?”

“No, ma’am,” he says.

She frowns and turns back to Zahara. “I owe you an apology, then.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I was supposed to keep an eye on you. Explain things to you if you got any abilities. Once your father was gone.” Her stern expression cracks for a moment, revealing sorrow. “You never… By the time you turned thirteen, I thought it skipped you. Thought you were lucky.”

Zahara swallows, her jaw shaking slightly. Sybil is obviously not an emotional person, but her regret is palpable. “Mine is invisible. You couldn’t have known.”

The woman’s lips firm. “And this sister of yours? She has an ability as well, I take it.”

An image of Annica takes over her vision. They’re in the bedroom they shared, laughing hysterically about something. “I mean, we didn’t know anything about this, so I’m not sure. She’s very smart. Loved computers and was really good at them—programming and stuff I didn’t even understand. But she definitely couldn’t heal. I don’t know enough about the rest.”

“Hmmm,” Sybil says, looking off. “Well, it could be anything, really. Hard to know why or what he’d use her for.”

“So you think she’s alive? And not…” The words catch. Four years of doing her best not to imagine the worst steals her breath. “Not harmed?”

“He didn’t want to sell those kids to dirty old men, if that’s what you’re thinking. For all his faults, I don’t believe he’d intentionally hurt a child.”

Tension melts from Zahara’s body. She hadn’t realized she’d wound herself so tight.

“Who?” Theo asks softly.

“Quincy Goodnight. He was in my dad’s squad. She thinks he or one of his adopted children took Annica.”

Theo’s brow furrows, and his hands tighten into fists at his sides.

“If your sister has an ability,” Sybil continues, “then he’d want to use it. Add it to his collection. When was she taken?”

“When we were sixteen. Four and a half years ago.”

“Hmm. And she went away willingly?”

A lump lodges in her throat. She replays the moment over and over again when Annica had mouthed Goodbye. “Yeah… it looked that way.” Her voice cracks.

“Well, Jonesy’s a charming motherfucker when he wants to be.” Sybil snorts. “Talked his way into government contracts no other black man ever dreamed of. I think your sister is alive and well—at least if she’s learned to manage her backlashes.”

Zahara’s heartbeat settles, at least a little. Alive and well. That’s all that matters. “So we need to find Jonesy, er, Goodnight. Confront him about Annica.”

“Goodnight is a millionaire and powerful,” Theo says, shifting on his feet uncomfortably. “There was a whole spread in Time magazine a couple months ago with him and some senators.”

“He is well-connected and protected,” Sybil agrees. “Won’t even answer my calls anymore. Built a compound somewhere that no one can find unless they already know where it is. Going at him head-on is never going to work. You might need a less direct approach in order to get answers.” She pauses, her expression softening just a little.

“I don’t leave here anymore, because it’s too difficult.” Her voice is slower, more measured. “Living with these abilities—well, not many of us managed to find a way to actually live with them. JJ dealt in luck, like Lamb, and could also adjust the temperature around him, boil his tea with a thought, and change the air pressure. Got cocky though. Thought he could manage it, but it got away from him. The backlash hit him one day, and he died of hypothermia in Hawaii on a ninety-degree day.” Her gaze is far away, focused on the past.

“Ox mainly controlled discord. Situational entropy, we called it. He could create order or chaos in people, systems, things. Make two newlyweds at the next table at a cafe go from sickeningly lovey-dovey to getting into a huge fight in a few seconds. Or make a bicycle chain kink up out of nowhere.” She shakes her head, and ice spreads through Zahara’s veins.

“There were a couple others like me, who could manipulate time. The backlash is déjà vu and disorientation, so bad it scrambles your mind. They all thought they’d mastered how to push it away from themselves, but… didn’t always work. Frankie had Lamb’s luck and could manage time as well. Really powerful. Made a fortune on the poker circuit, rewinding time by a second or two once he knew what was in everyone else’s hand. One day, after he’d won a couple million bucks, he was so out of it he wandered into traffic and got hit by a car.”

Theo sucks in a sharp breath. Zahara’s stomach twists violently, the reality of what it means to have these abilities settling in.

“So I stay here. Stay home. Seal myself away. I can’t turn back time, but I can see the future or the past. Only for people though. Quit journalism and worked in corporate for a while, made a bunch of money, but I was in danger of losing my mind to it. I could feel the tether slipping every day. Pushing the backlashes never really worked well for me. I could sometimes get them to go into other people nearby, and that wasn’t…” Her voice drops to little more than a whisper. “After what happened to Frankie, I couldn’t live with that. So I retired and came here. But…”

Hope flares in Zahara’s chest. “Do you want me to try and help with your backlash? Could you potentially see something about Annica that would help us find her?”

Sybil purses her lips, considering. “These abilities require touch. And I’m guessing touching you won’t lead to anything since you cancel everything out.” Her gaze moves to Theo. “Maybe I could try to read him.”

He stiffens. “You would have to touch me? My bare skin?”

“That’s how it works.”

He takes a half step back, face going gray. Holds up his gloves. “I have OCD. Skin contact with strangers is extremely difficult for me. Once I get to know someone, it’s easier, but—” He glances at Zahara quickly before focusing back on the older woman. “Is there any other way?”

Sybil’s mouth turns down. “I can try to touch something of yours. Maybe if it’s not directly in contact with you, it would work. If it does though, I would be seeing your future, not your sister’s. Assuming you do end up finding her, then I might be able to pick up something that can help you backtrack from there. Whatever I use needs to be organic though.”

Zahara just stares.

“Pull out a few strands of hair, that should work.”

Swallowing, she takes her hair out of the ballerina bun she hasn’t yet stopped wearing and yanks three strands out, suppressing a wince, then holds them out. Sybil’s hand hovers for a moment before grasping the strands. Then she takes a deep breath and shuts her eyes.

Zahara waits, barely breathing, unsure if anything is happening. The seconds elongate into short lifetimes. The air grows even staler and dustier. Then Sybil’s eyes snap open. The healthy tan drains from her skin rapidly, leaving her pale and ashen.

“What?” Zahara demands. “What did you see?” Her fingers dig into her palm, and she consciously releases her hands.

Sybil’s gaze darts away from Zahara. “You should go see Tarian Camacho. He’s another kid of a squad member—a late squad member. Genius Delgado. Had a mother who refused all of Jonesy’s bullshit and raised him herself. The kid’s ability is over information—he uses it for computer shit. You’re not gonna get to Jonesy, but I think you can find Annica directly.”

Hope stirs within Zahara at the woman’s words. She feels like her blood has been infused with helium.

“Tarian’s down in LA,” Sybil continues. “He’ll want to see what you can do, but I think he’ll help you. When you see him, tell him that I saw the Greek alpha and omega symbols enclosed in a twisted snake biting its own tail. And the words ‘anemic flow’ on a computer screen. He can search the information superhighway or whatever.”

Before Zahara can respond, Sybil’s eyes roll back in her head, and her body grows rigid and then starts to convulse violently. Zahara lunges forward and grabs her arm, wrapping her hand around Sybil’s wrist. There’s a tiny crackle of static electricity along with the strange scent, like grilled vegetables or a spicy stew. Sybil immediately stops convulsing as if a Pause button were being pressed on her distress.

Theo is there instantly, grabbing the woman under her armpits and helping to lead her to one of the chairs. Together, they ease her down into the seat. Within moments, the older woman’s eyes flutter open, staring up at Zahara with an expression of pure wonder.

“You weren’t shitting me,” Sybil says, voice trembling. “I haven’t used my power in years, and I always knew that the next time could be the last. Chipping little pieces of my mental stability away each time. I felt it go.” She holds up her hand, heavily veined but steady. “I felt it go, but you… you stopped it.”

Her voice is stronger, and her expression shifts back from awed to no-nonsense. “Theo, do you think you could get me a glass of water? Kitchen’s through there to the left.” She points to the hallway and the darkened room across the way.

“Of course,” Theo says, jogging off.

Sybil’s gaze tracks him, and once he disappears from view, she lifts the handkerchief he’d used to cover the headphones, plucking a single coiled hair from the fabric. Seconds later, she drops it with a gasp.

“What? What did you see?” Zahara asks.

Sybil leans over and grips her forearm, her hand cool, her grip strong. Zahara barely notices the little sizzle that accompanies her touch. “Never mind about him,” she whispers hotly into her ear. “I saw you and your sister. Together.”

Joy explodes inside Zahara like fireworks, but before she can speak, Sybil’s grip tightens. Not painful but urgent. “If you all are reunited, I see you in the center of a great destruction. Like a crater with teeth, eating up everything around you. Hungry, so hungry, but never satisfied. It will unravel… undo everything we know.”

The words land like punches to her middle. “What does that mean?”

Sybil’s eyes are febrile. They pass back and forth over Zahara’s face as if searching for something. “If you succeed in saving your sister, you will doom the world.” She then releases Zahara’s arm and collapses back into the chair.

Theo returns with the glass of water, which Sybil gratefully accepts and drinks down in one gulp.

Zahara blinks as the world shifts out of focus. She doesn’t dare speak. She barely wants to move. Heavy chills race through her in waves, and it’s all she can do to stop her teeth from chattering.

Her thoughts spiral in nauseating circles. Can she trust Sybil’s vision? And if she believes it… how can she make that impossible choice?








[Channel: #echochamber]

[User ShieldMaster81 connected… ]

[User FavoryteByte connected… ]

<FavoryteByte> yo

<ShieldMaster81> wassup

<FavoryteByte> need a favor

<ShieldMaster81> how illegal?

<FavoryteByte> uh. depends on the law, i think

<ShieldMaster81> alright matlock. what is it?

<FavoryteByte> so i feel like Z needs a win. like a BIG one.

<ShieldMaster81> how big is BIG?

<FavoryteByte> getting an audition with her dream ballet company big. which she totally would have gotten if she hadn’t quit dancing.

<ShieldMaster81> yeah. sounds big.

<FavoryteByte> hypothetically speaking, if their audition database had an extra entry inserted, i really don’t think anyone would peep it

<ShieldMaster81> ballet company server. sounds easy.

<FavoryteByte> yeah, they’re running an old VAX system. hasn’t been updated since the middle ages. the thing is, with the contest, i’ve been hitting some limits with my school’s server bandwidth. the IT dept is kinda sorta cracking down

<ShieldMaster81> hence the favor?

<FavoryteByte> yeah. can u help me make my twin’s dream come true? i can email you the deets

<ShieldMaster81> hell yeah. i’m in.

<FavoryteByte> u da bomb

<ShieldMaster81> i know

[User ShieldMaster81 has disconnected… ]
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$ vi /annica/diary/a-crappy-day.txt

Timestamp 04/08/1995 23:34:55

Dear Diary,

Can’t sleep. Not just because I’m back in hospital and I get woken up every two hours by the nurses. I’m like the master of cat naps now. It’s because of what happened earlier with Z. My twin drives me absolutely crazy!!!!

She dragged herself in here tonight looking like a zombie. Seriously like the walking dead. That telemarketing job is draining the life out of her. I’m pretty sure she’s not even allowed to work double shifts at 16, but nobody there seems to care. Seeing her like that makes me want to tear all my hair out.

Mom had been by earlier and was stressing me out. She zoomed in like the Tasmanian devil, kissed me on the forehead, spouted a bunch of nonsense about her latest job, then got paged and bounced and left a bunch of shit here. Her coffee. Half a sandwich. The mail.

Z was looking through it (mostly bills) but then there was this really nice envelope that was different than the rest. I spotted the logo and my heart stopped. It was her audition invite from the National Ballet Theatre.

Shield came through! I knew he would but it was awesome to see. I was trying to keep a straight face, waiting for her to start screaming or something. I don’t know. And at first she was hella juiced. Cheesing it up. Wondering how it even happened since she hadn’t been dancing for months.

I was trying to play it cool and said something like Madame Claudine must have come through and pulled some strings. She didn’t think that was likely (it’s really not, that lady is a stone cold bitch) but I sure wasn’t gonna tell her how it really went down.

But then she calmed down and do you know what she said?

She said she can’t do it. Won’t even audition. Won’t even TRY.

I was like, why? And she was like “I have to work.” And I was like, “Isn’t dancing in a ballet company a job? That pays money?” Then she was like “It’s on the other side of the country.” That she can’t go live in DC when me and mom are here.

I was seeing the writing on the wall, but I needed her to say it. To spell it out so even a five year old could understand. People leave home. Grow up. Go to college. Move away. I asked her if she thought I was going to stay in Modesto for my whole life.

I could practically see my life expectancy statistics flashing across her face. I might not live as long as her, but I’m planning on making every day count.

So I told her to say it out loud. That she thinks she needs to stay here and babysit me. Her older sister.

“I can’t leave you Nica. I can’t abandon you,” she said. And I know she means it out of love, but can’t she see that’s a lot of weight on me?

She wasn’t even looking at me when she said it. She was looking at the equipment, the IV, the tubes coming out of my chest, the hospital room. At all the evidence that I’m just a burden on everyone and they can’t follow their dreams because of me.

I called her out on it. Told her I’m not a little kid. And what, is she *never* going to leave home or get married or have her own life? I was so hot it felt like steam was coming off my skin. She’s more than good enough to be a professional dancer, everyone knows it. She knows it. But she’s going to throw it all away to sit by my hospital bed every other month?

“In the real world, people can’t always get what they want.” That’s what she said. Since Daddy’s not here anymore and Mom’s a mess half the time, that she has to help. That she can’t train like she’d need to for the audition while also working to help with the bills.

I told her that I could get a job too and she laughed. “What kind of job can you do from a hospital bed?”

That shit hurt. And she felt bad. Said it’s not my fault that I’m sick, but that’s bullshit.

I know she blames me. That she doesn’t want to admit it and feel like a bad person, but she does. She’s never been able to be normal and she tries to hide it but it practically seeps through the walls. It’s like a smell that attaches itself to everything. We might lose the house — Daddy’s house, Mama Marla’s house — because of me and my fucking blood. And even though I greased the wheels a little, she earned that audition. And she’s not even going to try to reach for her dreams because of me.

I dared her to say it wasn’t true.

She told me she loved me. That she didn’t blame me. That she’d switch places with me if she could. She just wants me to be happy.

I rolled my eyes. How could I be happy while she and Mom are miserable? What kind of monster could be happy that way?

END ENTRY
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Chapter 16

December 24, 1999

They finish Neuromancer somewhere on the I-15, the Mojave stretching out endlessly around them as twilight bathes the sky with purples and blues. The hum of tires on asphalt is the only sound in the Camaro until Zahara ejects the final cassette and replaces it in its case.

“Well,” Theo says, drumming his gloved fingers on the steering wheel, “that was… something.”

“Yeah.” Zahara taps her fingers on the plastic case before realizing she’s matching his rhythm. She forces her hand to still. “I think I liked it better the second time. And it definitely makes the case for technology disconnecting us from what makes us human. You think Loring has read it?”

Theo’s grin is wide. “Can’t believe we didn’t ask him that.”

“He may sound extreme, but think about it.” She gestures at the surrounding desert. “Look at all of this. Strand your average American here and they’d be dead in a few hours. We used to know how to read the stars, how to find water, how to survive in the wilderness. But if Y2K does half of what they’re afraid it will, we’ll be lost, with every part of our existence totally changed. How did we let ourselves become dependent on the tools that were supposed to just assist us?” She leans her head back against the headrest, blowing out a breath. “Maybe I should have let my dad teach me how to hunt.”

His brows rise. “Really?”

“No, not really.” She shudders at the thought. “If the worst happens, I think I’ll have to become a vegetarian. Couldn’t bring myself to kill and skin an animal.”

“Hmmm. I think we adapt when we need to. It’s just how humans are. What’s your favorite animal, anyway?”

“To eat?”

“No, just in general.”

“Oh,” she laughs. “Elephants. I used to carry this stuffed elephant around with me everywhere I went when I was a kid. Her name was Elodie. Elodie the Elephant.” The memory brings back an image of her father waving his arm like a trunk and making animal noises, playing with her and Annica.

“Why elephants?” Theo asks.

“They’re smart, take care of their children, have long memories, and like to play. What’s not to love?”

He thinks it over for a second before agreeing. “Yeah, I guess they are pretty great.”

“What about you? Favorite animal?”

“Octopus,” he replies without hesitation. “They’re also smart and playful, and they can camouflage themselves to hide from danger. Plus, they’re all venomous. You do not want to mess with an octopus.”

“Duly noted.”

Outside, they pass a herd of cows grazing in a fenced field. Yeah, she’d definitely have to learn to survive on nuts and berries if there was nowhere to get meat already prepackaged by someone else.

“You know, if the worst does happen and everything goes dark,” Theo says, “I think you’ll be surprised by people. I grew up mostly in LA, and after an earthquake or wildfire is when you can see what’s really inside of folks.”

In the growing twilight, the dashboard lights illuminate his face from below, casting his cheekbones and jawline in bold relief. Zahara catches herself staring and quickly looks away.

“After the Northridge quake in ’94?” he continues. “My apartment building was okay, but there were others on the street that were completely flattened. I’ve never seen food, clothes, and supplies organized more quickly in my life.”

“Sure, disasters connect people,” she admits. “They help us remember our frailty in a ‘there but for the grace of God go I’ kind of way.”

“And you don’t think technology can connect us, too? The internet lets people find others who share their experiences, their struggles. It gives voice to people who might never be heard otherwise.” He pauses. “It might help us find your sister.”

The mention of Annica squeezes her heart. “It also might be what led her away in the first place.”

Theo’s hand moves toward her before coming to rest on the gearshift between them. It might just be her imagination going into overdrive, but was he reaching for her hand? What would that be like? A vision of him pulling the ever-present glove off, then stroking his fingers against her hand or cheek, chancing whatever germs she may be carrying. Admitting that this feeling she’s been fighting for so long isn’t one-sided. That he can taste the thick tension in the air the same as she can.

She shakes herself, her face hot, and turns to stare out the window, but dark has fallen, and the only thing she can see is his reflection. The weight of Sybil’s revelation batters her. The visions, the hope, and then the fear. She can’t face it all yet. Tomorrow… the demons she’s fighting will still be there tomorrow, maybe ready to draw blood. Tonight is about the desert and the drive and living in someone else’s reality for a little while.

“So when did you move to Modesto?” she asks.

“Hmm?”

“You said you were in LA in ’94?”

“Oh yeah. I kind of went back and forth. My, ah, my grandma was ill for a while. So I kept my place there and would go home regularly and check in on her.”

“Oh, did she… I mean, is she… ?” She realizes that this may not be the politest thing to ask.

“No, she passed away. But she had a great life.” He shifts in his seat, appearing uncomfortable.

“I’m sorry to hear that. My grandma died when we were little, and she was the scariest person I ever met.” She chuckles, remembering Mama Marla and her cane. The old woman wasn’t afraid to place a well-aimed strike to the backside of a mischievous little girl. “But she was also one of my very favorite people.”

Was Theo’s grandma anything like his? She knows almost nothing about his personal life.

“When did your parents pass?” she asks gently.

“When I was little.”

Shock and sadness clench her heart.

“My aunts raised me for a while and then I went to live with my godfather.” His hands twist, strangling the steering wheel.

Another question is on the tip of her tongue when he changes the subject. “It’s kind of funny how that book predicted the internet fifteen years ago.”

She wants to know more about Theo but respects that the past may be painful. “Yeah, you know Case meets this ghost of his dead girlfriend in cyberspace. But she’s not really her anymore, just fragments of memory turned into code. Sometimes I wonder if that’s what I’m doing with Annica. Searching for a ghost.”

Theo takes his eyes off the road long enough to meet her gaze. The intensity there makes her heart stutter. “She’s real. Your memories of her are real. And think about it, what are the chances she hasn’t been using the internet for the past four years wherever she went? We’re going to find her.”

His certainty wraps around her like an embrace, chasing away the twinge of disappointment she’d felt over his reluctance to talk about himself. Over the years, wild theories had gone through her head about Annica’s fate and whereabouts. She’d been abducted by aliens. Inducted into a secret society that had memory-wiping technology. Hidden away by some magical witness protection program after discovering the identities of superheroes living among them in secret.

Maybe the reality wasn’t that far-fetched. Her nose begins to clog as her eyes sting. She will not cry, not tonight. Maybe tomorrow.

“What’s your favorite memory of your sister?” Theo asks lightly.

Zahara scrubs her eyes to catch any errant moisture and clears her throat. “Favorite? That’s a tough one.” She flips through the Rolodex of memories, settling on one that is probably the most outrageous.

“Gotta be the time she broke into my ballet studio.”

“Broke in?”

“Yeah. It was a couple days before New Year’s, actually a few months before she disappeared, and Mom had sent us to the store to get some black-eyed peas and collards. Nica said she had a stop to make first downtown.”

The memory washes over her like a slow, warm wave. With eyes glimmering with mischief, and that smile that had gotten them both into trouble as kids, Annica had been impossible to resist, even though she had been mysterious about where, exactly, they were going.

“It’s a surprise” was all she would say. Zahara had rolled her eyes but let herself be dragged along down the street.

However, when Annica led her down an alley, Zahara dug in her feet, alarmed. “Are you taking me to get axe murdered?”

Now Annica rolled her eyes. “You trust me, Z?”

“I would trust you more if you told me where we were going. You know I don’t like surprises.”

“That’s your problem. Who doesn’t like surprises? That’s an unnatural state of being, if you ask me.”

“Well, no one asked you, so I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Just trust me.”

So Zahara sighed and unstuck her feet from the concrete. It wasn’t a dirty, scary alley, at least. It was wide and clean, and the setting sun was still giving off a good amount of light, but she had no idea what her sister had in mind—until, that is, they reached the back door of a place Zahara once knew very well.

“You know we still owe money here, don’t you?” she hissed. A locked cavity within her chest was in danger of opening, allowing all the sadness she tried never to acknowledge to rush out. For six years, she’d been at Danse Élevée several times a week. Nearly daily for the past few years. Going months without this place had felt hollow.

When they’d first started falling behind on the payments, Madame Claudine had been understanding, but what she could not fathom was Zahara taking the telemarketing job to help Mom with the bills.

“You know the dedication it takes to achieve your potential in this field,” her instructor had said. “It is total and all-encompassing. And you are telling me you want to throw it away to call strangers and sell them magazine subscriptions?” Her eyes had nearly bugged out of her head.

At first, Zahara had hoped she could still dance when time allowed. Had been willing to readjust her schedule, barely sleep, eat while she showered, whatever it took, but Madame Claudine had made an ultimatum. “I need you focused, not weary and scattered. If dance is not your world, your world will not be dance.”

And so she’d left it behind. Though it was painful—some days she thought it was like the amputation of a limb—as she’d learned long before, pain was often necessary. Annica couldn’t help the pain crises that not only caused her agony but made her own blood clog her vessels and deteriorate her joints.

The fact that her condition was so uncontrolled—one of the worst cases the doctors had seen—was hard for Zahara to bear. They were twins, meant to share everything. So, if her sister had to suffer, then Zahara would bear her own burdens without complaining.

She’d always tried to put on a brave face and not let Annica know how much quitting ballet had hurt, but obviously she hadn’t done a good job of that. Annica was just too smart and knew her too well.

In the alley, she walked up to the back door and pulled hard, but it didn’t budge.

“See? It’s locked,” Zahara said, relief and disappointment rising. “Madame Claudine always closes Christmas week to visit her relatives in New Orleans.”

“Exactly,” Annica said with a grin that had the little hairs on Zahara’s neck rising. She’d gotten more than one spanking because of that grin.

Her sister pulled out a dull and somewhat battered key from her jeans. It was large with a square base. The part with the teeth was unusual though.

“Hold on, you have a key to the studio?” Zahara stepped back.

“Something like that.” Annica also pulled out a screwdriver from the inner pocket of her coat. She inserted the key into the lock and then tapped it with the handle of the screwdriver. The lock turned.

“What kind of key is that?” Zahara asked, suspicious.

“Bumper key,” Annica said, that mischief-filled grin on full display. “Opens just about any lock.”

Zahara wanted to ask where she’d acquired such a thing and how she’d learned to use it, but knew the answer already. “We’re going to have to have a serious talk about the things you’re learning on the World Wide Web.”

Annica just laughed. “You’re lucky that I’m using my powers for good and not evil. You know I’d never break in anywhere for real.”

“This place is real. We are really breaking and entering.” But she stepped inside anyway.

The familiar scents of floor polish and rosin and a hint of old sweat flooded her nose. She’d always felt like stepping through the studio doors was walking into another world. One where everyone spoke another language. Where if you practiced hard enough, you could, in fact, be perfect. Where expectations were high, but so was the satisfaction felt when you achieved your goal.

All that flew through her mind as she moved down the darkened hallway, lit only by the emergency lights, and a large part of her wanted to break down in tears.

“Why did you bring me here?” she whispered.

“So you could dance, silly.”

Though the light was practically nonexistent at the end of the hallway, the geography of this place was etched into her muscles. She opened the door to practice room 3 and turned on the light.

The windowless space, with its well-worn floor and mirrored wall bisected by the wooden barre, was a second home. The pungent aroma of window cleaner wrinkled her nose, but that, too, was welcome. She approached the stereo system in the corner and flicked on the power.

Her body was moving almost on its own, repeating the steps she’d done so many times. A cassette tape organizer sat next to a crate of records. The cardboard sleeve of a record titled Warm-Up Music for Ballet Dancers was fuzzy at the edges from so much use. She pulled the vinyl from its cover and placed it on the turntable. Slipped off her shoes and unzipped her sweatshirt, then took her place at the barre as the music rose.

The warm-up was the same one she’d learned in her first dance class at age ten. Going through the numbered dance positions. An increasingly demanding series of pliés. Tendus. Dégagés. Ronds de jambes. Frappés. She could live to one hundred and still be able to do the barre routine in her sleep.

She almost felt like she was in a fugue state, but motion in the corner of her eye caused her to turn. Annica was slipping out the door.

“Where are you going?”

Annica froze mid-sneak. “I was just going to let you—”

“Oh no. If we get arrested for breaking and entering, then you at least will need to have danced to make it worth it.”

Annica snorted. “I have three left feet, remember?”

“Doesn’t matter.” She approached her sister, arms out. Annica continued trying to back out of the room, but Zahara sprinted across the floor to grab her hands.

“We’ll do something simple. Don’t. Move.” She narrowed her eyes until Annica nodded her agreement, then released her hands and headed over to the record player to swap out the music.

The opening notes of an upbeat, syncopated melody used in the modern dance classes filled the room. Zahara was choreographing something simple in her head, just a way for her sister to enjoy the rhythms and move her body a little.

Whether because of her illness, the frequent hospitalizations, or just a natural lack of coordination, Annica was famously clumsy. There were many times when they found her limping around not due to anything related to sickle cell but just because she’d tripped and fallen. She didn’t particularly enjoy physical activity and preferred to spend the majority of her time reading or on the computer. So Zahara was patient in teaching her the simple steps. She demonstrated each one slowly, over and over again until Annica did a reasonable approximation of them.

It was just an eight-count sequence repeated four times, more modern than ballet, but Annica was smiling brightly the whole time. She shook her skinny booty and laughed out loud at one point, her joy echoing across the hard wooden floors.

Zahara had missed the joy of the movement. She missed the pain of the falls, the pinch of the shoes, the misery of withstanding one of Madame Claudine’s diatribes, and the ecstasy of completing a sequence perfectly. The locked chamber inside her chest where she’d stored her pain at having to tear herself away from this world cracked, and emotion seeped out.

Annica had known how much she’d needed this. And had gone as far as breaking the law to give it to her. Because they were sisters.

The warmth of the memory fades, and Zahara shivers involuntarily. Next to her, Theo is quiet, listening to her musings as she summarizes the event.

“She ended up having a pain crisis afterwards and had to be taken to the hospital,” she says, smiling with absolutely no humor. “Sometimes the good memories are tangled up in the bad ones.”

Her hands knot in her lap, and she picks at her ragged cuticles. “But if you have to have both—the good and the bad—I wouldn’t change anything.” The tears that had been threatening earlier slip out, one by one sliding down her cheek.

“Yeah, they’re kind of like conjoined twins that way,” Theo says. “The yin and yang of it all.”

Zahara nods. After that, they’re quiet for a while. The silence isn’t uncomfortable, but it lets her wallow too much in her thoughts.

“Another audiobook? Hopefully, one with a better ending than Neuromancer.”

Theo chuckles, the sound dancing across her skin like the brush of fingertips, pulling her further out of the shadows of the past. “We only have a couple hours to go. What do you think, start a book or maybe the radio?”

“Eh, I’m neutral. Driver’s choice.”

“Hmm. I know you’re not a fan of music, but—”

“Oh, it’s no problem. You’re doing all the driving, so go for it. I wish I’d learned to drive stick; maybe then I could help. That is, if you’d let anyone behind the wheel of your precious.”

He grins and runs a hand lovingly over the dash. “I’d need a pretty ironclad contract first. Maybe a kidney or two.”

She shakes her head, smiling.

“Naw, for real though, I’m good. I love driving. And I think there’s a few tapes in the glove box we could try.”

They both reach for the compartment door at the same time, and their hands brush. Even though it’s only skin on leather, a jolt goes through her. Zahara freezes, unable to draw her arm back. Theo withdraws, keeping his eyes firmly on the road.

“Sorry,” she whispers. He waves it off, but the mood in the car feels charged. The hairs on her arm stand up.

There are three tapes in the glove compartment. Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 5 by the New York Philharmonic, Combat Rock by the Clash, and Sam Cooke’s Greatest Hits. Theo chooses the latter, and Zahara pops it into the deck. Soon enough, the man’s smooth tenor is crooning about how a change is gonna come.

Change. That’s what she needs. No matter where this journey ends, it’s already changed her. And if the end of the road reunites her with her twin… ? When she set down this path, she didn’t really have much hope. She figured she’d track the license plate and find the car, or maybe not. It would probably just be a dead end, but at least she’d have tried. Now she’s closer than she ever dreamed she’d be, and her body feels… almost out of her control.

Instead of the rigid governance she’s always maintained over her limbs through thousands of hours of practice and drills and rehearsals, endlessly performing the same motions until they were absolutely perfect, now she is a spinning top spiraling wildly. If she weren’t safely strapped into the car with this seat belt, she might well tumble out onto the highway in a jumble of arms and legs.

The uncertainty gnaws at her bones. And Sybil’s ominous words repeat in her head, causing a full-body shiver. If you succeed in saving your sister, you will doom the world.







Chapter 17

December 24, 1999

The desert drops away, houses and buildings coming with more frequency as they reenter civilization. They arrive in the City of Angels just after seven and check into a motel in Burbank not far from the address Sybil gave them for Tarian Camacho. The two-bedroom suite is deeply discounted—which Zahara is grateful for—probably since the hotel doesn’t seem to be doing great business for the holidays.

She still isn’t sure how much this whole adventure is costing her. Theo hasn’t deposited her first check nor has he presented her with an additional bill for his services, deftly managing to change the subject whenever she asks. Since she’s currently jobless, she’ll really need to pin him down on the specifics—how hard will this hit her savings?

She resolves to face the issue head-on tonight, right after she showers. The suite is pretty spacious. The two bedrooms are separated by a small living area, kitchenette, and bathroom. The decor is a little too pink for either of their tastes, but it’s clean, and Zahara is exhausted. The fact that Theo is still standing after all the driving he’s done over the past couple of days is a miracle to her. But he joked with the young man at the front desk like he wasn’t tired at all.

The bathroom rises several notches in her estimation when she discovers the deep soaking tub. She hasn’t had a proper bath in days. Soaking in Epsom salts had been a daily habit for recovery after dancing, but sitting in a car for many hours has left her muscles nearly as achy.

She calls dibs on the bathroom, barely hearing Theo’s muffled reply through the door. As the water steams, she liberally adds bubble bath along with the restorative salt she always travels with. Sinking into the depths of the tub, she groans aloud. Layers of stress and soreness melt away in the heated water.

“Everything okay in there?” Theo asks from the other side of the door.

She giggles, wondering how loud she was. “It’s all good. Just resting my aged and wearied bones.”

“All right, Grandma Moses. You know your bones are younger than mine.”

“You can have the tub next. There’s nothing quite like a long, hot bath.”

“Haven’t taken a bath since I was a child,” he says, and his footsteps head away.

Her brain presents an image of Theo in the tub with her, his well-muscled torso glistening with water. There’s no way this bathtub is big enough for both of them, but that doesn’t stop her fantasy from playing out.

In the vision, he glides forward, gaze intent on her lips. His eyes are hooded, and she leans toward him like a magnet. The heat forming at her center now has nothing to do with the temperature of the water.

Her hands skate down her neck to her chest, her stomach, finally reaching the place between her legs, where she gives in to the building attraction, imagining her fingers are his larger, thicker ones. Ungloved. Caressing her expertly. His lips tracing the shell of her ear. Her neck and jaw. Whispering across her lips.

Mindful of the noise, she smothers the sound of her orgasm with her shoulder, savoring the undulating pleasure that steals her body’s control from her in a thrilling way.

Thoroughly relaxed, she dresses in her pajamas and practically floats into the living room to sink onto the couch. Theo sits sprawled on the armchair, watching football highlights on television.

She can barely look at him. But she can’t keep her eyes away.

He flips to one of the twenty-four-hour news channels covering the mounting anxiety across the globe. The anchor’s crisp voice fills the room, detailing preparations for potential infrastructure failures as the Millennium Bug deadline approaches. Rehashes again how what was once thought of as a coding efficiency, using only the last two numbers of the year instead of all four in computer programs, might now become a catastrophe when ’99 changes to ’00.

Scenes flash across the screen: long lines at grocery stores, ATMs running dry, and tech experts hunched over computers in darkened rooms frantically trying to apply fixes to the coding problem.

“In major cities across the United States,” a female anchor with bright red lipstick announces, “citizens are stockpiling water, canned goods, and batteries. The Pentagon’s Y2K command center is working around the clock, not taking a break for the Christmas holiday. Meanwhile, PG&E insists its systems are fully prepared for the date rollover.”

Theo leans forward, his elbows on his knees, tension visible in the set of his shoulders.

“We’re not the only ones working on Christmas,” Zahara says before freezing. “Is that—I mean, do you have family stuff this is taking you away from? Your godfather?” The glow from her bath and orgasm fades as she really considers how selfish she’s been. She has been focused with a single mind on this without really considering how the job is affecting anyone else. She should probably call her mother just to reassure her that she’s okay.

“My family isn’t really big on holidays,” Theo replies. “They’re all working anyway, so it’s fine.”

“Am I paying overtime? Holiday rates? I guess we should have reviewed this beforehand, but you know I still haven’t gotten your bill yet. I’m starting to get worried.” Her smile is wobbly.

“Regular rates. Just what we agreed on. I won’t charge you more.”

“Pretty sure we just agreed to you tracking down that license plate. Things have changed a lot since then.”

In the dim room, the blue glow of the television lights his face. “Your case is compelling to me, Zahara. It’s definitely more than I bargained for, that’s for sure. But… helping you is really important to me. I, um…” He looks away. Clears his throat. “You know, I was warned not to let things get personal, but that’s just not the way emotions work. Helping you feels personal to me.” The air between them is thick and electric. “You feel personal to me.”

A soft gasp escapes her, and she sits up. Leans toward him, though they’re too far away to touch. Would he touch her? Even now, his gloves are on. He’s not in control of his OCD, but he did say that once he feels comfortable with someone, there’s room for him to… get closer.

“I…” she starts. Their gazes are connected with what feels like an unbreakable thread. “I know what you mean. Is it just because we’ve been spending so much time together? Does this happen with all your clients?”

He shakes his head, his body leaning toward hers. Then he blinks, the corner of his mouth kicking up. “But I’m committed to helping you no matter what.” He takes a deep breath. Runs a hand over his face. “I don’t think we should… After this is done, if you still want…” He motions between the two of them.

Zahara straightens, whole body aflame. “You’re right. I know you’re right. We need to keep things professional. Until we find Annica.”

She peeks out the corner of her eye and finds his expression unreadable.

“Until we find Annica,” he repeats, but something in his demeanor has changed. Is it disappointment? Impatience? Wariness? For a moment she’s afraid that he heard Sybil’s premonition, but that can’t be it. She brushes it off. Now isn’t exactly the time to dig into it too much. It’s enough that he does feel the same pull she does. That they’ve admitted the attraction.

A tiny smile plays on her lips as he turns the volume back up on the TV. The news has moved on to local crime—a string of burglaries in Bel Air.

Later, Theo orders a pizza—and insists on paying. And they spend the evening in a comfortable bubble of quiet. Almost like the calm before the storm.








Board: Anarkist Palace

Subject: Level 8 Stats

From: RootZer0

Date: 4/05/95 23:59:59

=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=+=

>>TOP PERFORMERS — LEVEL 8

1. FavoryteByte

Time: 13:22:47

Method: Polymorphic shell code + custom packet manipulation

Judge’s Note: “Impressive stealth improvements. Zero trace signature. Nearly perfect execution.”

2. ShieldMaster81

Time: 15:04:33

Method: Multi-threaded distributed attack

Judge’s Note: “Creative use of network latency masking. Almost untraceable.”

3. CypherPunk_99

Time: 19:47:12

Method: Modified buffer overflow

Judge’s Note: “Brute but effective. High collateral damage.”

>>Final round begins at midnight.

>>Only these three advance.

>>/EOF



RE: Level 8 Stats

From: ShieldMaster81

Date: 4/06/95 00:00:08

@FavoryteByte Holy shit, you actually did it. That trace signature is INSANE. I thought I had it in the bag with the distributed approach but damn… respect.



RE: RE: Level 8 Stats

From: FavoryteByte

Date: 4/06/95 00:01:23

@ShieldMaster81 Your latency masking gave me a heart attack when I saw it pop up. Thought you had me. That distributed attack was pure genius — never seen anything like it.

@CypherPunk_99 Try not to crash the whole system this time, script kiddie. Some of us actually write our own code.



RE: RE: RE: Level 8 Stats

From: CypherPunk_99

Date: 4/06/95 00:02:17

@FavoryteByte Whatever. Some of us have actual lives outside this basement dweller convention.

Modified my own overflow btw. Not that you’d recognize innovation if it bit you in the ass.



RE: RE: RE: RE: Level 8 Stats

From: ShieldMaster81

Date: 4/06/95 00:03:45

@CypherPunk_99 You’re just mad because your “modified” overflow is basically a copy/paste job from last month’s 2600. We all read it too, genius.

@FavoryteByte Ready for the finale? This is gonna be brutal.
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DATE: Sat, Apr 15, 1995 00:00:01

FROM: rootzer0@anarkist.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: Congratulations — Your Prize

Well done, FavoryteByte. You showed exceptional skill throughout all nine levels of the challenge. Your $5000 grand prize can be picked up via Western Union with control number 873-429-1653.

But, if you’re up for it, there’s a tenth level where the prize triples. The only catch is, you must complete level 10 in person.

If you dare to test your skills against me personally for a prize of $15k, come to the NullSector hackerspace in San Francisco, 1427 Ashbury Street.

I’ll be here this week only. Just ring the bell and say RootZer0 sent you.

Looking forward to meeting you face to face.

.0
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[Channel: #echochamber]

[User FavoryteByte connected… ]

[User ShieldMaster81 connected… ]

<FavoryteByte> yo

<ShieldMaster81> wassup? here to rub it in?

<FavoryteByte> who me? but u know u got pwned ;p

<FavoryteByte> check ur email—forwarding something hella weird

<ShieldMaster81> standby

<ShieldMaster81> holy sh*t… rootzer0 wants 2 meet IRL?? who’s the creeper now??

<FavoryteByte> ikr? totally sketch

<ShieldMaster81> hella sketch AF

<FavoryteByte> but dude… 15 THOUSAND DOLLARS!!!1!!

<ShieldMaster81> yeah and getting chopped up by some psycho for their meat puppet collection

<FavoryteByte> omg ur such a freak

<ShieldMaster81> just keeping it real. ur not srsly thinking of going??

<FavoryteByte> HELLO??? 15k!!! plus rootzer0 is like 3l33t status. no way he’s some creeper

<ShieldMaster81> right, so he’s an ELITE creeper. ur still dead. u even near san fran?

<FavoryteByte> couple hrs maybe. old lady next door has this practically new ride her kids got her that she never uses…

<ShieldMaster81> w8 w8 w8… ur saying what i think ur saying??

<FavoryteByte> what?

<ShieldMaster81> ur gonna boost some old lady’s wheels?? who do u think u r, steve mcqueen??

<FavoryteByte> lololol who??

<ShieldMaster81> and THIS is how i know ur a girl

<FavoryteByte> bite me sexist pig. not STEALING, borrowing. she won’t even notice

<ShieldMaster81> so ur really doing this?

<FavoryteByte> dont really have a choice do i?

<ShieldMaster81> at least tell someone irl

<FavoryteByte> telling u dummy

<ShieldMaster81> yeah but i dont even know who u r. if u vanish who tf am i supposed 2 tell??

<FavoryteByte> k fine — will give u my twin’s email. going 2mrw. if u dont hear from me by monday, tell her everything. give her the address

<FavoryteByte> BUT NOT B4 MONDAY!!! promise???

<ShieldMaster81> jfc im gonna have a coronary if u disappear

<FavoryteByte> chill… will be fine. think of ur finders fee!

<ShieldMaster81> won’t help if ur getting dissected in some freaks basement

<FavoryteByte> LOL who’s the drama queen now? ttyl

[User FavoryteByte has disconnected… ]








Chapter 18

December 25, 1999

A sad and wilted palm tree leans ominously over the entrance of the Casa Buena Vista apartment complex off Alameda Avenue. Someone has strung Christmas lights around its trunk, which wink on and off drunkenly, barely visible in the bright morning sunshine.

Theo finds a parking spot behind a hulking taco truck that is out of service, possibly forever due to it missing all four tires. Zahara hopes the Camaro’s tires will make it through this visit unmolested.

The building itself is a little run-down in the way that structures in LA so often are. What once might have been a cheery peach pastel stucco has grown dingy with time and inattention. A battered intercom system controls the iron gate policing entry into the courtyard, its once grand tiled fountain cracked and dry. Zahara buzzes apartment 213.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Tarian? This is Zahara Douglass. Sybil called about me?”

The buzzer sounds, and the gate unlatches with a click.

She and Theo climb a set of slightly crumbling tiled steps to the second floor and find the apartment, halfway down the walkway. The door opens before they can knock.

Tarian Camacho is tall and lanky with a riot of kinky auburn hair and a wispy scraggle of struggle-beard. He’s about her age or maybe a couple of years younger, the natural gold of his skin somewhat pale, like although he lives in LA, he doesn’t get a lot of sun. Butterscotch-colored eyes blink down at her through a fringe of ridiculously long eyelashes.

“Thanks for agreeing to see us on Christmas. I hope—”

“Is what Sybil says true? About the backlashes?” His voice is much deeper than she expected considering his age, and it surprises her even more than the interruption.

“Uh, yeah. You wanna test it out?”

He looks over their shoulders to the empty courtyard beyond and then moves to the side, inviting them in. Theo introduces himself, and Tarian answers with a nod.

“You’re a PI?” the young man asks, shutting the door.

“Yes, I’ve been helping Zahara track down her sister.”

“And what do you think about all of this? People with powers.” Tarian’s expression is closed, suspicious. Theo is also subdued.

“It’s… unexpected. Still not sure exactly what to believe. I mean, I’ve seen some strange things in my life. I’m open to believing that we don’t know as much as we think we do about how the world works.”

Tarian looks him up and down. “You’re not going to turn us in to some government scientists who will run experiments on us or something, right?”

“Naw, man. That shit’s not right. I’d like some answers, but I’m not stupid enough to think that’s the best way to get them.”

Tarian peeks out the blinds next to the front door once more.

“Expecting trouble?” Theo asks.

“Sybil told you about Goodnight, right? Every few months his people come around trying to recruit me. Throwing cash at me. Making promises. This year, he stepped it up a lot. It’s been kind of unrelenting. They’ll sneak in after residents, or maybe they have a way around the buzzer. It’s a little bit of a nightmare.”

“I’m sorry,” Zahara says. “That sounds scary.”

Tarian shrugs. “Sybil could usually get him to back off, for a little bit, but lately…” He shakes his head, then sticks his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Want some water or something?” His tone suggests he hopes they say no, and they do. Then he leads them farther into the apartment.

The place is small and neat. Sparse in the way of single young men. A leather couch. An oversized television. A tiny kitchen table with two chairs. In the center of the room, on the floor, sits a fairly elaborate toy car racing track. There are slides and loops and multiple levels of plastic road. The setup takes up the majority of the floor space.

Aside from that, the other most notable feature of the living area is the desk against the wall filled with what Zahara can only describe as a mountain of computer stuff.

There are four monitors, each displaying something that looks straight out of a sci-fi movie. Black screens with green text, some of it moving on its own, fill all of them. Two computer towers are on top of the desk, both of which have their cases off, displaying their innards. A small rack about waist high holds several long and flat blinking pieces of mysterious machinery. Zahara’s heart clenches painfully. Annica would love—and totally understand—all of this.

Tarian drags his two kitchen chairs over to the desk, next to the padded swivel chair that looks like it could belong to the captain of a spaceship. “I’m not really into the whole Christmas thing. Celebrating capitalism and Jesus together feels shitty. Ma would usually drag me to church, but she’s on a cruise with her new husband.” He shrugs. If this bothers him, Zahara can’t tell. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see what you can do,” he says cautiously.

“I don’t mind,” she replies. “I get it. It’s probably hard to believe. I just learned about all this stuff a few days ago. Still wrapping my mind around it.”

Tarian runs a hand through his unruly curls and chuckles humorlessly. “That’s pretty wild. From what I can tell, most of us started displaying abilities somewhere around puberty. But it makes sense if yours is syntropy, then how could you have known?”

“Wait, syntropy?”

They all sit, and Tarian stretches out his fingers. Another thing that reminds her of Annica. “Syntropy is negative entropy. It’s probably not technically accurate according to, like, physicists or whatever. But if your power cancels out ours, then it probably makes sense to call it that.” He shrugs.

Syntropy. Sounds fancy. She’s not sure whether she likes it. “So what exactly is your ability?” she asks.

“Sybil calls it information manipulation,” he replies. “Essentially, I can control the entropy of information systems. Telephones, internet, electricity. My working theory is that it has to do with influencing the way that electrons move, creating or decreasing their entropy. That part isn’t really conscious, but the effect is an enhancement of my computer coding. Like, by a lot.”

Pieces begin falling into place in her mind. “So it makes you a better hacker? You don’t mind if I call you that?”

He snorts. “Just don’t say it around the cops. But, yeah, I can see into the system in a way that is beyond what I should be able to. I can get into networks and machines that should be impossible.”

“And the backlash?”

He breathes in deeply and motions to the toy racing track. “The energy I manipulate… it has to go somewhere. The first place it wants to go is into me. When I was younger and didn’t know it was happening, I would get bad headaches, grow really confused, lose time, start speaking gibberish. My mom took me to all kinds of doctors. No one could figure out what was wrong. That’s when I met Sybil. She’d reached out to Ma at some point.

“She explained what was happening and taught me the basics of redirecting my backlash. After destroying almost all the toys that I had, I finally learned to focus it better and started pushing it into systems like the track, which drew more of it away from me.

“It’s not easy and it doesn’t completely work all the time. I still get pretty bad headaches when I use my ability. And”—he looks uneasily to the windows covered by venetian blinds—“there are kind of a lot of fender benders on this street. I’m not entirely sure it’s me. But I’m not sure it’s not me either.”

His fingers fidget with the frayed end of his T-shirt, which features a picture of Prince in concert with the year 1999 scrawled below. It’s obvious he’s haunted by the possibility that his backlashes could be responsible for the car wrecks.

“Do you know what your dad could do?” Zahara asks.

“My parents were never really together, and Dad died when I was little, but Sybil said all he had to do was touch a tree and it would either age rapidly and die or get younger and smaller.”

“Wait, what?” she says. “That’s one of the powers?”

“It’s a manifestation of the decay ability. They call it healing, but it’s not so simple. Entropy is about time, so people who manipulate decay and renewal are only healing because they’re rapidly aging the wound.”

“Like the area of the skin or body is getting older but nothing else?”

“Yeah. By a few weeks or months, most times, so it’s hard to notice. But I think they figured it out when one of the guys tried to heal his mom of breast cancer. He had to keep it up pretty regularly, basically making those, um, organs younger so they were precancerous. They would like—” He cups his hands low on his chest to represent sagging breasts, then lifts them up. “At least that’s what Sybil said.” He shrugs and chuckles uncomfortably. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fascinating. You know Sybil pretty well, I take it?”

“She helped my mom when Mr. Goodnight kept trying to ‘adopt’ me.” He puts the word in air quotes, and his lips twist derisively. “Ma was half scared he would just up and kidnap me.”

Zahara’s gaze shoots to Theo, who’s focused fully on Tarian.

“But Sybil kept her calm. We owe her a lot.” The young man turns in his chair, looking at Zahara thoughtfully. “I thought maybe the second generation”—he motions between them—“was different. Like our powers were weaker. But Sybil thinks they might be stronger and that we have way more control over them. How does it work for you?”

She blinks, thinking about others like her. Like Tarian and Loring and Sybil. Like Annica, maybe. “Um, I don’t know. I think I need to touch you to stop your power and the backlash. It seems to just work automatically. With Loring, I would touch him once he was done… doing whatever he was doing.”

Tarian turns to the computer and starts typing. “Okay. Let’s give it a try. When I say ‘root,’ grab my arm, got it?”

“Yeah.”

She quirks her eyebrow and shoots another glance at Theo as if to say What do roots have to do with anything? He pulls his attention from Tarian and grins. Another one of those computer people things, she guesses.

The hacker’s fingers fly across the keys of one keyboard, then another. Things on the screen change, but not in any way she can describe. He goes on like that for a minute or two, rotating his chair between various keyboards and monitors in a dizzying way. Then he stops suddenly and covers his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Root.”

She grabs his forearm. The heat of his skin is intense, and the spark of static electricity zaps her powerfully, but she doesn’t let go. She wonders if anyone else can smell that spicy scent that accompanies the little shock.

She counts to five before he drops his hands from his face and stares at her, eyes wide. Those impossibly long lashes blink as he gapes as if he’s never seen anything like her before.

His gaze moves to her hand on his arm and back to her face. A tremor runs through him, subtle but unmistakable. A sheen of moisture glimmers in his eyes. He swallows hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“Thank you,” he whispers, his voice raw. His fingers flex and curl, and he stares down at them. “I didn’t, ah… I really didn’t want to believe it.”

He blinks his eyes several times and swallows, then straightens his spine, visibly gathering himself. “So,” he says, voice stronger now, “what do you need?”








$ vi /annica/diary/decisions.txt

Timestamp 04/18/1995 06:15:43

Dear Diary,

For the first time ever, I told someone about the Zone. Not Shield either, I still haven’t had the guts. But I told someone who actually knows about it. Who’s felt it too!!

It’s… still hard to believe. Everything about the past few days has seemed impossible. I don’t know. I don’t even really want to write it down. But, if this works the way it’s supposed to, the way they say it will, then it won’t matter. No one will ever find this. So…

So I “borrowed” Mrs. Yee’s car yesterday and drove to San Francisco. Crazy, right? She’s never even driven it. Says she prefers the bus — having someone drive her around like she’s famous. IDK. So this little Geo Metro just sits in the garage gathering dust. She was visiting her kids for Easter and her back door is always open, so I just grabbed the keys for a little while. She never even knew it was gone.

I’ve never driven that far or long by myself and I was so stressed out. Gripping the steering wheel the entire time. But I made it.

My back ached and so did my hips but it didn’t even matter. I had so much adrenaline running through me, I barely noticed. I went to meet RootZer0 at NullSector, this hackerspace I’ve always dreamed of joining. Figured it wouldn’t be for a couple of years though, if ever.

I got buzzed in the door by this greasy, super stereotypical looking pasty white nerd dude. I thought he was RootZer0 for a second — I was like oh shit, maybe this really was a bad idea. But then someone called my name. I barely got a glimpse of the setups in there, which I thought I’d be staring at slack jawed, but what really made me look like some kind of cartoon character with my eyes popping out was Christine.

That’s her real name. RootZer0’s that is. She’s a girl. I mean she’s grown up, a woman. And she’s black!!!! Well, half Asian. She’s also drop dead gorgeous. Like supermodel level. She looks like a music video vixen, not a l33t hacker.

And she’s amazing!! So funny and kind. She has this killer laptop and said she could get me one just like it. Nothing like the janky one I built. Immediate crush. Both on her and her computer.

Anyway, she asked me a bunch of questions, but it was like she already knew the answers. Things like, do you ever get a weird sense of déjà vu when you code? Do you get dizzy and kind of hot and confused after you’ve been in the zone? I told her that’s exactly what I called it, being in the Zone, and she wasn’t surprised.

She asked if I ever saw words and numbers getting scrambled or had crazy mood swings. And it was like she’d read my mind. Last month, I swore I was getting like late onset dyslexia or something after I spent 3 hours on one of the challenges. And she was nodding along like she expected it. I mean, she did. And she knows why.

It’s gonna sound crazy and freaky, it feels weird and wrong even typing it, but she said I have powers. IKR? But Christine does too. And she’s been looking for me. Just didn’t know it was me. Like, she set up the contest looking for someone who can do what I can with computers.

Our dads were in Vietnam together (her mom’s actually Vietnamese) and something strange happened to them over there. Something supernatural. And they left with these… abilities. That they passed on to us.

If I hadn’t been experiencing exactly the things she described, I wouldn’t have believed her. But she knew! And a lot of the kids of the guys who served with Daddy have these powers too. She and her siblings are trying to gather us all together into like an army or something.

She asked me about Z, but we agreed the abilities must have skipped her. Not all of us get something and they would have showed up by now like mine have. I know my sister better than anyone else in the world, and I would know if she could do something magical.

The next part, which is probably even harder to believe than me having some kind of bizarre computer superpower, is that because of what I can do, and apparently I’m pretty rare even for people with these powers, I could help literally everyone on the planet.

She said that Daddy was going to tell us about it — these abilities and how they got them. He was recording audio tapes for us. Told his friends about it and everything. When I got back home, I asked Mom about the tapes and she got all weird and huffy. Said she didn’t know what I was talking about and then snapped at me like, shouldn’t I be catching up on all the homework I missed?

That night though, I spotted her sneaking down from the attic with a bag in her arms that she stuffed into the trashcan in the garage. After she went to bed, I got it out. Guess what was in it? Well, you get 3 tries and the first 2 don’t count.

The labels on the tapes have Daddy’s handwriting on them. I haven’t listened to them yet, I’m a little scared to actually. I wonder if Mom did listen and thought Daddy was crazy or something. That’s why she never gave them to us. I should tell Z. She’d want to hear Daddy’s voice again as much as I do. Want to know about all the cool things I can do, but…

I don’t want her to feel left out. And anyway, Christine has a plan that would solve everything — all my family’s problems, the medical bills, even my sickle cell. Kind of. She says she and the people she works with can help manage my condition, keep the crises from getting worse. But even if I told Z about all this, she wouldn’t remember in a couple of days.

See, there’s a cost to helping make everything wrong in our family right. A pretty big one. But only I would have to pay. It’s not financial or anything, it’s personal. But Mom and Z, they wouldn’t have to carry my burdens any more. Their lives…

I’m here crying like a baby, so it’s kind of hard to type. But my family’s lives would be better. I can give them everything they’ve ever wanted. If I’m willing to pay the cost.

Zahara could dance. Actually go to that audition. Mom wouldn’t be so stressed and pissy all the time. She could have a real life. And money. And I could help people. Not just the people I love, people I’ve never even met. The whole world.

I don’t think I can say no. Even though saying yes will be the hardest thing I’ve ever done. The guilt of knowing I could have helped them and didn’t, that would kill me.

So yeah, this is probably my last entry. Here at least. In a couple days… I guess I’ll just be a ghost.

END ENTRY

*Encryption Verified*
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DATE: Tuesday, Apr 18, 1995 19:04:18

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: RE: Not in a basement

Glad the meet went well, but your message really kind of freaked me out :/ It sort of sounded like you were saying goodbye. But you’re home now, right? You’re okay?

—Read-Receipt-Status: Unread



DATE: Tuesday, Apr 18, 1995 23:01:13

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: HELLO??

Fave, are you good? Where are you?? Hope you’re just in the hospital again. I know that sucks, but that’s kind of like the best case scenario.

Look, I dug deeper into RootZer0. Basically trying to prove they’re not a sicko IRL. I don’t think we did our due diligence or whatever before joining the challenge. RootZer0’s rep looks legit at first, but there’s nothing on them older than like 6 months. No history or mentions on any of the boards you’d expect.

Sure they could have changed handles, but that’s suspicious right? I’m getting hella worried. Hit me back, k?

—Read-Receipt-Status: Unread



DATE: Wednesday, Apr 19, 1995 04:18:58

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: srsly worried now

Ok this is NOT cool. If you don’t write back soon I’m gonna have to do something drastic. PLEASE BE OK!!!!!!

—Read-Receipt-Status: Unread



DATE: Wednesday, Apr 19, 1995 06:58:10

FROM: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

TO: grandjetee78@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

SUBJECT: Concerned

Hello Z,

You don’t know me, but I’m a friend of your sister’s online.

We never used real names, but she always calls you Z. I’m REALLY worried. She’s been acting very strange, taking big risks and now, radio silence.

I’m probably just being paranoid but I have bad vibes, and I can’t ignore them. Hopefully she’s just in the hospital again without Net access. If that’s the case, please just write me back so I’ll know. I’ll feel like an asshole, but if something is wrong… I really hope nothing is wrong.

S.

—Read-Receipt-Status: Unread



DATE: Wed, Apr 19, 1995 07:00:00

FROM: s1ckgrrl@whizbang.centralvalley.edu

TO: wielderofshieldz@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: goodbye

Hey Shield,

I scheduled this with a cron job. By the time you get this message, I’ll be gone. You won’t remember me in a few minutes, assuming everything works the way they say it will. And I believe them.

You’ve been a good friend to me. Actually my best friend. And I wanted to thank you and tell you that before… well, before you forget me forever.

Maybe one day we’ll meet again. But I won’t know you and you won’t know me. Being anonymous online is all well and good until it isn’t. Still, I’m not going to try to figure out who and where you are. I think it’s best if I leave everything behind and start over.

I wish that things could have been different. That I wasn’t sick and I could have been normal. But being a weirdo isn’t all bad. Got to hang out with phreaks like you. And I’m getting a chance to do something amazing. Something that will change the world.

It doesn’t even matter that no one will ever know. I’m going to make sure you still get your finder’s fee, even if you don’t know why the money is in your account.

Thanks again, Shield. I’m really going to miss you!

Your friend,

.Annica.

PS. I attached a photo of me. Cringing as I write this, luckily, you’ll forget soon!

[image: ]

# Script to debug my current emotional state and general patheticness

SET pathetic = 0

SET anxiety = MAXIMUM

SET excitement = FLUCTUATING

SET crushing_guilt = OVERWHELMING

# Infatuation evaluation

WHILE sitting_next_to_gorgeous_hacker_goddess && trying_not_to_stare

IF she_keeps_touching_my_arm && explaining_supernatural_abilities THEN

SET heart_rate = TACHYCARDIA

SET coherent_thoughts = NULL

SET pathetic += 50

# Skills check subroutine keeps failing

IF shes_been_evading_high_level_tech_questions THEN

SET warning_flags += 1

# But apparently I’m ignoring those

SUPPRESS(warning_flags)

END IF

END IF

END WHILE

# Motion sickness initiated at 30,000 feet in the air

IF first_time_on_plane == TRUE && plane = private_jet THEN

WHILE taking_off

SET vertigo = EXTREME

SET chance_of_vomiting = NOT NULL

# Remember when you and Z talked about traveling together?

INCREMENT(crushing_guilt)

END WHILE

END IF

# Not in Kansas (or Modesto) anymore

IF limousine_is_waiting_on_tarmac AND new_home_is_a_freaking_mansion THEN

SET jaw_location = FLOOR

SET self_consciousness = MAXIMUM

END IF

# Orphans unite

WHILE new_boss_wants_to_be_a_father_figure && tells_old_stories_about_dad

SET comfort_level += 5

IF hes_nice_and_welcoming && spidey_sense_activated

SET warning_flags += 1

END IF

END WHILE

# Family separation impact

LOOP WHILE thinking_of_home

SET homesick = homesick * 2

IF missing_Z == TRUE THEN

# Remember why you did this

DISPLAY “She’ll be a famous dancer”

DISPLAY “Mom can finally relax”

DISPLAY “I’m no longer a burden”

# Error: Recursive guilt spiral detected

SET crushing_guilt += 100

BREAK IF tears_visible == TRUE

END IF

END LOOP

# Not the only ghost

WHEN meeting_someone_else_who_was_erased_from_their_life

IF his_smile == GENUINE && he_understands_being_erased THEN

SET comfort_level += 10

SUPPRESS(warning_flags)

END IF

END WHEN

# Final evaluation

IF pathetic > MAX_BEARABLE && crushing_guilt == OVERWHELMING THEN

DISPLAY “But I’m doing the right thing”

DISPLAY “…right?”

END IF

# Notes:

# — Missing home more than I thought

# — Should I have listened to Shield?

# — May have made a terrible mistake

# — Or the best decision ever

# — Unable to figure out which







Chapter 19

December 25, 1999

Alpha and omega, two snakes intertwined, and the words ‘anemic flow’?” Tarian’s voice is incredulous.

“Is that not enough to go on?” Theo says, chuckling in commiseration. “Alpha and omega, maybe she’s in college and it’s some kind of sorority.”

“Maybe,” Zahara says slowly. “She’s friendly and outgoing, but I don’t really see her joining a sorority.”

Tarian scratches his head. “The rest of it mean anything to you?”

“Well, she has sickle cell anemia, so ‘anemic flow’ could be something she’d type. Or maybe I’d type it? I’m not exactly sure how these visions are supposed to work. Or what Sybil was seeing.”

Tarian’s knee jumps up and down like a jackhammer. He rubs a finger across his lips in thought. “She’s not like the Oracle of Delphi or something. It isn’t meant to be a riddle. The visions are just tiny glimpses of the future. Or past. Sybil’s not always sure which one.”

The woman had been certain about that last vision, but Zahara has been trying not to think about it. If you succeed in saving your sister, you will doom the world. She needs to focus on finding her twin first. Then she’ll worry about the world.

“All right,” she says. “I think Sybil was right in saying that wherever she is, if Annica’s alive and well, she’ll be using the internet. She was a big fan of talking to people online in chat rooms or message boards. Hackery-type ones. Does that help?”

Tarian frowns, pulling at his ear. “Hmm. All right, cool, I can write a script to search for usernames on BBSs and IRC chats frequented by the leets. Assuming she really is as good with computers as you think.”

Zahara narrows her eyes.

“Some people think if you can reinstall Windows or navigate a DOS prompt, you can break into an FBI database or something.” He shrugs, grinning to take the sting off.

“Do you need me to stay and…” She hovers her hand over his arm. But he shakes his head.

“Not for this. Too simple. Feel free to…” He motions toward the couch. Then his focus is completely taken by his computers.

Zahara moves to sit on the surprisingly comfortable couch and Theo follows shortly after. “Any idea what he said?” she whispers.

He shakes his head. “It’s all Greek to me. I’m still on AOL.”

She chuckles, then sobers as the sandalwood scent of his aftershave wafts over to her. Tarian’s apartment is a little chilly, but Theo’s body heat is like a radiator. She wants to scoot closer but doesn’t want to be obvious about it.

Their conversation from last night is still fresh in her mind, but her treacherous hormones have chosen to ignore it. They beg her to remove the distance between them and bury her nose in his neck.

She’s not sure if she starts daydreaming or actually falls asleep for a little, but she’s startled back to the present with Tarian’s triumphant whoop. When she looks up, he’s pumping his fist in the air.

“What?”

“When you’re good, you’re good.” He shoots a winning grin that would probably leave a large swath of young women speechless.

“Oh great and mighty hacking one, will you please share with the class?” Zahara says, leaning forward.

“AnemicFlow isn’t a username on any publicly accessible forum that I could find. But”—he raises a finger in the air—“I thought about the rest of the vision. Alpha and omega, the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. Written out in their lowercase forms, they look like an a and a w.” His brows are at his hairline waiting for them to get it.

Zahara looks to Theo. They’re both confused.

“A and w are the first and last letters of AnemicFlow,” Tarian says as if it’s obvious. “Once I filtered for the forums that allowed full Unicode characters in usernames and not just ASCII, I had a much smaller pool to search, and I found her.”

“You found her?” Zahara jumps up and nearly trips racing around the toy car track on the ground to get to him. Tarian points to his center monitor, where the name αnemicfloω is highlighted on the screen. The first and last letters appear to be in a different font, the Greek characters subtly different from the English ones they resemble.

“I tried tracing the user’s IP, but they’re using a VPN. I could dig a little further with your help, or…”

“Or what?” Zahara holds her breath.

“You can register for an account on this board and leave her a message. See if this really is your sister.”

[image: ]
Tarian helps Zahara create a new account on a board called “Packet Storm.” She chooses the handle grandjetée78, figuring if this is Annica, her twin will definitely recognize it from the email address they made way back when.

αnemicfloω is not online right now, but the board has a direct messaging system, kind of like email, that allows users to contact one another asynchronously. Zahara wonders what kind of message she should send. She needs to verify this is actually her sister without scaring her off.

And what if Annica’s being monitored? What if the reason she never contacted her family in all these years, if she is alive and healthy, is that her every move has been watched, even her online activity? This one lead to her sister could be yanked out of her grasp if Zahara isn’t careful.

She sits in front of the keyboard for long minutes, the green cursor flashing at her in time with her heartbeat. Finally, she hovers her fingers over the keys and taps out a message.


To: αnemicfloω

From: Grandjetée78

Subject: Burning Questions

Hey, I heard your skills were on fire and wondered if you’d be willing to chat. I know I’m a lame newb, but I figured you’d know what’s burning. Heard you’re the best and know it all from A to Z.


Zahara reads the message several times before hitting Send. “What happens now?” she asks Tarian.

“Wait until she sees and writes back. No telling how long it’ll take, but she probably checks the board once or twice a day. I can monitor it and call you when she responds.”

“Here,” Theo says, “take my cell number,” and rattles it off.

“You don’t have one?” Tarian raises his brows, looking at Zahara.

“Nah, never saw the need. I have an answering machine that no one ever uses except my mom.” She shrugs. Tarian just shakes his head, looking mystified.

Theo pats his belly. “Let’s grab something to eat. That Chinese spot on the corner any good?” he asks Tarian.

“It’s got a B in the window that should probably be an A,” he replies. Theo squints at him for a second, then shrugs.

They collect Tarian’s order and head out into the Southern California sunshine. Christmas decorations grace some of the apartment doors and windows facing the courtyard, and once they’re back on the street, several cars pass blasting holiday music.

“Dad loved Christmas,” Zahara says after a little boy in a Santa hat races by on a long skateboard. “It was his favorite holiday. He would make a big deal about it, always complaining about not getting a real tree as he set up the fake one and put the decorations on. Mom had grown up a Jehovah’s Witness and never celebrated until she left the church. So she wasn’t really into it. But he loved the presents, the carols, the whole shebang.” She takes a deep breath. “After he died… well, none of us really had the heart to celebrate too much.”

Their gift-giving had been half-hearted, and financial woes had sucked so much of the joy from the day. Once Annica was gone and Zahara left home, she and her mother enjoyed very muted celebrations.

Theo kicks a rock across the sidewalk. “My aunts hated Christmas. They hated the commercialism of it, the corporations getting rich. They were really religious, and I think resented people profiting off something sacred.”

She’s surprised he’s willing to talk about his family considering how he’s shut her down when she’s asked before. But today, he’s a little chattier.

“When I moved in with my godfather’s family,” he continues, “Christmas was finally the kind I saw on TV with a huge tree and a bunch of presents. But I kept hearing my auntie’s skeptical voice in my ear, so even though I would be opening presents and looking like I was having a good time on the outside, on the inside I was thinking about corporate CEOs getting rich.”

She chuckles, imagining a small Theo upset about rampant capitalism. “Fighting for the little guy? That’s what brought you to private investigating?”

“Always wanted to help people.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Couldn’t help either of my parents. Or my aunts. And like I said, I got into some trouble as a teen. Once I’d figured myself out, I just wanted to see if I could give back. Tip the scales towards justice at least a little.”

“Why did you leave your aunts for your godfather?” she ventures.

He blinks at her, seeming startled. “They, um”—he swallows—“they figured he could give me a better life.” It seems like it costs him a lot to admit.

Her heart goes out to him, feeling so much sympathy for his situation. Orphaned as a child, sent to not one but two new homes, that pain and loss run so deep. Not giving herself a moment to second-guess, she reaches out and takes hold of his hand.

Theo flinches for a second, and she nearly releases her grip, then he squeezes gently. The nut-brown driving gloves he wears are soft and supple, but once again she imagines what his actual hand would feel like in hers. She pushes the thought away, but it lingers.

However, thinking of her dad has brought up thoughts of her mother, and guilt washes over her. Since that attempt at an intervention, they’ve barely spoken, Cassandra appearing so hurt and concerned and Zahara more and more consumed with her search. But if she’s found Annica and their mother still doesn’t remember her… Is there a way to get those memories back? To restore her sister in her life? Or could they set another path?

“Can I use your phone?” she asks Theo. “I should probably call my mom.”

“Sure.” He hands it over.

She gets the machine at home and tries her mother’s cell. Unlike Zahara, Cassandra has plenty of people who want to talk to her and loves her cell phone.

It’s answered on the fourth ring, but not by the person she expects. “Hello? Cassandra’s phone,” a male voice says, taking Zahara aback. The background buzzes with noise and talking and music. It sounds like a party.

“Um, this is Zahara. Cassandra’s daughter.”

“Oh, Zahara. It’s Emerald. I’ve been hoping to meet you.” It takes a second for her to remember the name of her mother’s latest boyfriend. “Sorry, it’s a little crazy here at my brother’s place. Let me grab your mom. Hold on.”

While she’s waiting, the party sounds coalesce. There’s laughter and what seems to be a friendly argument between two male voices. She can only hear every other word or so, but she thinks they’re talking about football.

“Zahara, baby?” her mother says, and soon the background mutes and a door closes. “Where are you? Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” She massages her neck. They reach the Chinese restaurant, and she waits outside while Theo goes in to order. “I’m down in Los Angeles with… a friend.” She doesn’t bother going into more detail, knowing it’s useless to bring up her missing twin, but relieved to finally understand why.

“Sorry I haven’t kept you up to date, but I wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas. You’re with Emerald’s family?” Things have been strained between them, sure, and Zahara did disappear almost without a word, but something about her mother celebrating with another family still hurts. She shakes off the feeling, knowing it’s irrational.

“Merry Christmas, baby. Yes, I’ll be in Sacramento for the next few days. When are you coming back? You really need to get a phone, sweetie. You know I’ve been worried about you, and not being able to contact you makes it worse.”

Zahara tilts her face up to allow the rays of the sun to rain down upon her. She soaks in the warmth to alleviate the cold that has seeped into her bones. “I know, and I’m sorry. I get that you don’t understand what’s going on with me, but… I’m okay. Promise. Just not sure when I’m coming back. Hopefully, in a few days.”

“Whose phone is this that you’re calling from?”

“It’s a friend’s. If you have an emergency, you can reach me at this number.”

A sigh and a pause. “Zahara, if you need help… I just want you to know—”

“I know, Mom. I do know. And—” The phone beeps as another call comes in. “Listen, he’s getting another call. I will talk to you soon. Hope you’re having a good Christmas.”

“You, too, baby girl. Merry Christmas. Talk soon.”

Zahara enters the tiny carryout restaurant, handing the phone to Theo. “Call waiting.”

He frowns down at it, then his face freezes as he looks at the number. “Let me, ah, take this outside. Food should be ready soon.” He passes her the receipt and walks out.

The only two tables are taken with people waiting for their orders, so she leans against the wall, watching Theo through the front window. He paces back and forth, appearing to be arguing with whoever is on the other end of the line.

Twice he looks over at her. It’s very unlikely that his conversation is about her—Annica’s voice sings in her head—You’re not the center of the universe, you know—but her ears tingle as if she’s being talked about. Maybe it’s just the extreme heat in this restaurant. The smell of food makes her stomach rumble, but the kitchen visible behind the main counter radiates so much warmth that, combined with the sun streaming in the window, it’s like a greenhouse.

She wants to give him privacy, but she also wants some air. However, she settles on getting closer to the tiny fan mounted in the corner.

By the time her order is ready, Zahara is slick with sweat. Theo comes back just in time to grab the bag before she can snag it.

“Tarian called.”

Her eyes widen, hope clinging to her heart.

“Annica’s online now and sent a chat invite.”







TAPE 5, SIDE A

You girls sure took your sweet time coming along. Me and Cass had been married just over six years when she came home one day grinning from ear to ear, talking about the rabbit died. We didn’t think it was going to happen. Had made noises about adopting…

But Lord, when that doctor said we were having twins, I was fit to be tied. Mama was hooting and hollering up a storm, praising Jesus. She said twins were good luck. I got to thinking about Stirling. And as overjoyed as I was, I was also afraid. There’s nothing quite like being a twin. But losing one…

Anyway, Cass got along just fine, at least as far as I could see. I did the grocery runs for lemon cake and pork rinds and butterscotch candies and any other thing she got a taste for. Told my bosses I was ready for more responsibility and got a promotion. Read over every line of my health insurance documents. Did what I could to get ready. I’d been doing just fine controlling the magic, so I was feeling confident.

And then you girls were here. Annica out first, screaming up a storm. Zahara, thirty-some minutes behind, quiet as mist. From A to Z. “Alpha to Omega,” Mama used to say.

It was chaos, those first months. Feeding, diapers. You all were on two different sleeping schedules for a while, and I seriously thought I was going to lose my mind. Funny how you can want something so badly and not at all be ready for it.

But we got through it the way parents do. Figuring it out a little at a time as we went along. Loved you both something fierce. Always will. No matter what.

Zahara, you started walking first. One day just popped up and moved straight across the floor to where your little stuffed elephant was and plopped down again. I was there, watched you do it. Luckily, I had my camera around my neck at the time. Called for Cass, since she missed it. Of course, it took you two days to do it again. Boy, was she hot about that.

Annica was a few weeks behind, and from the beginning you didn’t take to your feet as well. Once you got the hang of it, we noticed that you were often limping, like you were in pain. You were such a sweet, good-natured child, but sometimes you would just squall and cry and carry on like the devil himself had a hold of your soul.

Mama had a host of old remedies she would try—brewing teas that smelled like medicine, castor oil, cod liver oil, molasses and whisky, a poultice of parched corn, the list went on. She said Annica was just like Stirling, sickly and prone to periods of agitation, and the simmering fear that had gripped me exploded.

My brother had been in pain his whole life. He’d been sick, plagued with illness after illness. Back then, the doctors couldn’t say for sure what was wrong with him. They never did figure it out. But I was determined that my baby wouldn’t suffer the same way.

It took a lot of blustering and persistence on my part. I even called Sybil up to see if any of her fancy contacts could recommend a doctor who would be able to figure it out. Finally, we found a hospital over in Oakland where they could tell us what was happening with our baby girl. What Stirling had likely been going through.

I learned everything I could about sickle cell anemia. Started wondering if I could do anything to stop my baby’s suffering. It was a risk, but seeing my child in such pain—seeing you in the hospital, so tiny in that big bed. Crying and writhing and pleading with me, her daddy, to do something to help. How could I just sit by and do nothing?

So I… I tried. Just a little healing here and there. When it seemed like you were in the worst pain. Found I could target the blood, and, well, I think I was just able to push it past the crisis point. Uncork the blockages of blood flow that were causing so many problems. So much agony.

Postponed the backlashes, just for an hour or so, that way the blowback wouldn’t be quite so bad. Used to go to the junkyard and just let it out someplace the destruction wouldn’t be noticed. Then crawl into my car and pass out for a few hours. But I was working so hard to make sure none of the other kids in the hospital would be affected, much less Zahara or Cass.

Pushing the backlashes away usually worked, but not always. At least when I failed, they only came back on myself. But they made me so sick, and I’d be laid up for days. Cass got worried. Used to hear her sobbing softly when she thought I was sleeping, talking about how she couldn’t handle both Annica and me on death’s door.

It was around then the knocking started again. Soft at first, just a solid thump, thump, thump in the back of my mind. Those twins wanting in. I didn’t answer. Didn’t want anything they had to offer. I was doing pretty well on my own. I mean, I understood I wasn’t completely in control. But I promised myself I would only use the magic in the direst of circumstances. Couldn’t help Annica at all if I was laid up sick, or worse, dead.

Because by then word started coming through of others from the squad dying. Horse was gone. Frankie, too. And no one had heard from JJ in over a year. We thought we’d beat the consequences, but we were wrong.

I was playing with fire, and I knew it. But what else was I supposed to do?







Chapter 20


[Channel: #ghostsignal]

[User αnemicfloω connected… ]

[User Grandjetée78 connected… ]

<αnemicfloω> who is this?

<Grandjetée78> Who do you think?

(Pause)

<Grandjetée78> What’s burning?

<αnemicfloω> that’s impossible

<Grandjetée78> “It is impossible to live in the past, difficult to live in the present and a waste to live in the future.” Know who said that?

<αnemicfloω> u hated that book

<Grandjetée78> I hated the movie. That you made me watch a million times. Is it safe to talk here?

(Pause)

<αnemicfloω> yes

<αnemicfloω> shit. this shouldn’t be possible. how do u remember?

<Grandjetée78> Apparently, my ability is immunity. Or negation. Negative Entropy. Syntropy? Whatever it is, powers don’t work on me.

<Grandjetée78> I never forgot you. But I was the only one.

<αnemicfloω> shit. i’m soooooooo sorry. i would never have

<αnemicfloω> i didn’t know this could happen. u know i would never have put you through that.

<Grandjetée78> So you left on purpose? Where are you? Are you safe?

<αnemicfloω> yes, totally safe.

<αnemicfloω> i saw you in a magazine. you were onstage and they did a featured story on the ballet. you’re living your dream, right?

<Grandjetée78> I miss you.

(Pause)

<αnemicfloω> i’m so sorry u remember. i just wanted u to be able to live ur life. i didn’t want to be a burden. thats why i did it. why i left

<Grandjetée78> YOU WERE NEVER A BURDEN!! You’re my sister and I love you, always have.

<αnemicfloω> but it’s better now, right? mom’s better, you’re better. i know it. i check up on both of you.

<Grandjetée78> Money doesn’t magically make everything better. You’re half of me. I’ve been missing half of me.

(Pause)

<Grandjetée78> I’m not trying to guilt you. I know you thought

<Grandjetée78> I never would have chosen to not have you in my life.

<αnemicfloω> i know. that’s why I chose for u.

<Grandjetée78> Grrrr. You don’t get to do that. Where are you? I’ll come to you.

<αnemicfloω> not a good idea.

<Grandjetée78> Please. I just need to see for myself that you’re okay.

<αnemicfloω> i’m fine. doing what i was always meant to do. helping people. my power… it’s with computers. i have a purpose. i can’t come back, z. i’m sorry you remember, i wish that hadn’t happened, but i can’t come back.

<Grandjetée78> Wait, Annica, please. Just give me a phone number. Anything.

[User αnemicfloω has disconnected… ]
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Zahara stares at the screen, her sister’s words burning into her vision. Her pulse thunders in her ears. Her breaths are shallow and paced too quickly. Pain stabs her chest. Is she having a heart attack? At twenty-one? Far stranger things have happened.

Like her sister deliberately erasing herself from reality.

Zahara’s eyes go unfocused and she sits there motionless for so long that the screensaver kicks in, launching swirling eddies of digital detritus in a dance across the monitor.

A door opens and closes. Keys tap nearby. The dull roar of the ocean drones in her head, nearly drowning it all out. It takes another minute or so to bring her surroundings back into focus. Next to her, Tarian leans forward, his fingers aggressively attacking a keyboard connected to one of the other computers on the desk.

Tears fill her eyes and she flutters her lids, blinking them away. The reality of her brief conversation with her sister trickles into her awareness before the wave crashes into her. The weight of it is a physical force, pushing her backward. A sob bursts from her made of equal parts relief and betrayal. How could Annica do this?

Tarian looks over, shocked at first, then concerned. “I’m tracking her. But she’s really good. And she’s deleting any trace of that username as we speak.” His knee jumps rapidly as he refocuses on the screen in front of him. “I think I’ll need your help.”

In a daze, Zahara nods, only distantly aware that he’s not looking at her anymore.

“What happened? What did she say?” Theo asks from behind her. Zahara spins around to find him standing in the doorway.

She squints up at him. “Did you leave?”

“Phone call.” He motions apologetically to the phone in his hand.

She hadn’t even realized he wasn’t in the room. Her head feels clogged with cotton and smoke, and she’s having a hard time clearing it. “She said she’s living her purpose and won’t come back. That she’s sorry I remember her but she did it for me, so I could live my dream.” Zahara swallows. Ducks her head. “I am living my dream—or I was—that’s what sucks. She was right.”

The tears choose that moment to burst from her, a dam giving in and breaking. Hiccuping sobs escape her. She desperately tries to hold them back, but they’ve been brewing for too long. This cry is a long time coming.

Theo crouches at her side and wraps his arms around her. She leans into his embrace, nestling her head on his shoulder where it fits perfectly. The past weeks of hope, the past years of frustration and fear and not knowing. Now there is no mistaking it, Annica is alive.

It had definitely been her. Zahara is certain. But she’s never, not once in four and a half years of dreaming, contemplated a situation where she finds her twin only to be rebuffed.

What a lack of imagination.

The deluge of her emotions finally wanes and embarrassment descends. She leans out of Theo’s embrace as he rubs her upper arms. The leather of his gloves against the fabric of her sweater is comforting, his touch warm and welcome, but she’s suddenly shy.

“Root,” Tarian’s strained voice calls out. The young man is ashen, his skin having taken on a gray pallor. Zahara wrenches herself away from Theo and grabs his arm, ignoring the slight sting and burst of scent it causes. Tarian freezes, rigid, before relaxing and blowing out a breath.

“Thanks. I left it too long.” His color returns quickly. “I’m on her trail. Trying to follow her presence before she deletes it all. She’s crazy good though. There are like seven other usernames she’s been using and is now killing off. Are you cool hanging here for a little while? I might be able to get a location for her.”

Zahara nods. “Of course. If there’s a chance you can find her…” But Tarian is already typing again.

Theo leads her to the kitchen table, where their food is cooling, and brings the chairs over. She eats, accompanied by the soundtrack of Tarian’s typing, not tasting her chicken and broccoli, just chewing and swallowing mechanically. Theo switches on the television, putting on a football game. The drone of the announcers and the low roar of the crowd are hypnotic. She’s numb, in shock, trying not to think too deeply and let that wave of grief pull her under again.

When Tarian needs another assist, she pulls the chair back and retakes her seat next to him. Whenever she touches his skin, the crackle of electricity passes between them. The scent is becoming stronger, too. Going from spicy to sweet and floral. His eyes light with gratitude each time.

She’s not sure how long she’s there, caught in a daze of hurt, avoidance, and hope. Will Tarian succeed and track her twin down? Maybe if they can meet in person, she can talk some sense into Annica.

The hacker’s sharp intake of breath draws her attention. Her hand hovers over his arm until he pulls away from the keyboard and turns to her, eyes bloodshot. The change that comes over him when she touches him is immediate. His eyes clear, and the haze of pain on his face dissolves.

“Did you find her?” she asks.

He takes a few deep breaths and purses his lips. “She’s like next level. But because she’s moving so fast to erase her digital footprint, she’s leaving traces behind. Like echoes.” He leans forward, gesturing with his hands, talking faster. “At first, I was just following her through IRC chats and BBSs, then I caught a tiny fragment of her signature in this community college’s payroll system. I thought maybe it had some tie to her personally, like she was taking classes there or something, but turns out they have a weakness she exploited to open a backdoor to the payroll company’s servers. You know about Y2K, right?”

Zahara barely resists rolling her eyes. “Somehow I’ve managed to crawl out of the rock I live under.”

Tarian shrugs, unbothered by her sarcasm. “With my, you know, ability, I was able to tell that she’d been in this system before. And I could see her fingerprints on certain code. The same code that a contractor was hired to write to fix the date change issue at the core of the Millennium Bug. You know coders have been working basically around the clock for the past few years to patch everything. Sometimes the work is sloppy. Like a Band-Aid on a broken arm. So at first, I thought she was improving the code.”

“That seems like something she’d do for fun,” Zahara said, the corner of her lip rising.

Tarian squints and scratches the back of his neck. “Well, the places where I found her fingerprints have additional info piggybacked onto the code. Actually, it’s threaded right through. It looks kind of like the programmers are just moving quickly and not being as efficient as they normally would be because of all the time pressure.

“But I can see inside it.” He taps his head. “Someone has wrapped their own code inside the Y2K patches, distributing pieces across hundreds—maybe thousands—of systems. It’s got really advanced encryption, which I’m trying to decrypt now, but what I can see already—” He breaks off, the excitement draining from his face.

“What? What is it?” Her gut clenches.

He bites his lip. His knee bounces a mile a minute. “It feels like this code is targeting the Y2K fixes.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Targeting them how?”

“Weaponizing them. Making the Millennium Bug worse—way worse.” He swallows hard. “It looks like when the clock hits midnight on New Year’s, everything we’ve been afraid of will come true. The supposed ‘fixes’ are going to corrupt core systems. Banking networks. Power grids. Air traffic control. Everything connected to a network could just…” He makes an explosion gesture with his hands.

Zahara just stares, the bottom dropping out of her stomach.

Theo’s voice echoes dully in her ears. “Are you sure that it’s Annica doing this?”

Tarian’s expression is grim. “Her fingerprints are all over it. And the work is wizard level. If she’s like me… well, honestly, she’s better than me.”

Zahara stands and begins pacing around the toy racetrack in the center of the room. “She said she was helping people. That she found her purpose. If her power is like yours, over technology, and she’s sabotaging the Y2K fixes and aggravating the crisis… Why? Why would she do that?”

Tarian frowns at his screen and opens a new window. “Uh, Zahara. Looks like she sent you a private message.”

She trips over her feet, scrambling back to his side, and reads the words on the screen. “Z. You deserve to hear these. Love you. Nica.”

“There’s an FTP link to a big archived file,” Tarian says. “Give me a few minutes to download it.”







TAPE 5, SIDE B

Summer of ’85, a few weeks after you girls’ seventh birthday, I get a call from Sybil—talking about how Jonesy’s lost his mind. She was working some corporate job by then, which it didn’t sound like she liked much, and had been keeping track of the boys. Who were dropping like flies.

Genius had gotten lost in paranoia and started taking drugs. Died of a crack cocaine overdose that spring. He’d fathered kids on both coasts, and Sybil had been working to locate them all. Found the mother of one of his sons, a lady named Laeticia Camacho, who was trying to get a restraining order against Jonesy.

Apparently, he’d been pretty aggressive about trying to adopt her four-year-old out from under her. Get her labeled as unfit.

See, he’d been taking in the kids of our fallen brothers for years. Back in ’75, before his first trip back to Vietnam, Ox had asked him to look in on, shall we say, a lady friend of his in Saigon. She’d died, but her neighbors pointed him to an orphanage where he found a little girl with Ox’s cheekbones.

The kids of GIs weren’t treated too well over there, and the half-black ones even worse. Jonesy managed to get her out and brought her home with him.

Then, when Sarge’s girlfriend got hooked on drugs and her kids were sent to foster care, he pulled some strings and took them in as well. It was like he was starting his own little orphanage.

It was all well and good in cases where there’d been no one else to care for the children; we were grateful he had the desire and had built up a small fortune with that company of his to be able to afford it. But this Laeticia woman Sybil had found was alive and well and perfectly capable of raising her own son. For some reason, Jonesy was putting the screws to her, and Sybil wanted me to go down and figure out why.

She called Henri, too. Aside from her, he was the oldest of us, and the boys had always respected us both. By then he was living back in Florida. He agreed to fly in, so I drove down to LA, where Jonesy was at the time, and picked Henri up from the airport.

Jonesy lived on this ranch with a bunch of land, and when we got there, sure enough, there were about seven or eight kids running around; the youngest ones were just a little older than you girls.

We called him Jonesy ’cause his real name’s Quincy—after Quincy Jones—and it looked like he was nearly as rich as the real deal. Told us about breaking ground on a new mansion somewhere down there. With all those kids, I could see why he’d need more space.

At first, we talked about his business, private military contracting. He’d asked all of us to work with him at one time or another, but aside from Henri, who retired from the army, we’d had enough fighting. I certainly had.

I wondered if he was ever going to get a wife to mother all those kids. He said he never found the right woman. Blamed it on work and ambition, but that hasn’t really stopped most men. And who was raising all those children, anyway? I asked if he had a nanny, and he said he couldn’t trust anyone.

“Did you know we’re passing it down to our kids?” he said.

We were sitting out there on his back porch, watching some of them splash around in the pool. It was a real hot SoCal afternoon, but this deep chill came over me when he asked that. Thought my power had slipped its leash, which happened from time to time, but no, it was just my worst fears coming to life.

“The magic?” I asked him.

Jonesy said that when the kids turn about twelve or thirteen, around puberty, the powers show up. Thought I was gonna keel over right then and there. Couldn’t even speak for a long time.

Ox’s little girl, who was a teenager by then, was the oldest of them. Jonesy had seen it happen with her first. They could do what we could, but more. The magic was stronger in them, and they were combining the powers in new ways. Beyond what their fathers could do.

“They can’t just be put into foster care,” he said. “Somebody who understands needs to be raising them.”

I could see the sense in that, in taking them in when they had no one else, but if they had mothers who were able to care for them? We had to draw a line.

Jonesy’s eyes were a little wild. He was all jittery and excited. “How can the mothers understand though?” he said. “What are they going to do when their kid hits puberty and starts freezing the air around them? Or telling the future all of a sudden? Or petting the family cat and watching it turn old and gray in a few seconds’ time?”

While he was talking, all I could think about was you girls.

I asked if all the children had the magic. He said most, but not all. So, I had some hope.

I’d never even considered whether I could have passed the power on to you without knowing. Felt like a fool. I’d passed on the sickle cell gene after all, why not magic? But who would have thought it was possible?

And if something happened to me, how would you learn to control the magic? Would it destroy your lives? Would you end up like JJ, Sarge, Horse, and Genius? Me?

Henri had gotten married a few years back and had three little ones himself. He wanted to know why Jonesy hadn’t told us earlier. Jonesy apologized, said he should have let everyone know, but he just wanted to learn more. It was like he was studying those kids. I thought back to him making all those notes back in Lazarus while we practiced. Trying so hard to understand it all.

I told him he was right, the kids will need guidance. And we can provide that for them. But this lady whose son he was trying to take—he had to cut that out. We just needed to talk to her. Explain things to her.

He didn’t think she’d believe us though. “What, we’re going to walk up and say her kid got powers from some feral spirit twins in the jungle?”

Henri and me offered to show her examples. She’d believe what she saw. Especially when it might one day affect her child so much. But Jonesy wasn’t convinced. And he had enough money and influence to make things hard for her.

“Think about what these kids could do,” he told us. “Think about what they could be. The changes they could make in the world.”

I was starting to agree with Sybil that he was working with a few screws loose. Their fathers were dead because of this magic. It was clear to me and Henri that we needed to teach them to control it, suppress it, as much as possible. Maybe since they were young, they’d be more successful than their fathers. Maybe they’d be able to survive it.

We got through to him in the end, at least in regards to Genius’s baby’s mother. He’d stop harassing her and let one of us check in on the kid when he was older to see if he was developing any powers.

But I got to thinking—if something ever happened to me, would I want Jonesy taking care of you girls? I’d never spoken about the magic to Cass, and something was holding me back. Something is still holding me back, honestly. That’s why I’m recording these tapes.

I think it was what Sybil said to me the last time I saw her. She warned me that my wife would never understand. She hadn’t touched me, so I don’t think it was a proper vision… But that stayed with me for years. I think I knew it deep down, too. Cass is a wonderful woman, the love of my life, but she doesn’t have any time for the fantastical things of the world.

It’s one of the qualities I love about her, why we work so well together. Things are cut and dry for her. Black or white. Right or wrong. Not a lot of time for in-betweens.

Now I’m living in the in-between, and it’s a place she can never go…







Chapter 21

December 25, 1999

Testing, testing. Ahem. All right. Looks like this thing is working. The light’s on and the tape is spinning. Well, my name is Byron Aaron Douglass…”

The sound of her father’s voice coming through the computer speakers makes Zahara drop heavily into her seat. A stab of sorrow and longing punctures her skin. Tears threaten to fall.

She feels Tarian’s eyes on her, and Theo at her back, his concern like a wall of heat, but she’s lost in her father’s words. The subtle accent she’d forgotten. Just a hint of the South from Mama Marla and Grandpa Reggie for all that he’d been born in California. When had he recorded these? And where had they been all this time?

She listens to the first few minutes of the recording, enthralled. “The youngest in our squad we called Lamb. He was eighteen years old with eyes like a doe.” At this, her shoulders straighten. She motions for Tarian to pause the playback.

“How… how many hours of tape are there?”

He scans through the files. “Not sure. It’s almost a gigabyte of audio.”

“Is there any other way I could listen to it? I mean without a computer.”

Tarian taps his chin, looking around his desk. Then, an idea hits him, and he jumps up and disappears into his bedroom. He’s back in moments, carrying what looks like a Walkman wrapped in the headphone cable. But when he sets it down, she sees it’s not quite a Walkman. It’s too small for both tapes and CDs.

“MiniDisc player,” he says, fishing around in a box underneath his desk with his free hand. “I can transfer the files to these discs.” He holds up a blue plastic case with what looks like a tiny CD inside. “I think I have enough blank ones to fit all the recordings. Got this from a client, but I haven’t really used it much. You can borrow it for as long as you need.”

“Thank you.” The mention of Lamb—Loring—had let her know that these tapes weren’t just going to be filled with whimsical memories from her father’s childhood. She suspected he had something important to say.

And since he’d come back from Vietnam with powers and knew or suspected that his daughters would get them, too… He would have tried to help them. Teach them. She scrubs a tear from her cheek as overwhelming love for her father envelops her.

Why had they never heard these? How had Annica gotten ahold of the audio? More questions she wants to ask her sister but, at least for the moment, can’t.

She listens to the first part of tape one while Tarian burns the MiniDiscs. At some point, Annica must have digitized the cassette tapes because there are little gaps in the audio when Daddy turns the tape over to continue and then tries to find his place in the story again. Anticipation for what she’ll hear makes it feel like fireworks are shooting off inside her.

Tarian hands her the MiniDisc player and a stack of small discs. “Do you think this’ll have any answers about your sister?”

“I don’t know. If Annica really doesn’t want to be found, she wouldn’t give me something that has a clue… Unless, she does want to be found but for some reason couldn’t say so.”

“Like maybe she’s being monitored?”

Zahara nods.

“Well, I’m going to try to find a location for her. It’s a Hail Mary, but I’ll write some trace routines for the digital signatures I detected.” His tone makes it clear how much of a long shot he believes it is, but Zahara is grateful.

Theo gives him the name of the hotel they’re staying at before they say their goodbyes. The little audio player feels hot in her hands as they exit back into the warmth of the afternoon.

“I know you want to listen,” Theo says. “You should go ahead. You’ve got several hours of tape there to get through.”

“I don’t want to be rude or anything.”

He chuckles. “If my dad had left me a message from beyond the grave, I’d push an old lady down some stairs to get to it as quickly as possible.” A sadness invades his expression. It mirrors the ache in her heart. She nods and puts her headphones on.

Back in the car, they only drive a few blocks before Theo’s cell rings. She hears the familiar ringtone melody and his subsequent muffled conversation underneath her father’s description of his strange walk through the jungle. Even though she doesn’t catch Theo’s words, his sudden tension thickens the air. She pauses the disc and removes her headphones to find him frowning, staring at the car stopped in front of them at the red light like it has personally offended him.

“Everything okay?”

Worry lines furrow his forehead. “I, ah, need to make a slight detour. There’s news about Evan—my missing friend.”

Zahara’s eyes widen. “Oh, is it… good news?”

He firms his lips. “I’m not sure, but somehow I doubt it. Marisol said it’s important that I go now,” he mutters.

“Marisol?”

He blinks, not seeming to realize he said that name aloud. “My godsister. Or rather, my godfather’s daughter.”

“Well, it’s totally fine. If you don’t mind me tagging along.”

“Of course not. It’s probably nothing. Evan sometimes goes off by himself to get a break from things.” But she can tell that he thinks this time is different by the tautness around his mouth.

They drive for another thirty minutes or so, and the scenery doesn’t really change. It’s all garden-style apartments, low-slung bungalows, and one nearly identical shopping center after another. While she’s performed in LA a few times over the years, she doesn’t know the city well, but she finds she doesn’t like it much.

The neighborhood they enter is more run-down than Tarian’s. Theo turns onto a street that dead-ends in two dumpsters overflowing with trash. He parks the Camaro a good distance away from the garbage, in front of a building shaped like an old-fashioned subway car with a rounded roof and metallic paneling. It’s tucked away from the main road, on a street that’s almost like an alley, so it can’t get much business. Peeling painted letters along the side identify the establishment as THE FOOD CHAIN, and a flashing neon sign proclaims they’re open.

“You want to wait here?” Theo asks, turning to her.

“No, I’ll go in with you, if that’s all right.” She doesn’t feel great about sitting here by herself on such an isolated street. She takes off the headphones and places the disc player beneath the seat before getting out.

Theo taps the roof of the car three times before closing the door. Then repeats the action. Zahara shuts her door as gently as possible, not wanting to disrupt his routine. Though she hasn’t seen this before. His agitation seems much higher than usual.

The inside of the diner is cool and smells of coffee and grease, but not in an unpleasant way. A middle-aged woman with improbable platinum curls stands behind the counter in a blue polyester uniform. Her name tag identifies her as CLORIS, and she pours coffee for the restaurant’s only occupant, an older Asian man sitting at the counter. Cloris looks up at Theo, and her eyes light with recognition.

“Hey there, stranger,” she calls. “Haven’t seen you around in a while.”

Theo’s demeanor shifts in the blink of an eye from strained to affable. He greets the waitress with a big smile, warm and apologetic. “I know, been working quite a bit. But it’s good to see you. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you,” she replies, raising her coffee pitcher in their direction. “What can I do you for?”

“I’m actually wondering if you’ve seen the guy I usually come in with. Lanky, blond, looks like a surfer?”

“Hair always in his eyes?” Cloris asks. “As a matter of fact, he was in this morning. You know what? He left something here, too.”

She sets down the carafe and heads over to the cash register, where she fishes around between the register and the stack of menus next to it to pull out a plain white envelope. A word is scrawled across the front in barely legible handwriting; Zahara thinks it might be Theo’s name.

Cloris slides the envelope across the counter to Theo, who opens it and dumps its contents into his palm—a gold medallion on a chain. Zahara tries not to be nosy, but her curiosity is piqued.

“Did he say anything?” Theo asks.

“Not much. Had a cup of coffee, a bowl of Cream of Wheat, and then said he had to go. Left me a twenty-dollar tip and this envelope right next to it.” The woman shrugs. “Everything okay with him?”

Theo looks at the gold medallion, eyes and mouth downturned. “I don’t think so. Thank you, Cloris. Appreciate you.”

The waitress nods, looking concerned by Theo’s change in mood. Zahara shares her worry. His shoulders are tight, and his skin has taken on a somewhat gray pallor. She peers over his shoulder at the little circle of gold. The pendant features a robed figure with a halo circling his head, carrying a staff and book. She can’t read the text curved along the edges, but it reminds her of the necklace that Benny always removes before a performance.

“Who is that? Saint Christopher?” Zahara asks.

“No, Saint Jude.” His voice is low and choked.

“Who’s Saint Jude?”

He meets her gaze, his eyes tight and uneasy. “The patron saint of lost causes.”
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On the drive back to the hotel, Zahara’s concern for Theo grows. He stays quiet, lost in his thoughts, and she’s unable to focus on her father’s words, so she stops the disc. Theo’s worry for his friend comes off him in waves.

Back inside the suite, he plunks down on the couch in the shared living room. She sits next to him gingerly.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He rubs his gloved hands over his face and shakes his head. “No. Not really. I just have to…” He swallows, then looks over at her. The way his eyes search her face makes her cheeks heat.

Now is not the right time for her attraction to him to come to the forefront, but her body doesn’t get the message. Maybe it’s his sudden vulnerability and the yearning in his eyes that draw her toward him as if magnetized. Makes her forget all the reasons why pursuing anything more with him is a bad idea.

“I got you a Christmas present,” he whispers, breaking the spell.

She rears back, surprised. “Really?”

He nods, and a slow smile takes over his face. He stands and heads into his bedroom, then comes back out a moment later with a little box wrapped in red-and-white-striped paper and topped with a bow. It’s small enough to fit in the palm of his hand.

“It’s not much. I just saw it and thought of you,” he says a little shyly, taking a seat again and handing her the gift.

She unwraps the box, excitement growing, to find a tiny stuffed elephant attached to a key chain. Her eyes shine when she looks back up at him. “It’s an elephant!”

The corner of his mouth kicks up.

“Thank you, Theo. It’s adorable. I’m sorry I didn’t get you anything.”

He shakes his head. “No need. I know this isn’t a normal Christmas for either of us.”

She palms the little elephant, enthralled with it, with the fact that he’d thought of her, remembered it was her favorite animal, and bought it. Holding back the tide of emotion that swells is even harder, but she attempts to wrangle it into place. Especially when she sees that faraway look in his eyes again.

She doesn’t want to ruin the moment, but she can’t stop herself from asking the question on her mind. “What did it mean, that chain Evan left for you?”

Theo stares into the distance. “I think it means that he’s not coming back.” He pulls the envelope from his pocket and dumps the necklace into his palm, examining it.

“Will you tell me about him?”

“We met when I was seven and went to live with my godfather. Evan’s two years older and thought he knew everything.” Theo chuckles at a memory. “I wanted to be like him. Followed him around like an annoying kid brother.” Tears well in his eyes.

“Lately though… he’s been depressed. Angry at everyone. Angry at himself. He’s always had a habit of going off for a couple of days without telling anyone, just to get away. But this time is different. He left work, left everyone in a lurch.” He lifts up the pendant, letting it dangle from his fingertips. Then he takes a deep breath and raises it over his head. The chain is long enough for him to put it on without unclasping it, and he settles it around his neck.

His eyes close, and he winces as if in pain. Zahara reaches out and places a hand on his arm, finding his body hot beneath his long-sleeved T-shirt. She gently squeezes, only wanting him to know that she’s there for him.

Theo opens his eyes and turns to her. His expression is sad and exposed. Zahara’s heart breaks. She wraps her arms around him, pulling him into a hug. Slowly, his arms snake around her, the embrace tight. Though she only wanted to provide comfort, the closeness and his scent in her nose—sandalwood with something smoky and savory—is almost hypnotic.

She rubs his back as he presses his nose against her neck. She imagines that he’s inhaling her as well, and her senses go offline, completely overloaded by the heat flooding her body. Guilt rises, and she resolves to wrangle these feelings into submission when he shifts his head, replacing his nose at her neck with his lips.

Zahara stiffens, then becomes liquid in his arms as he softly kisses her. A sound escapes her, unbidden, more like a moan, and she pulls back to look at him. His gaze is firmly on her mouth, and her hesitation evaporates.

She leans forward, stopping a blink away from his mouth, needing him to make the final move. He doesn’t disappoint, seizing her lips with his in a kiss that submerges her in its intensity. It turns her bones to jelly; her limbs become languid and nearly lose their ability to function. In his arms, in his kiss, she’s not just lost, she surrenders, releasing all claim to her body.

Somehow her hand slides to his neck, fingertips brushing against the sharp stubble at the back of his head. Her tongue laps at his distinctive taste; it invades her nose and sinks into her lungs. Beneath her hands, he is solid and strong. She rubs a path from his head down his shoulders and spine and then back up.

The need to breathe wins out over her desire, and she breaks away, gasping. Hooded eyes meet her, and there is so much in them that she’s never seen before. Yearning, and desire, and… regret?

He blinks, and the emotions are gone, but she knows she didn’t imagine them. With a little space between them now, control of her body rushes in again. Theo leans back, breathing deeply through his nose.

They stare at each other for long moments, working to catch their breath.

“I’m, ah, not sorry,” he says finally.

“Me neither,” she rushes to add.

“But we probably shouldn’t…”

Her head is spinning and her heart rate hasn’t come back down, but she knows he’s right. “Sure. Yeah, okay.”

“Not that I didn’t like it.” A hint of a smile meets his lips, but he still looks a bit shell-shocked.

“No, I understand,” she says. “I liked it, too. But it’s not… exactly professional.”

“No.” The way he says it, gaze on her mouth, takes away any sting. He looks torn between moving in for another kiss and retreating. She feels the same, and so she forces herself to stand.

“I’m gonna, um… I’m just gonna finish listening to these discs.” She grabs the audio player hastily and nearly knocks it to the ground.

He tracks her movements across the room and into her bedroom. Even after she shuts herself inside, she imagines she can still feel him watching.

She clutches the little elephant key chain tightly in her hand and stands there, back pressed against the door for a long time.







TAPE 6, SIDE A

You have to take the good with the bad. Mama drummed that into my head growing up. Was always after us to remember the good times so they stay with us when everything goes bad, and don’t forget the bad times so you won’t repeat them. Tried my best to live my life that way. Instill it into you girls. There’s always plenty of bad around the corner, and plenty of good to balance it out.

The years passed, along with my squad members. In December of ’89, I flew down to Clearwater, Florida, for Henri’s funeral. Sybil usually called to tell me about who’d died and how, but this time it was Henri’s wife, Thérèse, on the phone, asking me specifically to come down.

Earlier that month, Annica had been in the hospital, but she was back home and doing well, so two days after Christmas, I went down there. Can’t say I wasn’t afraid, but I was more resigned.

I could read the writing on the wall. No matter what we did, no matter how good we thought we were, no matter how much we practiced and tried to control this magic, it was getting every one of us. Was only a matter of time before it came for me, too.

Now, Henri had a big family. Aunts and uncles and cousins who’d fled from Haiti after the trouble there the past few years. The funeral was packed. Thérèse and her three little ones were always surrounded by people. Found out she was heading to France in a few weeks to live with relatives there. I think she wanted to get as far as she could from Jonesy. And I was happy enough to get to pay my respects—Henri was a good man—but on the phone it’d sounded like Thérèse wanted to talk to me.

It was during the repast when she finally got away and pulled me aside to a quiet hallway in the church basement. She said that Henri had confided in her about the powers and how we’d gotten them. Told her about the twins he believed were the vodou spirits called the Marassa Jumeaux.

“His family weren’t believers,” she said. “They converted to Christianity and left the old ways behind. But mine didn’t.” There was a story about the twins that she’d heard from her grandmother. I’ll do my best to tell it the way she told it to me:

There was once a young man dearly loved by his mother, the way most children are. He was beautiful and favored, and the neighbors all clucked their tongues about how much she spoiled him.

His mother had an altar in the house where she would leave offerings to the lwa, to the specific spirits who had chosen her and guided her. She was always dutiful in her care for it and them.

When her son was young, the village mambo—the priestess—said that the boy had been chosen by the Marassa Jumeaux, and the twins would walk with him for all his days. One day they would knock, and he should answer to receive his reward.

As he grew, the son would tend to the altar along with his mother, leaving candy, cookies, peanuts, and sodas, along with small toys and trinkets for the twins in a special bowl divided into two sections.

When he reached adulthood, his mother got sick. She made him promise to keep up the traditions when she was gone, so that he might continue to be favored. He promised her that when the Marassa knocked, he would answer. However, after she passed to be with the ancestors, he grieved for a respectable time and then seemed to forget everything she taught him. He ignored the altar and the lwa, thinking it all backwater foolishness.

One day the twins knocked, and he ignored them. Two more times they tried, the knocking like a drumbeat in his consciousness, but each time he refused them entry.

Now, the Marassa are both ancient and powerful. Though they appear as children, it’s a mistake to think they are naïve, young, or weak. They were mightily offended by the young man’s inattention and were not shy about showing it.

The twins took the bowl in which their offerings should have been given and broke it into many pieces, which they hid all around the world. Then they told the young man, “To stop the misfortune about to befall you, you will have to find all the pieces and put them back together—make the bowl whole—and then feed us.”

Being young and arrogant, he thought the entire idea was ridiculous and vowed to ignore the petulant spirits. But then, one misfortune after another befell him. His pigs died. His cows, too. His crops withered on the vine. The woman he intended to marry chose another. He was eventually left destitute and alone. And finally, he believed and wished he had followed his mother’s advice.

So he began the journey to locate all the different shards of the bowl and put them back together. The trek took him around the world and lasted many, many years. He climbed mountains, traveled through jungles and forests, deserts and plains. Some pieces were located in cities, others deep in the backwoods. Some were buried deep in memories. Others were submerged in regrets.

Eventually, he located all the pieces and finally mended the bowl. He was left without any possessions, save two lone beans he had begged off a farmer who had taken pity on him.

He placed these two beans in the bowl, one on either side, and offered it to the Marassa, asking for their mercy and forgiveness. When they knocked again, pounding a rhythmic cadence in his mind, this time he called out to them, answering. Welcoming them.

“We do not want your sad and lonely beans,” they said. “We are hungry. We want to be fed.”

“These are the last things I own,” he cried.

“We are hungry,” they repeated. “What else do you have to give?”

He had only his body, his mind, his soul. His memories, his heartache, his anger, his shame. His pride. Willing to give it all, he answered, “I was arrogant and vain. Haughty and entitled. I thought my mother believed in foolishness, and I stoked my hubris like a flame. Can you eat my regret?”

The twins considered for a moment and then consumed this remorse and pain. In unison, they grinned. “You have done well. Now you may receive our gift.”

The two beans still in the bowl became a hundred beans. A thousand. Which the man planted, and in time, he regained all his wealth. More than that, he found a peace he’d never before experienced. But the Marassa would always need to be fed.

And so he continued to feed them.

Thérèse told me that story and then looked at me very seriously. “In that jungle, you all answered their call. You fed them,” she said. “And you accepted their gifts. Eventually you will be called upon to feed them again.”

“With what?” I asked, thinking of you girls. Wondering if there was anything I could do to spare you all of this. You were eleven at the time. And so far, no signs of any magic. I prayed it stayed that way.

“They want a sacrifice,” she said. “Something of you. Something real. The cost is great, but so is the reward.”

I told her I didn’t want these powers in the first place. What could they reward me with now?

“More power,” she answered. “At least for a little while.”

She’d been strong and stoic until then. But her composure cracked as she told me that Henri had made a new deal with the twins. For her. She wouldn’t elaborate on her situation, the trouble she’d been in, but it was clear Henri had known it would be the last thing he did—they’d both known—but he’d done it anyway. And it had saved her life.

“One day,” she said, “you will need them in this way. It will cost you everything you are. Only you will know if the sacrifice is worth it.”







Chapter 22

December 26, 1999

Zahara finishes listening to the final tape early in the morning and afterward lies in bed, mind awhirl as dawn scrapes over the tops of the buildings. At seven thirty, she drags herself to the bathroom to shower, still deciding what to do. Once she’s dressed, she’s hoping to talk through things with Theo. But she finds his door is open, the hotel bed neatly made, his special sheets nowhere in sight. On the counter of the kitchenette lies a wrapped banana nut muffin and a note in his precise, blocky handwriting.


Got a lead on Evan. I should be back before lunch.

No word from Tarian yet.

Let’s plan next steps when I get back.



Irrational disappointment has her scowling as she gratefully bites into the muffin. She hopes his friend is all right, and that Theo is able to find him, but she really wanted to share her discoveries. Her father’s tapes have brought up so many more questions.

She tries calling Sybil, but her phone just rings and rings. No answering machine. The only other person she can think to ask is Sheppard Loring.

Back in Modesto, he’d given her his personal number, and she calls it. Being the day after Christmas, she expects to have to leave a message, but to her surprise, he answers on the second ring.

“Hello?”

“Dr. Loring, it’s Zahara Douglass. I was wondering if I could talk to you about something.”

“Of course you can, my dear,” he says, his voice jolly. “I hope you had a wonderful Christmas.”

“It was… interesting.”

“Hmm, that sounds like a story in and of itself. I’m running out to the office now, but perhaps we can chat this evening?”

“Sure, that sounds fine. Are you in LA? I happen to be down here.”

“Ah yes, I’m back home. Well, then. Why don’t we meet in person? If you’re not busy now, I can send a car to get you.”

“A car? I would hate to bother you. I could just take a taxi.”

“Nonsense, sweetheart. Why waste your money? Now, where are you staying?”

She still feels bad that he should put himself out—even if it’s just arranging his driver to get her—but rattles off the hotel address.

“Will your investigator friend be coming?”

“Uh, no. He’s on another case right now.”

“All right. Expect a car in the next twenty minutes.”

“Thank you.”

“Not at all.”
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The headquarters of COMPASS are located in a sleek glass tower in Century City. Zahara exits the luxurious town car Loring had sent for her and stares up at the building. She isn’t quite sure what she expected. It’s a multimillion-dollar charity organization with centers across the country, after all—still, for some reason, the slick gloss and shine of the huge modern building are a surprise. At odds with Loring’s earthy, back-to-basics message.

She takes the elevator to the top floor and exits into an empty waiting area next to a vacant receptionist’s desk. The plush leather seating appears inviting. Everything from the artwork on the walls to the furniture to the carpeting is crisp and modern. The geometric patterns in the paintings and on the floor even match. They make her a little dizzy.

Across from the entry is a long row of offices with glass walls on all sides. She looks straight through to the exterior windows, where the city and the mountains lie beyond. It’s a clear day in Los Angeles, a rare rain shower earlier in the week having washed away the legendary smog for a short while.

Zahara paces down the endless parade of glass toward Sheppard Loring’s corner office. The unoccupied floor feels abandoned, evacuated even, with half-full coffee cups still on desks and chairs pushed back haphazardly as if their occupants had to leave in a hurry. Her nerves bubble to the surface as she enters the office.

Loring sits behind his desk, a glass monstrosity in the midst of an aggressively minimalist space. He’s dressed in pressed khakis and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing sculpted forearms. His attractiveness is once again a punch to her gut. Though he’s old enough to be her father, an enticing energy radiates from him, seeking to draw her in.

She pushes open the door, and he rises, a smile on his face. “Zahara! Merry Christmas.”

He greets her with a hug, which she returns, though it feels awkward, then leads her to the seating area in front of the wall of windows. Zahara sinks into a sumptuous, butter-soft black leather armchair.

“Now, what is it you wanted to talk to me about?” His manner is so warm and kind. Her emotions are all over the place.

“I found my father’s tapes. Or rather, someone sent them to me.”

His brows rise, and he leans forward. “Really, who?”

“My sister. I found her, too.”

Loring’s lips part. “And is she all right? Where is she?”

“Sybil pointed me towards someone who could help track her down online. We chatted on the computer. I’m certain it was her, but she didn’t give up much info. She doesn’t want to come back.” Zahara tries to suppress the sharp ache in her chest the statement conjures, but feels it acutely.

“She left on purpose. Didn’t expect me to remember her. And she has no desire to return or even meet with me in person. She said she’s living her purpose.” A swell of agony threatens to overwhelm Zahara, but she pushes that back as well. There’s plenty of time to get emotional later.

“Sybil told me that Quincy Goodnight is the only one who could have pulled my sister out of reality. Well, if not him, then one of the… people he’s been collecting.”

Loring frowns, tapping his chin.

“She also said that you would have known that.”

He flattens his lips and stares off into the distance. Outside the window, the glass and metal and concrete of the surrounding architecture form a barrier between them and the distant, hazy green covering the mountains. “It’s hard to accuse an old friend of something like that without proof. I really didn’t know for sure, but I was certain Sybil would have more information for you.”

Frustration tightens her jaw. He’s being evasive, for all he said he wanted to help. She recalls that Sybil called him a coward; is he really just a people pleaser, relying on others to deliver bad news? “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t have even mentioned him as a possibility. Especially if you knew he’s been adopting or collecting the children of your squad members for years.”

He breathes deeply, steepling his fingers. “It feels like a betrayal, I get it. And I’m sorry. I honestly didn’t want to prejudice the investigation with conjecture. Pulling someone out of reality, changing memories on that scale, is an extremely advanced use of these gifts.”

Zahara blinks. It’s the first time she’s heard anyone call the power a gift. “From what my father said, it sounded like Goodnight was trying to build some kind of army or at least a team of magically powerful people who could work for him.”

Loring nods. “Yes. The simplest answer is that he somehow discovered Annica’s ability and wanted to use it. From what I know, all of his children work for him.”

At least he’s directly answering questions now. “Does he do any kind of cybersecurity?”

Loring squints slightly, thinking. “Not that I know of. I think he subcontracts with a couple of IT firms though. Why?”

“Annica’s power has to do with computers. Hacking, somehow. The person who helped me track her down online discovered her digital fingerprints on some code. It looks like she’s been inserting something into the Y2K fixes across a wide range of systems—trying to undo them. And make them worse.”

It doesn’t sound like her sister, but Zahara has no way to disprove Tarian’s hypothesis. Loring nods his head, a relaxed expression taking over his face. “Well, if it sets your mind at ease, I can assure you that your sister is absolutely not undoing the Y2K fixes or worsening them.”

Exhaling slowly, she holds back the relief that wants to loosen her unyielding muscles. “She’s not? How can you be sure?”

“Because I am.”







TAPE 6, SIDE B

Lamb was the only other squad member who came to Henri’s funeral. I was still reeling from Thérèse’s story when he found me. Hadn’t seen him in years, though I’d heard his new radio show. Was proud of how well he’d done for himself. He’d come a long way from that skinny, scared kid. Now he was wearing a suit that probably cost as much as my mortgage. Plus, that sucker had the nerve to be wearing my cologne! I had to tell him about himself for that.

We hugged. Reminisced about the fellas. About Henry with an I hating that we called him that. How we used to joke about him putting some kind of voodoo hex on us when he got mad.

“Shit, maybe he did after all,” Lamb said. But I knew the magic had taken Henri down as well. And it was gunning for us all.

“You’re not using it, are you?” I asked him. “The powers?”

He got this strange look on his face that reminded me of his younger self. Head off in the clouds, chasing haints into the jungle. He told me that his luck can make life better for people. That he felt like he had a responsibility to use it to improve the world.

His veterans charity was doing a lot of good. I knew plenty of folks it had helped. And his show on the radio was popular. It’s only on a handful of California radio stations, but he said how it was growing. How one day it’ll be nationwide, and I believe him.

Still.

I started to tell him the story Thérèse had told me, about the Marassa. About the price for feeding them. The price for power, but then I thought better of it. He was all fidgety anyway. Had this coin in his hand that he kept flipping over and over again. Didn’t seem like he was really listening.

He started going on about the state of the world. Wars. Famines. Dictators. Suffering, everywhere suffering. How technology was making it all worse. Somehow he knew that Cass had been laid off her job at the factory. Replaced by a robot who does her job on the line faster and cheaper.

“I’m creating jobs, not taking them away,” he said. Day cares, mental health, physical therapy, there was no doubt about the changes he was making in people’s lives, but… he worried me.

“One day the backlash is going to catch up with you, man,” I told him. Just like it had with everybody else.

But he said he had it under control. Famous last words, I thought. Lamb was convinced he could beat the odds, and nothing I said was finna change his mind.

“This world is in chaos, Freddy. What we can do balances the scales. At some point, we have to save them from themselves. We have this power for a reason.”

I wasn’t sure he was right about that, but he was convinced. Felt like anything else I could say would be a waste of breath, so I wished him well. Honestly and truly.

On the way out, I noticed that about a third of the bouquets that had been in the church for the service had withered. Wilted and shriveled. I just hoped Lamb knew what he was doing.

I headed back home to you girls and Cass. Hoping and praying, but deep down I knew.

My time was coming.







Chapter 23

December 26, 1999

Time stops as Zahara replays Loring’s words in her mind until she’s sure she’s heard him correctly. His smile is paternal, indulgent even.

“I realize it’s extreme, but you must understand. Humanity has grown so dependent on technology. It’s threading itself into everything we do. Pretty soon, we won’t be able to walk down the street without a computer that knows everything about us, including every purchase we’ve ever made over the course of our lives, flagging us down and selling us something customized to our desires and preferences.”

He leans forward, eyes alight. “These machines disconnect us from one another. We stare at monitors all day and have forgotten how to have real conversations. How to form meaningful friendships. People don’t know their neighbors. They don’t say hello anymore when they pass each other on the sidewalk. We’re all isolated behind screens. I can see a day coming down the road when people will meet, ‘fall in love,’ ” he says with air quotes, “and form entire relationships without ever seeing one another in real life. When the English language will devolve into the shorthand they use in those chat rooms, and young men will have no idea how to ask a girl out on a date.”

This is the same voice she’s heard so many times on the radio, the man who captured the crowd’s attention in the theater with this exact message delivered in the same earnest way. And the thing is, he isn’t wrong. Zahara can understand a path forward where many of his predictions come true. Still, she cringes as he continues.

“I believe the Millennium Bug isn’t a true bug so much as it’s a feature, as the programmers say. A feature of modern life. Will you come with me? Let me show you something?”

She rears back, fear flashing in her eyes. Loring holds his hands up, palms out, as if surrendering. “I have no desire to harm you, Zahara. Your father meant a great deal to me, and I do care about both you and your sister.”

That sincerity she sensed from him before is still there. Despite what he just admitted, she believes it. She reels, her body both hot and cold, dizzy and short of breath. But she stands when he does and follows him out of the office and into the stairwell. There’s something on this path that will lead her to her twin. She’s certain.

They descend two flights and exit onto a nearly identical floor, except instead of the wall of glass offices containing furniture—desks, chairs, filing cabinets and such—each room is filled with plants.

The temperature is quite a bit warmer down here, too. An overhead sprinkler system delivers a fine spray of mist into one of the greenhouse rooms they pass. The plants she sees are all alive, but she imagines that elsewhere in this enormous tower, there are rooms and rooms of dead plants, killed by the backlash of Loring’s power.

Across from the offices, instead of a neat grid of cubicles, the rest of the floor is hidden by a solid wall with doors at even intervals. Gone are the carefully designed patterns in the carpet and the artwork on the walls. The flooring is thin and industrial, the paint on the wall a corporate beige.

Each of the doors has a keypad beside it. Loring stops at one toward the center of the hallway and enters a long string of numbers. The door clicks and Zahara braces herself, unease slowly snaking over her skin.

But the room is just a computer lab. It’s filled with perhaps two dozen workstations staffed by men and women all staring at multiple monitors. Compared to the outer office, this room is at least ten to fifteen degrees colder. Racks of blinking machinery are lined up along the far wall.

As they step inside, Zahara crosses her arms as frigid air cuts through her thin sweater. “This isn’t a touch hypocritical?” she asks, still on her guard. But there’s nothing threatening here, and the men and women working at the computers haven’t even looked up.

“Yes, yes, I know,” Loring says with a grimace. “But it’s for a higher purpose.” He walks up to a handsome dark-skinned man at a nearby terminal and taps him on the shoulder. The young man looks up and removes his headphones.

“Dominick, can you do something for me?”

Dominick’s gaze briefly shoots to Zahara with curiosity, before zeroing back in on Loring. “Sure thing, boss. What is it?”

“Check the Seeker code for backdoors, Trojans, any indication that someone—someone very good, mind you—is, how would you say it, sabotaging our sabotage.”

“On it,” Dominick replies. His fingers fly over the keys, reminding Zahara of both Tarian and Annica. Her heart pulses with an ache.

While the programmer works, Zahara scans the room. “So this is where you’re doing it? Hacking the Y2K code?”

Loring nods. “In this lab and others like it. My programmers are ordinary—they don’t have the benefit of your sister’s suspected gifts. And I, unlike Quincy Goodnight, have not spent my years building a small army of orphans with powers.” He shivers as if the thought is abhorrent to him. “However, by working together, and with a lot of excellent luck”—he wiggles his fingers—“my team has been able to achieve spectacular success.”

Excellent luck. Hence the plants.

“Zahara, have you ever stopped to imagine what life would be like without the interference of the well-meaning inventions that have been tearing us apart?”

He gestures with his hands, speaking excitedly. “We’d be forced to talk to one another again. Forge tight-knit communities. Grow food locally, which is healthier and has more nutrients than shipping it from halfway across the world. Do you know our produce has lost half of its nutritional value by the time it hits the shelf at Ralphs? These are just the start of the building blocks that will save humanity.”

Save humanity. As she listens, the chilled air feels like it’s dropped a few degrees. Zahara is certain Loring really believes this. The difference between a hero and a villain is all a matter of perspective after all.

Dominick spins around, his expression uneasy but filled with awe. “You’re right. There’s something here, but it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. It hasn’t been showing up in our regular scans and QA. It’s like”—he tilts his head up, searching for the right words—“like ghost code. It’s there but also not there all at the same time.” His eyes widen and he turns back to the screen, opening a variety of windows filled with writing that’s indecipherable to Zahara.

“There are encrypted fragments woven through our base code at the binary level. Like a spider came in and spun a web through our code. The encryption is military grade, 2048-bit—it would probably take several lifetimes to decrypt all of it. It was done with an unbelievable amount of skill, leaving our original code functionally intact. I can’t even tell you what it does, I can only assume it’s altering the behavior of our scripts.”

He shakes his head in disbelief. “I’ve never seen anything like this level of complexity.”

Loring taps his chin. “That code must be a creation of chaos. Annica’s doing?” he asks, turning to Zahara.

She shrugs. “If her signature is all over your code and this new code is hiding inside your code, then I guess so. She told me she found her purpose. Maybe that purpose is actually stopping what you’re trying to do.” Relief allows her to breathe a little deeper, the tight bands surrounding her chest loosening a fraction. This is more like the sister she knew.

“Hmm, I suppose Jonesy would have positioned it that way when he recruited her. He must have put together what I’m doing, or maybe one of his psychic ‘children’ had a vision, and he felt the need to try and stop me.” Loring presses his lips together. “Thank you, Dom.”

“Do you want us to try to remove it?” the programmer asks, his tone making it clear how unlikely he thinks that is. “I’m not even sure how we would start—”

“No, don’t worry about it. Just keep on with what you’re doing. In the end, it won’t matter.” Loring nods to the young man, who replaces his headphones and gets back to work.

“Why won’t it matter?” Zahara asks as Loring leads her back toward the door. “If Annica’s power is over computers, won’t her work foil your plans?”

“Not at all.” He punches a series of numbers at the door’s keypad and then they’re back in the hallway, the warmth a welcome reprieve from the lab’s aggressive air-conditioning. “Did your father ever speak about his time in the war?”

The subject change nearly gives Zahara whiplash, but she shakes her head. “No.”

“War is hell. So trite, but so true. And now technological advances mean that wars are being fought with computers. That movie War Games was just the beginning. They’re talking about soldierless wars in the future. Where we’ll just be pushing buttons and dropping bombs remotely. Now, it’s true I never want any other young men to go through what me and your dad and the rest did. So much suffering for senseless reasons.” His eyes darken. “My brothers had their lives stolen from them. But to do it without the human cost? Shooting a man that you look in the eye is one thing”—he shakes his head, dislodging strong emotion—“but killing thousands with the click of a mouse, like a video game? That is true evil. Here, what I and my team are doing, it will save countless lives.”

Zahara’s skull pounds with the two opposing thoughts. “But what about the hospitals? The computers that run systems that save lives? Deliver water and clean it? Provide our food supply? The factories that my mother worked in that process our produce, pack our meat… Those are all run by computers as well. Traffic lights, airports—we won’t be able to travel very far. Electricity. Heating and cooling our homes. Are you targeting everything?”

Loring listens, nodding his head. “Those are all valid concerns. You’re absolutely right. It will be a radical reimagining of what modern life looks like. In the service, we have a concept called collateral damage. It’s the unintended consequences of larger actions, and you’re correct, they exist and they will be severe. I would never dream of minimizing them. Collateral damage causes suffering, but it’s clear that suffering does not compare to the magnitude of present and future agony that my actions will alleviate. In the end, the greater good will win out, and many, many more lives will be saved than will be lost.”

Zahara spreads her arms apart. “But what about parents separated from their children by oceans? Husbands and wives on different sides of the country? People with medications or assistive devices or in need of complex surgeries? This is our life, and it’s not perfect, but it’s the life we have. You don’t get to choose to take that away from everyone in the world.” She breathes heavily, searching for a way to get through to the man.

Loring smiles kindly. “I’m saving the world from itself. History will look back on me with kindness, even if it takes a few generations to do so. I understand I’m coming off as a villain, but I’m not. I promise you, Zahara. I’m doing this for all of us.”

Her mouth hangs open. She blinks, wondering how her senses could be so off that she didn’t recognize this man for the raging psychopath he is. Her father saw the seeds of it years ago, but probably could never have imagined what his friend Lamb would become. “Why are you telling me this?” Fear seizes her, narrowing her vision. “I could tell someone, alert them to what you’re doing.”

“Who would believe you?” He’s still smiling and it’s beginning to make her ill. “If you go around talking about chaos magic and imputing me… I have several hundred thousand people whom I’ve helped and millions of supporters. The board of this charity includes four-star generals and members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. You have no proof. I’m not threatening you, Zahara, I would never do that. Just know that whomever you tell won’t believe you. I know you had that unfortunate stay in the psych ward a few years ago.”

Her breath catches. She doesn’t want to let him see the blow he just landed. Gritting her teeth, she says, “You still haven’t told me why Annica’s actions won’t matter. If she’s sabotaging your code with her power, why aren’t you concerned?”

“I’m not worried, because the code that we’re embedding will carry out its intended purpose regardless of your sister’s efforts. My particular ability will ensure that.”

“With luck?” She gestures at the plants, which practically surround them.

“Power over probability means ensuring the best or worst possible outcome for any situation. For my team of programmers, I’ve ensured the best outcome. Their work has been impeccable. For the code itself, once it executes, well, I’ll ensure it functions to its highest capabilities and elicits the worst possible results. The destruction of all networked computer systems across the globe. Whatever Annica has embedded will be overwhelmed. My success is inevitable. Luck just isn’t on her side.”

Zahara steps back as the full weight of his words hits her. The fear morphs into something deeper, more primal, for herself, for Annica, for the world.







Chapter 24

December 26, 1999

One of the fluorescent lights in the stairwell flickers in a repeating pattern. Its low buzz breaks Zahara out of her spiraling thoughts, which have disconnected her from her surroundings. She has no recollection of agreeing to follow Loring back upstairs to his office. But her heart rate is slightly elevated from the two flights of steps, and his broad back is in front of her holding the door open.

She blinks, unsure how she could have zoned out like that. Scared. He could have been leading her anywhere.

They emerge into the brighter light of this floor. In moments, she’s back on the plush leather armchair, a bottle of water thrust into her hands, the condensation and its refreshing chill grounding her in the moment.

Loring sits on the couch perpendicular to her once more, leaning forward. “I know this all comes as a shock, and I’m sorry.”

She flinches. The warmth in his tone, the scent of her father’s cologne wafting from him, it’s all too much. She gulps down the water, wondering too late if it could be drugged. Her shaking hand sets it on the side table. “You’re sorry?” she manages to grit out. “You’re threatening the lives of millions of people who depend on modern technology.”

“A regrettable mistake on their part and regrettable collateral damage, I assure you. But remember we didn’t always rely on this technology, and humanity is resilient. Besides, these things could be impacted in thousands of different ways. An asteroid could hit the planet and wipe out an entire civilization. Solar flares could take down satellites. Earthquakes, tsunamis, EMP blasts, the list of things that could affect our technology is infinite.”

“But none of those things are happening.” Zahara hits her thigh for emphasis. “You’re happening.”

“And I am changing things for the better. Everyone might not realize it at first, but they will.” His gaze intensifies. “Zahara, I don’t want anyone to be hurt. If there were something I could do to change it, I would.”

“You could call the whole thing off!” Zahara throws up her hands.

“No, I can’t.” He shakes his head sadly. “I’ve been working towards this goal for the better part of a decade. There are hundreds of people on staff whose livelihoods depend on the jobs I provide. They’re feeding families. Now, I suppose Jonesy could say the same thing. He’s got his adopted children and his employees as well. And I’m sure he feels just as strongly about maintaining the status quo as I do changing it.”

“Do you know where my sister is?” she asks point-blank.

“It’s likely that Annica is staying at the Goodnight compound. He lives in a mansion that is basically a fortified camp for his paramilitary organization. It would take a small army to infiltrate it.” His expression is grim.

“Where is it?”

He shakes his head. “Your father saved my life on more than one occasion, and I see so much of him in you. If I tell you where it is, you will go there. Jonesy will welcome you into his little family with open arms, as long as he has full access to your abilities. That would not be good for either of us.”

Anger fogs her vision, blurring his placid face. “Is that the real reason you didn’t tell me about him earlier? You knew I’d do anything I could to get to my sister and you were trying to slow me down? Maybe until after New Year’s Eve?”

His expression doesn’t change, which infuriates her even more. “What’s good for me is none of your business. I want to find my sister.”

“No matter the consequences. I understand. But I cannot help you there.”

“I’m sure I can find out where his compound is without you.”

“Perhaps.” His head tilts to the side slyly. “Your PI friend can no doubt take you there.” The way he says that makes her frown. How would Theo know where it is?

“In fact, there’s something I’d like you to see.” He rises and moves to his desk to retrieve a manila folder, then returns with it and gives it to her. Zahara gingerly grips the folder as if it might be hiding a snake. She eyes Loring suspiciously, then opens it to reveal a short stack of eight-by-ten photos.

“Who are these people?”

“These are the surveillance photos from Goodnight’s base of operations. His home. These are his brood of adopted children. Or perhaps I should call them his army of chaos wielders.”

Her fingers tighten on the folder. The first image is of a beautiful woman about ten years older than Zahara and who appears half black and half Asian.

“Christine Quy`nh Thiên Oxton,” Loring says. “We called her father Ox. Jonesy found her at six years old in a Vietnamese orphanage on one of his trips back to the country. She was the daughter of one of the women Ox used to visit in Saigon.”

Zahara stares at the woman, focusing in on the black hoodie she’s wearing in the photo. It isn’t a unique piece of clothing, but the echo of the familiar sets her senses on edge. She flips to the next photo.

“There’s no one matching the age or demographics of your sister in any of these photos though.” His voice holds regret.

A young white guy, dark hair buzzed military short is caught mid-run. Two light-skinned women about her age climb into a black SUV. A woman in her late twenties, her red hair in a tight ponytail, talks on a cell phone. A shaggy-haired blond guy who looks like a stereotypical surfer. There are a few other faces with many repeats. Christine features frequently. Everyone is between about eighteen and thirty or so. All surreptitiously captured either entering or leaving a sprawling Spanish-style mansion.

Zahara reveals another photo and suddenly she’s weightless, her equilibrium destroyed. It’s like she’s lost her feet in the middle of a turn and is about to crash to the ground. She shuts her eyes just as the room begins to spin. Three deep breaths. Bile sours her stomach and she breathes again, three more times through her nose.

When she opens her eyes, she’s grounded, her body solid and stable. But the photo hasn’t changed.

“You knew the whole time?” There isn’t even any accusation in her voice. It’s flat and featureless, all emotion on hold for the moment.

She meets Loring’s gaze. That maddening smile is gone, thank God. But what replaces it is worse, pity. “Not at first, no. I hadn’t personally reviewed the surveillance in some time. I had other people working on it. But after we met at the theater…”

He looks down to the young man in the picture, captured leaving the mansion. He’s shading his eyes from the sun with a gloved hand, talking with Christine, who stands to his left.

“He does favor his father though. I really should have realized it when we met. Horse. Gregory Symmonds. Hell of a machine gunner. Always said the report of the gun was like jazz. Then he would start scatting. Bebopping in a way that sounded both like bullets flying and like some kind of drum solo.” Loring’s voice is wistful. Transported to the past. “That man knew more about jazz than anyone alive. He had something like perfect recall for every song he’d ever heard. Didn’t know he’d had a son.”

My dad loved jazz. Wanted to name me Thelonius.

In the photo, Theo is wearing the black leather jacket she’s grown so familiar with along with his black driving gloves. He is just as handsome as ever, but for the first time, the sight of his face makes her want to commit violence.

“Listen,” Loring says, “I’m sure this is a shock. But I thought you should know the kind of person Quincy Goodnight is. He sent a spy to get close to you and watch your every move. And while it’s true that I don’t believe your sister’s ability could truly damage my plans, I am concerned about her. As I told you, your father was one of the people I most looked up to in this world.”

She gazes up at him. Her eyes are full of tears, but she barely keeps herself from rolling them. “It’s true. I can help you get her. I said that it would take a small army to go up against Goodnight’s forces and extract Annica—I can provide one of those.”

Zahara scrubs at her eyes and sits back in her chair, vibrating with anger, fear, and betrayal. Who is this man, really? What’s behind the pretty words and the mask of sincerity? Is he delusional? Mentally ill? Or actually evil?

“You would go up against your friend and his private military organization just to get my sister out?” she asks.

“Of course.” The fact that his demeanor hasn’t changed is making her literally nauseous.

She shakes her head and stands. “I… I need to get out of here.”

“I’ll have my driver—”

“No. No driver. I’d rather take a cab.”

“As you wish, Zahara. But remember, I’m only a phone call away.”







Chapter 25

December 26, 1999

When Zahara returns to the hotel room, she finds Theo pacing across the small living area. She stops just inside the door, which opens straight into the kitchenette. The small island separates her from him.

“Are you all right?” he asks, his brows drawn together. “Where did you go?”

The part of her that has developed feelings for this man doesn’t want him to worry. Wants to smooth the wrinkle of his brow and run her hand up his arm. But a bigger part has emerged, born of betrayal and pain, and this part wants to wrap her hands around his neck. Wants to scream. Wants to patch her heart together and stop its incessant aching.

She dons the mask of emotionlessness that comes far too easily after many years of practice. Through force of will, she keeps her arms rigid at her sides, hands squeezed into fists. Jaw clenched. Tears burning the backs of her eyes. She can’t do anything about her stupid heart and the cracks and fissures that have formed.

“Is Theophilus Morgan your real name?”

His pacing stops and his lips part. Through the window behind him, the midday sun is harsh. It slashes the glass, illuminating a square of carpet at Theo’s feet, leaving him slightly in shadow. Zahara needs to see his face clearly. She rounds the kitchen island to stand in front of him.

“Yes,” he replies, “though my full name is Theophilus Morgan Symmonds.” For a moment, she thinks something close to despair crosses his face, but then it’s gone.

“And are you really a private investigator?”

He swallows. “No.”

“Who are your parents?”

“Grace Morgan and Gregory Symmonds. They’re both… they passed away when I was young.”

“And you were adopted?”

“Yes.”

“By your godfather. Quincy Goodnight?”

A shudder goes through him. “Yes.”

Her heart thunders in her ears. Blood gushes through her veins, making her lightheaded.

“Was there ever a J. Phillip D’Agostino?”

“He’s a real person,” Theo answers softly. “I’ve never met him though. He retired and his office closed down. Goodnight owns the entire building, so…”

Zahara’s vision swims, but her anger keeps her standing upright. “How did you know I was coming?”

“One of my sisters, Marisol, she’s like Sybil. But stronger. She can touch a picture of someone and see their future. Quincy has been keeping tabs on you since you were young. He wanted to know if you had any powers. In all that time, Marisol has never seen anything that hinted that you did. But when she did her normal quarterly reading last month, she saw you searching for a private investigator. Looking for your sister.” His eyes are heavy and sad. Zahara is trying very hard not to care. She’s also trying not to cry.

“This entire time, you knew where Annica was?”

“Listen I—”

“Yes or no.” Her voice is granite.

“Yes.”

Her legs lose their battle with gravity and she crumples, barely hitting the armchair. Theo comes to a crouch before her, and she jerks back, not wanting to touch him.

He holds his hands up. “Let me explain.”

She doesn’t have any energy or fight left in her. His confirmation makes the sting of the betrayal more like a third-degree burn. Theo starts talking and she focuses on breathing through the pain.

“When she first got here, Quincy introduced her as another orphan, like the rest of us. I figured another squad member had died from the backlash like my dad and everyone else’s. Annica went along with it at first. We didn’t know he’d had her pulled out. That she’d left a family behind. Not at first.”

Zahara’s nostrils flare. Her head is spinning, but she’s hanging on his every word. “Well, when did you figure it out?”

“Christine was being too nice. She’s not normally… She kept checking on Annica, making sure she was all right. It was unusual enough that I got suspicious.”

“Christine is the one who was born in Vietnam?”

“Yeah, she’s also the one who can pull people out of their lives. She, ah, she did it with me.”

His eyes are downcast, and Zahara sits up straighter, some life coming back to her muscles. “What?”

“I was seven. It’s only really possible with children. With adults… they’ve made too much of an impact on the world. The threads of their lives are tied to too many people. It’s too many minds to affect. Sixteen is actually too old. The only reason it worked with Annica is because she had such a small footprint. She’d been in the hospital so much that she hadn’t touched as many lives as other people her age.”

Zahara’s mind reels. “Why did they pull you out?”

His jaw tightens. “My aunts didn’t want Quincy to adopt me. Mom died of cancer when I was four and her two sisters helped take care of me. A backlash took dad when I was seven. He was in a car accident. His main power was over decay and renewal—healing—and I think he was disoriented after the accident and tried to heal himself. But his injuries were pretty severe. They found him in a crater a few feet away from his car… essentially mummified.”

Zahara gasps.

“Quincy hushed everything up. Paid people off so it wouldn’t be a huge news story. But my aunts were determined to raise me. Since he couldn’t get their consent to give up their familial rights, he did the next best thing.”

An icy cold sensation, something like hate, spreads through Zahara. “Does he do it with everyone he adopts?”

“No. With me, he really wanted to test her, see what was possible. He wasn’t even sure it would work. But it’s too big a power draw, it wipes both Christine and Evan out. For weeks.”

“Evan…” She recalls the photo of the shaggy-haired young blond man. “He’s one of you?”

He nods then drops his head. “Yeah. He’s not missing anymore. I found him. He’s”—his eyes well with tears, grief too raw to be faked—“he’s dead,” Theo whispers.

She wants to reach out and comfort him, but this is still the same man who’s been lying to her this whole time. Her emotions are rioting. “I’m so sorry.”

Theo sniffs and looks up, eyes red. “Thanks. He had the most unique ability anyone had ever seen, aside from Christine, until you. He could push backlashes. Across the country. Across the world.”

He closes his eyes, looking resigned. “Quincy wanted to know how you remembered Annica. He figured it had something to do with a power that had remained hidden until now. So, he had me pose as a PI to observe and report. If you somehow had no abilities, then I was to throw you off track, but if you were useful to him…” He presses his lips together.

“Then he would bring me in? ‘Adopt’ me?” she says with air quotes.

He opens his eyes and nods, expression grim. “How did you know?”

“I went to see Loring. He has surveillance of you. He also told me what he’s doing. Showed me a lab full of programmers working to make sure the worst of Y2K fears become reality.”

Theo blows out a breath and rises, running his hands over his head. “You may think that Quincy Goodnight is a monster, and you may even be right, but he’s the only one who’s known what Sheppard Loring is up to, and he’s the only one who has any hope of stopping him.

“Your sister is our best line of defense. She’s this close to undoing every last line of his code.” He holds his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Quincy doesn’t want her distracted, but he’s desperate to use your ability. Once it became clear what you can do, he demanded I bring you in. I fought for more time, you—”

“Why? I want to see my sister!” She bangs her fist on the armrest, leaning forward.

“You need to know what you’re walking into first.” His words come out with enough force to steal her anger. “My brother Evan, he didn’t just die, he killed himself. He was raised by Quincy, practically from birth, worked for him his entire life, and couldn’t take it anymore. You need to know the kind of man my adoptive father is.”

Zahara sits back, limbs vibrating with tension and growing fear.

“He’s become a multimillionaire with his private security company. They’re called in to fight foreign dictators or give aid for natural disasters all around the world. His business grew faster than anyone could have thought because he’s always been able to deploy faster than his competitors. He knows what’s going to happen before it does.”

“Because of Marisol?” she asks.

Theo shakes his head slowly. “Because of Evan.” He takes a deep breath. “Christine, on her own, couldn’t send her backlash to Oklahoma City. None of us can push ours more than a few thousand feet, maybe a mile or two at the most. Pushing was Evan’s specialty. He was the one who sent other people’s backlashes far, far away.”

“Why Oklahoma City?”

“No specific reason. These powers manipulate chaos. They increase or decrease it. Evan could only increase it. The way he described it, he could sense the seeds of chaos growing from far away. All he did was find an ember and throw gas on it in the form of a backlash. For Oklahoma City, those terrorists were already making the plans. Evan didn’t have any details, couldn’t have alerted the authorities to any specific threat, he could just feel where something bad was going to pop off. Then Quincy would send his security forces there, ready for a variety of disasters. Evan just stoked the flames.”

Zahara listens, her middle hollowing.

“Anytime any of us used our powers in a big way, Evan would divert the backlash. A civil war in West Africa. A drought in Somalia. An earthquake in Eastern Europe. Rebel attacks in South America. Warlords destabilizing Central Asia. And then, once we magnified the tsunami or coup or revolution or riot that was already going to take place, our father’s private security was sent in to quell the rebels, assassinate the warlords, provide aid for the victims.” Theo’s eyes are empty.

“But Evan didn’t want to do it anymore. It took its toll, and he wanted out. Quincy refused. So he ran. I was trying to track him down. Find him and talk to him.” His shoulders lower and he sits on the edge of the couch. The sun illuminates half his face.

“If you serve yourself to Quincy on a platter, he’ll tie your being able to see Annica to working for him. You aren’t able to do what Evan did, but your ability is arguably even better for him. Quincy has three strong discord wielders left. They can manipulate what we call situational entropy—basically creating chaos wherever they want. He will send you all somewhere. They’ll unleash their powers, have you remove their backlashes, and poof, a revolution kills thousands instead of dozens. Or a terrorist attack triples its destruction. A tornado or flood exceeds its forecasted intensity. It requires more travel than before, but he’s already making the plans.”

Theo’s gaze fixes on her. “Can you live like that? With the weight of those aggravated disasters and tragedies on your conscience?”

Is this what Sybil meant? Zahara at the center of a great destruction because she reunites with her twin? Her breathing grows short; it’s hard to get air.

“Does Annica know?” she asks, her voice a breathy whisper.

“No.” She fills her lungs, relief boosting her oxygen as he continues. “It’s considered ‘need to know’ information.”

She almost doesn’t want to ask the next question, but forces herself. “What is your power?”

“I can show you. If you’ll help with the backlash? Though I understand if you don’t want to.”

She bristles, not wanting to touch him. But she needs to know who he is, this man who has been lying to her for so long. Especially now it seems he’s finally telling her the truth. “All right. Fine.”

He removes his glove and presses his hand onto the couch cushion. His eyes flutter; his body jerks. He snatches his hand away.

“The couple here the night before last fought about money. He’d been skimming from their joint account for two years to hide his gambling debts. Before that, there was a family of five who stayed here for a few days after being evicted. They were headed to a homeless shelter next, but the mom didn’t want to tell the kids. She spent her last few dollars to give them a good memory. They’d always loved staying in hotels. A businessman was here before that and ordered two hookers. One of them sat here nursing a bruised rib from another john, knowing she wasn’t healed enough but having no other choice.”

He opens his eyes and stares at her but his gaze is vacant. It’s like he’s gone somewhere else. Then his body convulses, his eyes rolling back in his head.

As much as she wants to let him suffer as punishment for his sins, she isn’t really sure what the ultimate consequences are, and the part of her that still cares about him is unwilling to see him in agony when she can help. She reaches out for his ungloved hand and grasps it, ready for the tiny shock and the scent of sweet spices.

He stops convulsing immediately. “Thank you,” he whispers, pulling his hand away, leaving hers cold, and replacing his glove.

“Is that how you figured out the booby traps at Zemansky’s place?” she asks.

Theo nods. “I didn’t understand at the time why my backlash stopped so suddenly.”

“And you don’t really have OCD?”

His jaw tenses. “I do. When I was younger, I couldn’t control my ability very well. It would fire at odd times and I would see things that kids shouldn’t see. It… aggravated my disorder. Made me even more phobic of touching things. It’s still very difficult for me. Right now, after touching the couch, I feel like bugs are crawling on my hand, burrowing into my skin. It will fade though.”

He takes a few deep breaths, visibly settling himself. “Zahara, at first this was just an assignment to me—I’ve been working to stop Loring ever since Quincy discovered what he was up to. But as I’ve gotten to know you—”

She holds up a hand. The expression on his face is earnest, but regardless of the feelings she hasn’t yet managed to squelch, she does not want him to finish that sentence.

The man she cared about, the one she dreamed about, he was never real.

“You lied to me for weeks. Kept me from my sister. Took my money—”

“I never cashed your check, and I won’t. Your money is yours.”

Her hands shake; she grips them in her lap. “You lied. You’ve been lying the whole time. Do you know how much that hurts?” Her voice breaks on the last word.

He drops his head. “I’m sorry. Annica is all right. She’s healthy and safe. He needs her.”

“What about her backlashes?”

He meets her gaze, a question in his eyes.

“With Evan gone, what happens to her backlashes? You said she’s still working on the code to stop Loring, right?”

His thoughts play out on his face in real time as her meaning takes hold. “She knows how to push them away—like Tarian and Loring do—though she’s not great at it. She’s probably delaying them.”

“For how long? And won’t they be twice as bad when they hit?” The words have to crawl through the thickness in her throat. Isn’t that what her father’s tapes had said? Delaying the backlash made them so much worse. “How long has Evan been gone? Nearly a week? And we’re still five days until New Year’s Eve?”

“Yeah. It’s gonna be bad. For all of us. We’ve been trying to use our abilities sparingly.” His voice holds the fear and dread that’s been coalescing inside her.

“How bad?” Zahara asks.

He looks like he’s seen a ghost.

“Theo, how bad will it be for my sister?”

“Over a week of deferring? Our fathers died from backlashes way, way smaller. I don’t think”—he swallows hard, face drained of color—“I don’t think Annica would survive.”

The words hit Zahara like a physical blow, stealing her breath. She surges to her feet, heart thundering. “Take me to my sister. Now.” Her voice allows no compromise.

Theo nods grimly and pushes himself up from the couch. The harsh afternoon sun streaming through the window behind him suddenly fractures as glass explodes inward. A sharp pop pierces the air, followed by another.

Theo’s body jerks violently. His eyes go wide with shock as a dark stain blooms across his chest like spilled ink.

“Theo!” The scream tears out of her as he crumples back onto the couch.

More bullets rip through the room. Zahara drops and scrambles across the carpet toward the kitchenette, broken glass crunching under her palms. She presses herself against the base of the island, its solid wood offering the only cover in the exposed room. Her pulse roars in her ears.

“Theo?” she calls out again, voice breaking. She can’t risk peeking around the island to see if he’s moving. The expression on his face—shock and pain—plays on repeat in her mind.

The door to the hallway flies open and Zahara’s heart stops. She has nowhere else to run, no weapon, no way to fight anyone off.

“Zahara!” Tarian crouches in the doorway, frantically waving her forward. “Move!”

She army-crawls toward him, dully aware of a growing pain in her palms and bloody smudges marking her path. The sound of bullets striking the cabinets above her head drives her faster.

Finally in the hallway, she looks back toward the room, toward Theo. “We have to help him—”

“We have to go. Now!” Tarian grabs her arm and yanks her to her feet. As he drags her down the hall, the fissures in her heart cause it to break wide open, scattering with every step.







Chapter 26

December 26, 1999

You make a terrible nurse.” Zahara winces as Tarian wraps gauze around her hands tightly, causing her wounds to erupt in pain.

He looks up, unamused, and affects a high-pitched voice. “Thank you, Tarian, for dropping everything when Sybil called and running into a building being riddled with gunfire to save my life. I owe you eternal gratitude, Tarian.”

Zahara takes a deep breath and lets it go slowly, feeling the tension coil and unwind inside her. “Thank you. Seriously. I owe you. I know you saved my life.”

He lifts a shoulder and tapes off the gauze. “Pretty sure if they’d been shooting at you, they wouldn’t have missed.”

She rotates her bandaged hands, learning the edges of the discomfort so she can work through it. A trick she learned as a child under Madame Claudine’s tender care. Tarian had painstakingly picked the glass out of them, then rinsed them with water from a bottle and applied antibacterial spray that had stung with a fierceness she wasn’t prepared for. He actually wasn’t that bad a nurse.

After escaping the hotel room, he had hustled her into his aging Nissan Z and zoomed through the city like a bat out of hell. They didn’t go back to his apartment for fear that it, too, was compromised. Instead, they retreated to the emergency location Sybil had advised him to set up years ago.

He’d told Zahara that having a “bugout space” ready wasn’t because Sybil had seen anything specific in his future; they’d both just known there was a strong chance Goodnight would get more aggressive. So he’d kept a storage facility in Vernon, an area south of Downtown. On the way, she relayed everything she’d discovered about both Loring and Theo.

Tarian’s space is dark and windowless with walls of corrugated metal. The persistent chill is starting to invade her bones, but she suspects Tarian enjoys the temperature. The setup looks almost identical to his apartment with a desk full of computers along one wall and an even more elaborate toy car set in the middle.

In the corner, a tiny microwave-fridge combo hums away. And instead of the couch, a cot lies against another wall, with a neatly folded blanket on top. There is also a covered bucket in the far corner, the word PORT-A-LOO stamped on it, which she is actively trying to ignore.

They sit on the cot, its thin mattress creaking as Tarian puts away the contents of his first aid kit. Zahara sorts through the emotions she compartmentalized since the bullets began to fly. Her body throbs with a persistent ache that has nothing to do with her injuries.

“Do you think he’s dead?”

“Wasn’t he working for the enemy the whole time?” Tarian’s brows rise, his expression hardening. “Wouldn’t it be a good thing if he was dead?”

“No!” she exclaims. A knot forms in her belly, tight and insistent. “I don’t think so. He was trying to warn me. Plus, he was gonna bring me to my sister.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“It makes sense. Goodnight wants to use my ability now more than ever. Pretty sure Theo was supposed to bring me in days ago.”

“Why didn’t he?”

“I think he was trying to protect me.” Her voice wavers. She isn’t ready to examine what she feels about that. “Are you sure we’re safe here?”

Tarian stands and places the first aid kit on a shelf in the corner, then sits at his desk. “Safe is relative. I don’t think we can be sure of anything given the resources that both Loring and Goodnight have at their disposal. But this is what we have.”

Somehow his matter-of-fact delivery softens the reality of his words. The raw truth of their situation is suffocating, but facing it head-on lets her breathe a little more.

“Is there any way we can find out if he is still alive? Can you check hospital databases or police reports or something?”

“Yeah, let me see.” He swivels to face his computers, wakes them up with a few keystrokes, and starts typing.

Zahara crosses to him and drags over an empty milk crate to sit on. Her jeans are ripped and a little bloody, and her knees are skinned. She also has no wallet, her purse still in the hotel room. The reality of police and questioning starts demanding entrance in her mind, but she can’t focus on that until she learns what happened to Theo.

Her anger is still a dark cloud circling her, a storm threatening to break at any moment. The hurt and betrayal haven’t subsided, but she doesn’t want him to be dead.

In a few minutes, Tarian has accessed surveillance footage of the hotel. “The building across the street houses a software company with a pretty advanced security system. They back up in real time onto their servers. This is the view from their front-facing camera.”

From this vantage point, Zahara watches a third-floor hotel window shattering with the impact of the gunshots, glass spraying into the room. She jumps involuntarily, reliving the terror.

She and Tarian had fled out the service entrance in the back, so they don’t show up here. He scans forward in the footage until two large black SUVs pull up in front of the hotel and six armed people in tactical gear exit. Helmets hide their heads, and their torsos are covered in what look like bulletproof vests. Their movements are synchronized and efficient. An ambulance pulls up behind them, no lights flashing.

Four of the security people enter the building, accompanied by the two paramedics from the ambulance—who are also wearing what looks like some kind of high-tech body armor—while the last two stay outside, rifles pointed toward the building with the camera, stances alert and ready.

Less than a minute later, they all return, the paramedics carrying a stretcher. Two other men carry both her bag and Theo’s.

As Theo is loaded onto the back of the ambulance, one of the medics places an oxygen mask over his mouth. Her bones melt with relief, and dizziness washes over her. They wouldn’t do that if he were already dead.

The three vehicles speed off a full minute before the first police car arrives, lights flashing in silent alarm on the screen.

“None of the local hospital rosters show a Theo Morgan or a Theo Symmonds being admitted,” Tarian says. “I got the license plate of the ambulance, and it’s not registered to any of the first responders operating within Los Angeles County.”

“Goodnight has someone who can heal,” she whispers, realization dawning. Even though their magical backlash diverter isn’t around anymore, they must have some other way to deal with the consequences of their power. It’s not foolproof, but it would allow them to help Theo. She hopes. Assuming it was Goodnight’s people who rushed into the hotel, Theo is probably alive. Should she care so much considering his betrayal?

“And I don’t think you’ll have to worry about the police. Your hotel room was booked under the name Janet Collins.”

A huff escapes her lips. Zahara had booked the room under her own name. At some point, Theo must have changed it.

“That name mean anything to you?”

She blinks away the burning at the back of her eyes. “She’s considered the first black prima ballerina.” Something in her chest cracks. “Can you find out who shot at us?”

Tarian concentrates for a few minutes, the quiet interrupted by his keystrokes. “This is the best I’ve got,” he finally says, voice tight with frustration. “Surveillance video from the back of that building across from the hotel.”

A figure who appears to be a homeless man pushes a cart down the alley. His features are covered by a thick, unruly beard and a large hat pulled low over his face. He seems to be wearing several layers of ragged clothing. He stops halfway down the alley and removes the tarp covering his shopping cart. Then pulls two cases from its depths.

Unlike the detritus hanging from the cart, the cases are pristine. One is round, like a hat box, the other longer and thinner. The man holds a case in each hand and then disappears from the camera’s view, slipping into the shadows like a ghost.

“When was this?”

“Nine oh two AM.”

“Right when I was meeting with Loring.” Her mind races, the implications crystallizing. “So, assuming the long case holds the gun, what’s the round one? Ammunition?”

“No way it would be in a case that big.” Tarian spins to face her. “What happened just before the shooting started?”

She thinks back and replays the memory. “He was telling me about Goodnight. How he gets his jobs. And I… I demanded he take me to Annica.” Her eyes widen. “He was going to do it.”

“So he was shot to stop him from taking you to your sister.” Tarian taps his chin. “I’m betting the round case is a parabolic microphone. The shooter must have gone into the building across the street from the hotel to surveil you. With a parabolic mic, he would have been able to listen in on a conversation from that distance.”

Zahara’s fists begin to clench, but the pain in her palms stops her movement. Her heartbeat speeds, blood rushing in her ears. “Loring acted like he’s not concerned about Annica’s interference, but he benefits from me not finding her.”

“How so?”

“He knows what my power is. Let’s assume he also knows about Evan. He’s been having Goodnight watched for a long time. So he’s aware that Goodnight is desperate to bring me in to help his people use their powers and stop Loring.” The pieces fall into place as she speaks.

“Why shoot Theo, then? You were right there with Loring this morning. He could have killed you then to stop you. Or captured you or something.”

The puzzle pieces click together. “The plants aren’t enough. He needs me alive and willing to help him. He’s been manipulating me the entire time. Explaining things. Sending me to Sybil. Giving me crumbs but making sure he’s keeping track of everything so that if I get too close, he can reel me back in. He’s trying to cut off my options and force me to him.”

Save your sister, doom the world. Sybil’s vision is starting to make sense. If Annica is using her power to stop Loring, then finding her and helping take her backlash would just improve her chances of succeeding. If Annica stays where she is and Zahara never finds her, Loring’s luck just may negate her efforts the way he thinks they will. But can Zahara really gamble on a psychic vision? Leave her sister with someone as morally bereft as Quincy Goodnight? And “doom the world,” isn’t that a little hyperbolic? Sure, the effects of Y2K would be bad, many people will be hurt and probably die, but that’s on Loring’s head. Annica’s backlash could be deadly.

Zahara stands and begins pacing. Energy courses through her, fueled by fear and determination. No matter what, she needs to find her sister. “Can you figure out where Goodnight lives?”

Tarian grimaces. “He’s got a blackout on all satellites covering Southern California. His place doesn’t even show up on Russian or Chinese satellites, which is quite a feat. His compound is somewhere in LA County, but I suspect your sister made it impossible to find on any map. And there’s no hint of a location anywhere online.”

Zahara’s shoulders slump as if pressed down by a physical force. “And there’s no way to contact Annica?”

Tarian runs a finger across his lower lip, squinting into the distance. “Best we can do is leave her a message somewhere and hope that she’s keeping an ear out for you.”

“Let’s do it. She needs to know the kind of man she’s working for.”








[chaosshell ~]$vim /home/chronicle/946230439.nica

DATE: Sun, 26 Dec 1999 12:47:19 PST

Dear Diary,

Christine is getting on my last freaking nerve. She’s breathing down my neck as if I can’t read a damn calendar. Like I don’t understand what happens if I fail. I’M THE ONE DOING ALL THE WORK. And I’m the one who will face the consequences.

I swear, every time I hear her heels clicking on the floor outside my office I want to scream.

I wish I had screengrabbed my chat with Z instead of melting down and going all scorched earth on my online accounts. That might have been an overreaction. But goddammit, Quincy swore it was impossible, that Christine’s power would erase every trace of me. “Clean extraction,” he called it. Because I was young enough, isolated enough. All those hospital stays actually working in my favor for once.

Fuck! I was such an idiot. It’s like everything they ever told me was a lie. Well, almost everything. Stopping Loring is still the most important thing, but did the ends justify the means?

I was so sure I was doing the right thing. That’s what I get for trying to be noble. For sacrificing my entire life so my sister could live her dream. She’s been out there all this time, probably thinking I was dead in a ditch somewhere. Or worse.

I found her hospital records. Mom actually had her institutionalized! It’s all my fault. What kind of monster does this to her own twin? Z thought she was crazy all this time.

If it had been the other way around. If something had happened to her and I was the only one who remembered… I would still be in that mental hospital, I’m sure.

JFC, Christine just did another “casual” check-in. I had to minimize everything. Why can’t they just leave me alone? I’m working on this practically 24 hours a day.

I’ve been looking back at my decisions, weighing each one. On the pros side, they didn’t lie about the medical care. The experimental treatments + Alex’s abilities have kept the sickle cell mostly under control. Quincy’s been kind. Supportive. But Evan’s gone and no one’s talking about it. About what that means for my backlashes when the code fires.

If I think about it too much my hands start shaking and my stomach starts to cramp. Need to focus on the things I can control, like Dad always said.

I believe in what we’re doing. Someone has to stop Loring’s insanity. But I know what Z’s face must have looked like as we were chatting. I can’t get it out of my head…

MISSION STATUS:

- Primary objective: In progress

- Code completion: 92.3%

- Time remaining: Less than ideal

End entry.

[chaosshell ~] Encrypting entry…
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DATE: 12.26.1999 21:58:08 PST

Custom crawler searching internet for the patterns: “Grandjetée78”, “Zahara Douglass”, “Annica Douglass”, “What’s burning?”

Time elapsed: 2.2 hours

Nodes scanned: 14,722

Trace attempts: 3 (deflected)

Results: 202

1 Relevant Result:

>>>



From: omegatwin@xnet.nex

Subject: Awarding Contracts

Newsgroups: alt.private.military.contracts

Date: Sun, 26 Dec 1999 20:04:29 PST

I’m curious about how some security firms seem to always be in the right place at the right time when it comes to winning contracts. Is it all about established relationships, a knack for timing, or maybe something else? I’d really appreciate any insights or experiences you all could share on this topic. I feel like what’s burning isn’t always what it seems.
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SURVEILLANCE TRANSCRIPT

LOCATION: Agua Dolce Villa

CAMERA: Kitchen Cam #1

DATE: Mon, 27 Dec 1999 15:08:32 PST

SUBJECTS: AD (Annica Douglass), TS (Theo Symmonds)

[15:08:32] AD enters frame from east entrance

[15:09:45] TS enters frame from main hallway

AD: Theo, you look like shit. What happened?

TS: Gee, thanks.

AD: No, seriously. You look bad, like you got hit by a train and then didn’t sleep for three weeks straight.

TS: Needed Alex’s help with an injury.

AD: Injury? [audio unclear] happened?

TS: I’m okay. It’s fine.

AD: Are you sure? Evan’s still gone, right? Is Alex going to be okay? I needed his help yesterday. He’s gotta be close to overloading.

TS: Yeah he’s planning to head to the ranch tomorrow to offload the backlash he’s been deferring.

AD: I wish I had time to go with him. I’m sure Quincy’d pop a gasket though. I’ll be in a month-long coma after this with the way I’ve been deferring. Have you heard from Evan? I’m getting worried.

TS: Me too.

AD: It’s not like him to leave us in a lurch for this long. I hope somebody sees something soon. Hey, are you positive you’re okay?

TS: Just… Yeah, I’m managing.

AD: Because you also look like someone stole your puppy and then kicked him down the stairs.

TS: [weak laughter] It’s all good. I’m working it out. What about you?

AD: Do not ask if I’m on track.

TS: Wasn’t going to ask. I—

AD: If one more person asks if I’m on schedule I’m going to set fire to the server room!

TS: I have faith in you.

[pause]

AD: You’re acting weird. Weirder than usual.

TS: It’s been a long couple of weeks.

AD: Who are you telling? But seriously, if something’s going on, you know you can talk to me. We’re the only two VOCs here.

TS: [lowered voice] If she hears you calling us “Victims of Christine” there’ll be hell to pay.

AD: I am already in hell, Theo. Hourly check-ins. Hourly! That’s my reality. I’m so through with everyone!

AD: What?

TS: Nothing.

AD: Ugh, fine. Keep your secrets, then. I wanted to ask you something anyway.

TS: Shoot.

AD: About how Quincy’s company is able to respond to situations so quickly.

TS: [audio inaudible]

[15:11:13] Subjects move out of primary camera range

LOG CLOSED: 15:11:14 PST
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[press any key to begin]

West of House

You are standing in a wide yard west of a large Spanish-style mansion, with security cameras mounted every sixteen feet. Guards regularly walk the property accompanied by military trained dogs.

To the north is the data center. To the west, the perimeter fence. To the south is the main driveway and guard house.

> Go north

Data Center

You are in front of the data center, a small, one-story structure made of white stucco. A biometric sensor next to the door controls entry. A security camera is mounted above the door.

> Touch the sensor, wave at the camera

When you press your hand to the sensor, a green light flashes, illuminating your palm. The door clicks open.

> Enter the data center

Server Room

The overhead lights flicker on to reveal metal racks of computers lining the walls from floor to ceiling. The thermostat is set to 65 degrees. To your right is a desk with a workstation and monitor. To your left is a shelf full of backup tapes.

> Go to the workstation

Workstation

This computer is used to monitor and manage the network and servers.

> Log in using my credentials

Logged in.

> Run program “Annica Work Tunez”

Running program. Keystroke sniffer deactivated. User actions cloaked from surveillance. Playing track one of music playlist “Come to Daddy” by Aphex Twin. Program complete.

> Access Goodnight Security deployment records for the past 2 years in new window

Records accessed.

> Cross reference team deployments with locations of personnel 48 hours before deployments

Displaying records.

> Fuck me

There is no need to be rude. I do not believe our anatomy is suitable.

> Cross reference the same records for the past 10 years

Displaying records.

> Increase encryption to level 10

Encryption level maximized.

> Run program “Alpha Omega protocol”

Running program.
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DATE: Mon, Dec 27, 1999 16:42:53

FROM: alphakitten@freemail.nex

TO: omegatwin@xnet.nex

SUBJECT: open me


[image: Text displaying a URL, a password hint, and binary code. The top features ASCII art saying ‘Let’s Meet.’]








Chapter 27

December 27, 1999

What’s a fake birthday?” Tarian asks as they both stare at the message on the screen.

Zahara’s stomach does flips. Finally, her sister wants to meet. “Our birthday is June eighteenth. Being twins, we had one party and always used to feel like we only got half the gifts that all our friends received.”

A tiny smile plays upon her lips. “One year, our dad got so tired of us complaining about it, he said, ‘Fine, we’ll split your birthdays—one of you has to choose a fake one.’ I suggested we use our half birthday, but Annica didn’t want it to be cold. If you take June eighteenth and split both numbers in half—March ninth. Since she was older, she would celebrate her birthday then, and I would get to keep June. It worked for a while, but we grew out of it.”

Images of their last birthday cakes play in her head. She blinks them away, trying to stay in the present.

Tarian clicks the link in the email, which leads to a blank web page except for a text input box in the center of the screen. He enters the numbers 030978 into the box and hits Enter. The box flashes red, and Zahara tenses. He shakes his head and then enters 03091978. The screen changes, and a large map takes over the window. Zahara deflates like a balloon, the sudden tension hissing out of her replaced by relief.

“What are those numbers at the top of the map?”

“I don’t think it’s longitude or latitude. Maybe it’s a timestamp,” Tarian replies. He copies the numbers and does something on another one of his screens. “Yeah. Tomorrow night at nine PM.”

“Do you know how Sybil’s visions work?” Zahara asks, wariness taking over her. She knew this message was from her sister, but Goodnight could be manipulating her in some way. “She sent you to the hotel because she saw Theo and me there with the gunfire. She saw me chatting with Annica online. And… one other thing she mentioned to me.”

“Yeah, Sybil does this thing where she doesn’t want to alarm you by telling everything she sees to you all at once, so she parcels them out.”

Zahara’s brows rise at that. Sybil had alarmed her plenty.

“If she only did one reading on you,” Tarian continues, “I don’t think she saw anything else.”

So chances are she hasn’t foreseen anything about the meeting. “Where is this place?” Zahara asks, peering at the map.

Tarian zooms in, then back out again. He brings up MapQuest and places the two maps side by side, scrolling around until the topography looks the same. “Looks like it’s Magic Mountain.” He rolls back from his desk, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Probably a good place to meet. Lots of people—hard for anything crazy to go down without a hundred people seeing it.”

“Does Annica think I’m gonna do something crazy?” Hurt invades Zahara’s tone.

“I don’t think it’s you she’s worried about.”

[image: ]
December 28, 1999

Thanks to a shady contact of Tarian’s that Zahara is not prepared to contemplate at the moment, a driver’s license and credit card wait for her inside a combination locker at a high-end Brentwood health spa—code 666. The photo of the black woman on the Ohio ID looks absolutely nothing like her. But her age is listed as twenty-five, and the attendant at the rental car place doesn’t notice any discrepancies, easily handing over the keys to a late-model Taurus.

The entire drive to Six Flags Magic Mountain, Zahara’s brain runs through possible scenarios for when she’s reunited with her twin. Will she cry? Of course she will. Will they have to immediately go on the run to escape Goodnight’s goons? Or maybe the world will actually end the moment they see each other again. Sybil’s vision was maddeningly unspecific. Zahara’s done her best to set it aside, just another thing she has no control over, but it lingers in the back of her consciousness like a dense fog.

She grips the steering wheel tighter, knuckles taut, and realizes that she’s terrified—not just of men with guns keeping her away from Annica but of actually finding her twin, finally seeing her again and discovering they’ve become strangers. The sister-shaped void that has gaped within her for years might be filled with someone she no longer recognizes.

At least one of her worries is squelched when she finds a large crowd at the theme park. Part of her was convinced it would be closed on this random Tuesday between Christmas and New Year’s. Instead, the “Holiday in the Park” theme has transformed the balmy Southern California amusement park into a wintry wonderland.

Merrily twinkling lights drip from every surface—wrapping around light poles and covering snack stands. The sweet scents of funnel cake and cotton candy mingle with cinnamon and pine. Small children squeal with delight, hopped up on sugar, while tinny holiday music pipes through the hidden speakers.

Zahara weaves through families and couples, sidestepping actors in ever more ridiculous, vaguely Christmas-themed costumes as they parade around, smiling and waving. A human-sized gingerbread man poses for pictures, while a woman dressed as a candy cane distributes peppermint sticks to googly-eyed toddlers. Elves with pointed plastic ears skip between visitors, the bells on their pointed shoes jingling with each step.

Zahara feels out of place being here by herself but tries to look as if she belongs. As if she is simply searching for her missing family, which, as it turns out, is true.

Annica did not leave a specific location where they should meet, which means she either didn’t know or thought Zahara should be able to figure it out. Since she arrived twenty minutes early, she wanders paths filled with garish displays of lights and decorations.

Zahara dodges several overly friendly anthropomorphic snowflakes and gift boxes, along with one disgruntled-looking reindeer. Frustration is starting to set in when she spots a gaggle of toddlers, faces smeared with something purple and red and especially sticky looking. The wrapper in one child’s hand reads SUGAR PLUMS.

“Excuse me, where did you get that?” she asks the mother, who is trying to prevent her little angel from slathering the goo all over his sister. The harried woman points behind her, and Zahara notices for the first time a large mustachioed nutcracker statue lit by an enormous spotlight. Smaller nutcracker figures armed with swords face off against a rat army. A stand nearby offers similarly themed cookies and candies. This is definitely where Annica would have wanted to meet.

Zahara purchases a hot chocolate and settles on a bench in full view of the nutcrackers. The night has grown chilly. Fortunately, she bought new clothes that afternoon, including a warm jacket for these cool desert evenings. Sipping on her chocolate, she watches the crowd ebb and flow. The black faces are few and far between. Hopefully that means it will be easier to spot her twin.

Out of the throng, a familiar face emerges, and her heart leaps into her throat. But, no. The skin is pale instead of dark brown. The dark hair in a glossy ponytail instead of braids or cornrows.

“Willa?” Zahara whispers, incredulous.

There are so many people around and so much noise that there’s no way Willa could have heard her, still her gaze snaps almost directly to Zahara and her eyes widen. She’s just as shocked. Bounding behind her are Katya and Benny, along with a few more dancers from the company. Zahara vaguely remembers their vacation plans in Malibu. The invitation she’d rejected.

Benny spots her next and gives a loud whoop, and soon the dancers are crowding around her as if they’re happy to see her. Katya pulls her into a hug, and Zahara is too stunned to do more than stand there stiffly.

“What are you doing here?” Katya asks, eyes alight.

“I’m—I was supposed to meet someone.”

“When did you decide to come to SoCal, and why didn’t you tell us?” Benny demands, but before she can answer, he keeps talking. “Boris’s boyfriend’s parents’ beach house is ah-mah-zing. It’s ginormous and butts up right to the water. Do I look tan?” He preens and poses so she can admire his golden-brown skin.

“You should come and see it, you should totally come, shouldn’t she come?” Katya practically squeals, and the others agree.

“I… umm…” Zahara’s nerves have taken over. She scans around their shoulders, wondering if the group is blocking Annica’s view of her. Will all these people scare her twin away? “I wish I could, but—”

“You always say no,” Benny pouts.

“She said she was waiting for someone.” Willa’s voice cuts through the chatter. “She already has plans. Obviously.”

Though her voice is just as sharp and no-nonsense as always, Zahara shoots her a grateful expression.

“Well, if you change your mind, Boris is having a party later tonight.” Katya makes a call me gesture with hand pressed to her ear, thumb and pinky extended. “Trust me, this house will change your life.”

Zahara nods and says her goodbyes, more flustered than she’s ever been. Finally alone again, she sits back on the bench, scanning her surroundings.

Her heartbeat racing, she checks her watch to find it’s only 9:05 PM. Relief floods her veins. Some facts are simply immutable. Winter follows autumn. The sun rises in the east. Annica is always late. Why would reuniting with her long-lost twin alter such a life constant? But she’s confident her sister and the dancers would have missed one another.

By 9:14, the festive music that had seemed merely annoying before now feels like it’s mocking her. The cheerful Christmas carols loop endlessly, each repetition grinding against her fraying nerves. She catches herself scanning every face with such intensity that one mother pulls her child closer and hurries past. The hot chocolate has gone cold in her hands, a milky film forming on the surface. She dumps it in a nearby trash can and takes her seat again, her limbs jittering.

At 9:21, she begins pacing in front of the bench, checking her watch so frequently that her neck starts to ache. Each minute passes more slowly than the next. The screeching, cheerful holiday revelers stream past in a blur of noise and color.

By 9:33, she’s in a full-blown panic. She kicks herself for not buying a cell phone. Wanting to minimize unnecessary purchases on the no doubt ill-gotten credit card, she’d figured she had made it this far without a cell, why start now? Of course, there’s no phone booth anywhere in sight. She’d spotted a bank of them near the entrance but doesn’t want to leave her post and risk missing Annica.

The weight in her midsection has transformed from nervous butterflies to something heavier, more visceral—a pit of dread that seems to pull at her insides. Something is wrong.

At 9:45, the park’s closing announcements begin in the PA system. Employees in elf costumes start herding guests toward the exit, their perpetual smiles now raw-edged, showing their exhaustion. Zahara remains rooted to her spot, even as the crowd around the nutcracker display thins to nothing. A security guard gives her a pointed look. Five more minutes, she tells herself. Just five more.

But deep down she knows. Annica isn’t coming.

The realization causes a thick fog to descend around her. Did Annica change her mind, or did something—or someone—prevent her from leaving? The fog turns cold and seeps into her bones.

She finally stands, legs unsteady, and makes her way to the exit with mechanical movements. Her steps are slow and heavy, her body like lead. Each rise and fall of each foot requires a conscious effort.

Is Annica okay? What would have made her not show up?

At the pay phone, her hand shakes as she calls Tarian’s cell. “She didn’t show. Any new emails?”

“Um, let me check.” The clacking of his keyboard sounds. “Shit. Yeah. It says: ‘Sorry Z, something came up. Don’t worry, nothing’s burning. Looking into Q. Thanks for the tip. Please live your life and be happy. Love you. A.’ ”

A string of curses escape Zahara’s lips. When she finds her twin, she is absolutely going to strangle her. Hug her tight first and then just squeeze the life out of her.

Then the pain hits her like a wave and she slumps against the side of the phone enclosure. Is the sister she remembers, whose infectious laugh would always make her giggle, who stayed up way after her bedtime reading out loud from her latest novel with a flashlight under the covers, who couldn’t dance to save her life—is that sister gone forever?

As real as the memories are, they’re also like a shadow visible from the corner of her eye but flitting away when she turns to focus on it. Annica’s gone. She wanted to go. She doesn’t want to come back. Is it for the best? The easiest way to avoid Sybil’s prophecy is to never see her twin again.

Zahara’s throat is raw and achy. She feels close to breaking down.

“What are you going to do now?” Tarian asks, reminding her she’s still in public. She can’t fall apart here.

“I have no idea.”

The last stragglers are leaving through the park’s exit gates. Among them are some familiar faces. Katya laughs while Benny’s arms ricochet around his body as he tells some no doubt wild story. Zahara spins around, hoping her colleagues don’t spot her.

She could go back to the new hotel room, stuff herself with room service, and come up with a plan in the morning. She doesn’t know what plan, and it will probably only lead to another dead end, but what else can she do? Maybe a good night’s sleep will bring some clarity.

A man and a woman, arms linked, heads tilted toward the other, stroll out of the park. A young family passes by, the dad carrying his sleeping child while the mom strokes the kid’s flyaway curls. A group of college-age guys trail after a trio of girls in short skirts, all laughing, appearing slightly tipsy from the holiday beer specials. People living their lives and being happy.

Is this what Annica expected of her? To just… live without her? To be okay with it?

Zahara looks at her distorted reflection in the metal surface of the pay phone and blinks back the tears. This fun house version of her isn’t that far off from how she feels inside. She could sit by herself, alone for another night, or…

She turns around, locating Katya’s ginger hair bobbing away under the harsh parking lot lamps. The other dancers are laughing, having fun, enjoying one another’s company. When was the last time she’d felt that?

Her heart speeds as the idea takes hold. Is she actually considering this?

She takes a deep breath and stares at her warped reflection again. Maybe Annica isn’t the only ghost. Zahara has been the walking dead for way too long. Maybe it’s time she joined the living.

“I’m going to Malibu,” she tells Tarian. “Call you in the morning.”

“Uh, sure?” he says before she hangs up.







Chapter 28

December 28, 1999

Benny was right. The beach house in Malibu is amazing. A feat of modern architecture with floor-to-ceiling walls of glass looking out onto the dark waves of the ocean. It’s like a dream, a luxuriously decorated fantasy with plush couches and driftwood tables, marble and gold accents everywhere.

The fridge is stocked with food, beer, and wine, and the furniture has been pushed aside in the living room to create a dance floor. Boris’s boyfriend is DJing, spinning vinyl records on two record players in a snazzy DJ coffin.

When she walks in, everyone greets her, shouting, “Zahara!” like she’s Norm from Cheers. She’s bewildered by their behavior—they’re likely all a little drunk already.

Benny hands her a beer bottle, and Katya links arms with her, dragging her onto the dance floor. It takes a lot of cajoling—and a shot of tequila—before Zahara is comfortable enough to dance to the mix of techno, pop, and hip-hop music. Boris’s boyfriend, whose name turns out to be Peter, keeps the vibe going, playing hit after hit that has everyone not only dancing but singing along.

After shaking her dump truck a little too hard along with Sisqó’s “Thong Song,” Zahara needs a break. She flees onto the back deck, which extends across the sand, nearly greeting the ocean’s waves.

The night air cools her overheated body and blows through the escaped strands of her hair. She releases it from its bun, shaking her head as the buzz of the alcohol along with the unfamiliar sensations of being social, having fun, and acting her age flutter through her bloodstream.

The bottle in her hand will have to be her last beer—she’s a lightweight, and she still has to drive back to Burbank eventually. But for now, the music plays, the laughter of the people she works and dances with every day fills her ears, and something like lightness takes over.

Live your life and be happy, Annica had said.

As much as Zahara hates those words, she finally thinks she understands her sister’s reasons for leaving. Four and a half years ago, she was very far from happy. She was struggling, suffering through a thankless job she hated and just trying to get through school and make it from one day to the next. Annica wasn’t stupid, she’d seen it all. And she’d felt guilty.

But what Zahara can’t understand is why her sister can’t just face her now. Call her. Help reassure Zahara that she’s okay. Communicating via text is fine—and Zahara is as certain as she can be that she’s been talking to her real sister—but there’s nothing like seeing her twin with her own eyes. Making sure she’s healthy. Making sure she isn’t being chained to a computer by the Machiavellian figure that Quincy Goodnight has become in her imagination.

But what can she do?

Annica not showing up is a betrayal overshadowed only by Theo’s. Both cut so deep, she’s surprised she hasn’t lost a few pints of blood. If she dwells on the pain of his lies, it will take over, so she tries to push it away again. Each time it gets a little bit harder. There are plenty of other disappointments vying for her attention, she can’t waste her precious energy on Theo.

She has to believe that he’s alive, that it was Goodnight’s people who took him and they have a healer on hand who can manage the backlash and patch Theo up. Even though thinking about him feels like salt in all her emotional wounds, she hopes he’s okay.

The wounds inflicted by her twin, however, are impossible to avoid focusing on. At least now she has some answers. This road she’s been on for the past couple of weeks, the path she’d sacrificed everything for, hasn’t been a complete dead end. But when Tarian asked if she had a plan… Well, so far she’s got nothing. She’s almost out of cards to play.

Is all of this the universe’s way of ensuring Sybil’s vision doesn’t come to pass? In a world of people with magic powers and feral childlike spirits, could there be some supernatural force at play keeping them apart? Why has everyone she’s ever cared about disappointed her?

Peter finally gives the dancers a break, playing Brandy’s “Have You Ever?” which has everyone swaying back and forth along with the ballad. Zahara closes her eyes, leaning an arm on the deck’s railing.

The song flows around her into the night, asking if she’s ever loved someone who hasn’t loved her back. If she’s ever had someone steal her heart away? She drops her head, the notes and Brandy’s voice mixing with the lapping of the waves. The empty cavity in her chest pulses. Yes, she wants to answer. Yes, I think I have. Maybe not love, but… something that felt like it was moving in that direction. She holds the still-chilled bottle against her forehead to quell the tears that want to form.

Footsteps cross the deck toward her, and she sniffs, opening her eyes and gathering herself as the newcomer joins her at the railing. Willa’s long dark hair melts into the night sky. She has some kind of fruity cocktail in her hand, but she looks as composed as ever.

“That person you were waiting for ever show?” she asks.

Zahara gazes out at the moonlight glittering on the waves and shakes her head. “No. I got stood up.”

Willa blows out a breath and leans her forearms on the railing, dangling her plastic cup over the edge. “Fuck ’em. People suck.”

Zahara snorts. “Yeah, sometimes they do.”

The other woman bites her lip and then holds up her cup, a silent invitation for a toast. Zahara taps her beer bottle against it, then they both drink.

“What made you come down here? To LA with them?” Zahara asks. “Doesn’t quite seem like your thing.”

Willa shrugs. “My other Christmas option was somewhat less enticing. My older brother got married last year. I met his new wife at the wedding, but… I don’t think she likes me too much. She has a big family, and apparently, they have a weeklong celebration.” She shivers at the thought.

“It’s just been me and my brother for so long. The idea of orbiting like a satellite around someone else’s family?” She takes a sip of her cocktail, shaking her head. “My brother loves it. It’s all he ever wanted. But I’m not a huge fan of heading into unknown territory like that. These guys?” She motions toward the other ballet dancers living it up inside. “They’re the devil I know. Safer bet.”

She finishes her drink and crumples the plastic cup in her hand. “Jesus. I need some food to soak this up. Don’t stay out here by yourself too long. It’s better inside.” Then she spins on her heel and walks back through the glass doors. Zahara watches her go.

A dog barks in the distance. Overhead, a helicopter flies by. She’s almost ready to follow Willa’s advice and head back inside, when she hears Benny calling her name. “Zahara! We need you for the Soul Train line!”

A sad smile curves her lips and she shakes her head, then jogs down the stairs to the beach. She’s not quite ready for the Soul Train line. Maybe a walk on the sand will help balance her mood. The waves gently crashing beside her soothe her nerves. Her steps become almost like a meditation.

This time, Willa’s words echo in her mind: They’re the devil I know.

Creatures of habit, Zahara and Willa are. She never thought she’d find common ground with the other dancer, but she’s glad she did. It helps her realize she actually still has one card left to play.

When she returns to the house, she ducks into one of the quiet bedrooms, the sound surprisingly well muffled by sturdy walls. A cordless phone sits by the bed. She perches on the edge of the mattress and picks it up.

Her finger hovers over the buttons. What she’s about to do feels like stepping off a cliff in the dark. Once she makes this call, there’s no going back. But she’s not giving up… not yet. If the universe has other plans for her, it’s going to have to try harder.

She presses the Power button on the handset, and the drone of the dial tone reaches her ear. Then Zahara makes the last call she ever thought she would.








SURVEILLANCE TRANSCRIPT

LOCATION: Agua Dolce Villa

CAMERA: Living Room Cam #2

DATE: Wed, 29 Dec 1999 20:13:29 PST

SUBJECTS: AD (Annica Douglass), CO (Christine Oxton), MK (Michael Kilpatrick)

[20:13:29] AD enters frame from east entrance

AD: Hey, can I borrow your car?

CO: Why?

AD: Because Evan took mine last week for his little walkabout or whatever and apparently fell off the face of the earth. [pause] What? Is he back yet?

CO: No, not yet. And that sucks, but that’s also why you shouldn’t lend your shit out to people. I like my car.

AD: I really don’t understand how you can like that monstrosity, but that’s so not the point. There are like 500 cars in that garage and 99% of them are stick shift, which I still suck at. Can I puhleeze borrow your ride?

CO: If you need something, you know we can get it for you.

AD: What I need is a break. Some fresh air.

CO: Plenty of fresh air here. Like 100 acres of it.

AD: [frustrated groan]

CO: You know what day it is, right?

AD: No, I don’t know what day it is. I don’t have access to a calendar nor do I have people reminding me of what day it is about 20 times an hour. What day is it again?

CO: Don’t be a baby.

AD: Don’t start with that. I am so sick of your whole “older and wiser” routine. I’m a baby and you robbed the cradle and all of that shit. I’m pretty sure I’m more mature than you’ll ever be. And I am also approximately a micrometer away from burning out. If you actually cared anything about my well-being, then you would recognize that.

CO: I’m not sure in what world you’re more mature than I am. But—

AD: I was mature enough not to cheat on you.

CO: Oh my god, Annica! It was one kiss. There is no way I’m relitigating our very ill-advised relationship right now.

AD: I’m not trying to. We said we’d stay friends, and friends let each other borrow their cars.

CO: We are two days away from D-Day. And your code has been like 93% complete for the past week. You cannot leave!

AD: Deferring my backlashes takes more time and energy. Without Evan, everything is just slower. All I’m asking for is like an hour away to clear my head.

CO: Clear your head in the pool. Or on the basketball court. We have an on-site massage therapist. Or try meditating or something, I don’t know, but you’re not getting my car, Nica. Not happening.

AD: Whatever. I’ll track down Theo and ask him.

CO: [laughs] His car is also a stick shift.

AD: I’ll ask him to drive me. [pause] What?

CO: [on intercom] Mr. Kilpatrick, I need your assistance.

AD: What are you doing?

AD: Christine. What are you doing?

[20:15:47] MK enters frame from west entrance

MK: Yes, ma’am.

CO: Will you please escort Miss Douglass to her room and ensure she is comfortable enough to remain there until the end of the week?

AD: Christine! So, what, I’m a prisoner now?

CO: You know how important this is. There are lives literally hanging in the balance and you need a “break.” That is insane. Just finish the work.

AD: Do not touch me, Kilpatrick. Christine, you fucking asshole. I hate you. Do not do this.

CO: I’m sorry, Annica. I really am. But this is bigger than all of us.

[20:16:33] MK escorts AD out of frame through east entrance

LOG CLOSED: 20:16:33 PST


[image: ]

[chaosshell ~]$vim /home/chronicle/946539318.nica

DATE: Wed, 29 Dec 1999 23:55:18 PST

Dear Diary,

Zahara’s going to kill me. Straight up homicide. But it’s better this way…

I’ve been listening to Daddy’s tapes again. To his warnings.

When I first heard them, I promised myself — and him — that I would be smart. That I wouldn’t make the same mistakes his friends did.

But I’m stuck, literally imprisoned in my office, and so much is riding on this. There are really big consequences to me failing. I know it’s dangerous. And I know what the cost could be. Probably will be.

But how could I live with myself if I chose the safe path? Is that what he would have wanted? He’s gone because of me. I owe a debt I can never repay. Not to him anyway. The least I can do is everything.

Not gonna lie, I’m really, really scared. But I’ll never finish this if I don’t level up.

I hear them knocking, and I think I’m finally ready to answer.

MISSION STATUS:

- Primary objective: In danger

- Code completion: 93.9%

- Time remaining: Almost none

End entry.

[chaosshell ~] Encrypting entry…








Chapter 29

December 30, 1999

The van is outfitted like the ones she’s seen in movies. Black-and-white television monitors line one side of it, displaying multiple camera feeds across Quincy Goodnight’s compound—his supposedly impregnable security having been overcome by a team of especially lucky hackers.

Sheppard Loring indeed had a small army available at his command. He had gathered them together and come up with the mission parameters within thirty-six hours. Considering all the veterans who felt that COMPASS and Loring had saved their lives, it probably wasn’t that difficult.

Now he’s dressed in black camo, sleeves rolled up, and wears a bulletproof vest, just like the rest of the mercenaries he’d hired. Just like Zahara. Beneath the monitors, two harried young white men sit at computer terminals clacking away, while Loring appears impossibly comfortable lounging on the hard bench on the other side of the van, flipping a coin over and over across his knuckles.

From the safety of the van, parked just out of line of sight of the main guardhouse at the compound’s entrance, Zahara watches the mercs on the monitors, their black face masks obscuring their identities, cutting through the fencing, darting across the lawn, and invading the property from a variety of directions.

“Alpha team has breached the perimeter. Charlie team in position at the south entrance,” a tinny voice says through Loring’s earpiece. It is quiet enough inside the van to hear the chatter. He turns to her and nods, and she grabs his exposed forearm.

Loring closes his eyes and sighs, and the telltale tingle rolls through Zahara, indicating she is taking away his backlash. Then he pulls his arm away. The scent that fills her nose is now more grassy and earthy than before.

Tension has her muscles tied in knots. Sweat beads on her upper lip despite the van’s aggressive air-conditioning. Taking Loring up on his offer to help get Annica out of Goodnight’s clutches was her only move. He helps her get her twin, she helps him offload his backlash and save some trees while doing it.

The fact that this is the same man who had Theo shot is not lost on her. He’s ruthless, and she can’t trust him even a little bit. She cannot make herself ask him about it though. Imagining how that conversation might go—hearing his justifications and evasions—might just succeed in ripping her apart. She’s relatively safe as long as he needs her. The options before her were either to work with this devil or let her sister die, and what kind of choice is that? And if this plays right into his hands, allowing him to destroy much of the world’s computer systems? Would that actually doom the world? She picks at a stray hangnail on her finger, trying not to fidget.

Doubts assail her, and Sybil’s prophecy makes her guilt explode, but she’s on the path now. She already made her decision. And there might be a way for Annica to still help with the Y2K crisis. With Zahara to take away her backlash… Loring definitely won’t be a fan of that. However, that is one bridge she’ll have to cross when she comes to it. She needs Annica safe and with her first.

The view on the monitors switches to inside the compound, now that the troops have breached the perimeter. Loring’s headset spouts out more military lingo—“Bravo advancing to objective,” “Delta team approaching checkpoint”—Zahara is glad she can watch it on-screen.

She stiffens as the black-clad figures open duffels and place dark objects on the ground throughout the first floor.

“What are they doing?” she asks, her voice sharp.

“If we leave this place standing, Jonesy will only try again. This isn’t just a search and rescue, dear, it’s a destroy mission. We’re planting thermite charges at key structural points.”

Her heart stops. “After you get Annica and everyone else out.” It isn’t a question.

He doesn’t miss a beat. “Of course. Those are remote detonators. We will minimize casualties.” But something in her is still unsettled. Destroying the building was not part of their bargain.

Fortunately, Loring had drawn Goodnight and his adopted children away by staging a terrorist threat at the security company’s official headquarters, supposedly perpetrated by Evan. Some high-level video fakery had been involved in convincing them the young man was still alive.

Loring had been sure the idea that their brother had faked his death and was now threatening to destroy an entire city block would send the most powerful chaos wielders running… and he had been right. Zahara had found it cruel but effective. Now she knew it would likely save their lives.

Several more minutes of watching the sheer volume of explosives being set ratchets her anxiety even higher. Loring’s surveillance indicated a large security staff and several house staff. The decoy may have drawn away those with abilities, but where was everyone else? Why has she seen no one but his forces on the monitors of this heavily fortified compound? What isn’t she seeing?

Trying to appear casual, she glances over to find one of the hackers hunching slightly over a tiny handheld device a little bigger than a large cell phone. A brief glimpse shows it’s more advanced than the PalmPilots and BlackBerrys she’s used to seeing around. What is he looking at?

Zahara shifts, stretching her arms and neck. “How do you not get a cramp sitting here all night?”

“Muscle-tensing exercises. They help when standing or sitting for hours on end.”

She raises her brows skeptically and rolls her neck and shoulders around, then rotates her torso in a dance warm-up. When Loring’s attention goes back to the monitor, she catches sight of the handheld computer’s screen. The black-and-white image flickers, rotating through multiple small video feeds—the real-time footage they don’t want her to see. She glimpses a sight that makes her heart stop.

Two of Loring’s black-clad troops take down one of Goodnight’s security in a brutal fashion. It looks like they’re snapping the man’s neck, execution style, after he’d already surrendered his weapon.

She continues her stretches, so as not to draw attention to herself, but she is now on high alert. Her fight-or-flight mode is active and she tries to control her breathing. They are actively keeping her from seeing everything. She barely catches fragments of whispered words she can’t quite make out and suspects Loring has another earpiece as well, a much quieter one to receive the real updates.

She’s being played.

It’s not totally unexpected, but it still stings.

Her resolve quickens. If he’s lying to her about the number of casualties they’re inflicting, he could be lying to her about ensuring Annica gets out. If she dies in the explosion, would her code still run? Or would he have neatly solved his problem?

She bends herself in half, stretching her hamstrings, then sits back on the bench, closer to Loring, and grabs his forearm in one fluid motion, her nails digging into his skin.

“It’s not time yet—” he exclaims, eyes widening.

She squeezes. “Have they found my sister yet?” Venom laces her voice. Behind her, a gun cocks. So the hackers are soldiers as well. She’d figured.

Loring looks at the man and shakes his head. “Stand down.” He focuses back on her. “Zahara.”

“Don’t ‘Zahara’ me. I want eyes on Annica. Now.” He still hesitates, the muscles in his jaw working. “Tell me or I’m not letting go, and let’s see how your people fare with all those explosives when luck isn’t on their side.”

He waits a few more beats. An exclamation and a curse come over the earpiece. The loud and rapid bangs of gunfire, followed by someone shouting, “Man down! Man down!”

Loring’s eyes harden. “She’s in the northeast corner of the third floor in the east wing, confined to her office at the end of the hall.” Though his expression has turned steely, his reply is affable. “The security camera in that room has been disabled. Possibly by her, so we don’t have a visual. My men are headed that way.”

“To snap her neck like you’re doing with Goodnight’s people?”

“You know I won’t harm her. And we have to put down the enemy. They’re armed combatants.”

“That wasn’t our deal.”

“You think you can fight a war without casualties? It’s kill or be killed. Even now, Goodnight is seeing through my decoy. He and his chaos users will be on their way back. What happens then?”

“Are you planning to kill my sister?”

“Of course not.” He is smooth. He seems so sincere. But she’s been betrayed once too often.

“I wish I could trust that. I’m going to get her.”

“Zahara, you’re walking into a hot zone. There is live fire out there, and you’re not prepared. I will get a visual on her as soon as we clear the west wing. Stay here where it’s safe.”

She releases his arm and shoulders past the man behind her with his gun still drawn on her. “Shoot me. I dare you.”

He lets her leave without incident. She hops out of the van and marches forward into the night, pulling her tactical vest tighter as distant gunfire echoes across the compound.








[press any key to begin]

East Wing Office

You are in your office which has recently become your prison after you were essentially placed on lockdown by your increasingly psycho ex-girlfriend.

The state-of-the-art workstation built to your exact specifications faces the north wall. To the east, large windows overlook the basketball court three stories below. A narrow Juliet balcony is protected by an iron railing. All windows are locked and secured by the alarm system. The en suite bathroom lies through a door to the south. The office door, to the west, is locked from the outside, with two guards stationed to keep you inside.

> status check

Strength: 6/20 (Fuck you sickle cell)

Dexterity: 15/20 (Fingers nimble from coding)

Intelligence: 19/20 (Not to brag or anything)

Security Clearances: REVOKED

> What else is in the room?

Aside from the computers and desk, there is a sleeper sofa, television, bookshelves filled with books and DVDs, coffee table, two armchairs, a mini-fridge, and your backpack.

> Check backpack

Your backpack contains:

- One protein bar (chocolate peanut butter)

- A bottle of water

- Your emergency meds

- Your wallet

- Your custom-built handheld computer (battery 87%)

> Listen at door

Two male voices are audible. “Our orders are to remain here and protect the asset,” one says.

“Even when we’re under attack?”

“Affirmative.”

“Shouldn’t we evacuate her?”

“Trying to hail the team leader. Getting no response.”

> Use handheld computer. Open security monitor override app.

You take your computer and run the custom-built software that monitors the compound’s security system. The monochromatic display shows the mansion’s layout with two black dots indicating the guards directly outside your door. More dots show the other guards across the property. One by one, the dots fade out.

You enter the commands to switch to the camera feed and swear under your breath. The compound is under attack, with black-clad soldiers swarming the property.

All biometric locks in this wing have been reset to deny your access. These settings have not been overridden because of the attack. Relying on the two idiots at the door to protect you is not a solid strategy.

> Use skill “Enter The Zone” and interface with mansion security system

You grip the tiny computer tighter with both hands and close your eyes, focusing. The familiar tingle starts in your fingertips, spreading up your arms until it’s overtaken your entire body. When you open your eyes, it’s like you’re inside the network, your brain at one with the system.

Whispery silver filaments branch out in all directions. You concentrate until you can find the thread you need. The encryption is complex, but your newly enhanced ability lets you see the patterns. With a pulse of your power, you reconfigure all of the locks in this wing to accept your biometric signature again and for your office door to unlock.

You don’t have the time it takes to defer the backlash to the future — a future, which will mostly likely involve you being unconscious for weeks because of how much deferring you’ve already done (way more than Quincy ever advised before) — so you push the backlash, shoving it outside of your body, the way you were taught.

The bookshelf in the corner topples over, eddies of smoke curling from it. The scent of charred paper clogs the air. Light dizziness spins your head and makes it ache, but otherwise you’re all right. You let out a sigh of relief.

> status check

Strength: 5/20 (Minor backlash draining energy)

Chaos Power Level: 4/7 (Adept status)

Backlash Control: 9/20 (Limited control)

Security Clearances: GRANTED

> Disable cameras in east wing

You follow the gleaming silver threads in your mind until you locate the security cameras. With a mental command, you loop the video feed in the east wing, showing an empty hallway to the monitoring station, if anyone is even left there. You’re not fast enough with diverting the backlash, and a headache punches a fist into your brain. You breathe deeply until the pain recedes.

> Grab backpack and check guard position

You sling your backpack over your shoulder and approach the door. Carefully, you turn the handle and open it just a crack, peering through.

The guards are still there, but they’re distracted. One is speaking frantically into his radio, asking for new orders, while the other is checking his weapon.

> Use the security software to scramble communications

You tap into the mansion’s communication infrastructure through your handheld, identifying the digital signals of the security team’s modern comms network. With practiced precision, you insert subtle packet disruptions that cascade through their system.

The radio hisses with static. The first guard frantically turns a dial on the unit, trying to improve the signal. He smacks the side of the radio and adjusts his earpiece. The second guard palms his handgun, his posture tense.

> Create a distraction

You run to the north window, which is now unlocked, and slide it open. You grab a handful of pens from the desk and toss them out the window, toward the hallway window on the same wall. You race back to the door to find both guards have moved in that direction with their guns drawn to investigate the external threat.

> skill check

Dexterity: SUCCESS

Intelligence: SUCCESS

You calculate you have approximately 5.3 seconds before the guards determine there is no intruder infiltrating from that point of entry.

> Sneak out

You slip out silently and move in the opposite direction, keeping your footsteps light.

> skill check

Dexterity: SUCCESS

You’ve successfully exited your room without detection!

East Wing Hallway

You are in a long corridor with polished hardwood flooring. Security cameras are mounted at regular intervals, but thanks to your intervention, they currently show looped footage. To your left are several doors leading to other rooms. To the right is another hallway leading to the three-story foyer and main staircase. Ahead is a curtained alcove with a window looking out to the front of the mansion.

> Look out window

You tiptoe down the hall to approach the window, hide inside the curtains, and peer outside. Another Juliet balcony, about eight inches deep, lies beyond the window. Approximately twenty feet away, a drainpipe is attached to the exterior wall. Below are ornamental bushes that might potentially break a fall. Trees hide the driveway and main guardhouse from view.

> status check

Strength: 4/20 (Backlashes have sapped you)

Dexterity: 15/20

Stamina: 7/20 (Heart is racing, limbs feel like jelly)

> skill check

Strength: FAIL

Dexterity: FAIL

Stamina: FAIL

Going out the window is not a good idea.

> Use handheld computer to access building plans

You crouch, so as not to be visible from outside and pull up the mansion’s floor plan in the security software.

You locate the service elevator at the end of the east wing, used by the cleaning staff. It connects directly to the garage level, which has an exit tunnel leading away from the main compound.

> Go to service elevator

The guards at the end of the hall in front of your office are gone. You move quickly down the corridor, then enter a door leading to another short corridor that ends at the elevator.

You check the security footage inside the elevator and on the first-floor service hallway where it will deposit you. Both are clear.

> Enter elevator and go to garage level

You step into the elevator and press the button for the garage level. The elevator begins to descend smoothly.

Suddenly, red lights flash and an automated voice announces: “Security breach detected. Lockdown initiated.”

The elevator jerks to a halt between floors. You curse loudly.

> Override elevator lockdown

You access the security software but there is no command to override the lockdown and restart the elevator. This must be done directly from the data center.

> Use skill “Enter The Zone”

Your hands shake slightly as you close your eyes and connect with the system mentally. Your consciousness dives deep into the elevator’s emergency protocols.

You successfully restart the elevator, but it starts jerkily and plunges down to the basement level.

Your stomach launches into your throat and you fall to the ground with the rough landing.

> status check

Strength: 3/20 (Fatigue increasing)

Backlash Control: 3/20 (Limited control)

Disoriented, you take the backlash entirely onto yourself. Blood trickles from your nose, your head pounds, and the words on the elevator certificate scramble. Confusion clouds your brain.

Garage Level

The elevator opens inside a service corridor with doors leading to laundry facilities and the HVAC room. The hallway opens to the vast underground garage. Luxury vehicles line the parking spaces, and the exit tunnel is visible at the far end. However, two security guards are stationed at the tunnel, facing away from you, guns drawn and ready.

There are several vehicles nearby that could provide cover for your approach to the exit.

> Create distraction for guards

You try to access the security application on your handheld.

> skill check

Intelligence: SUCCESS

Dexterity: PARTIAL SUCCESS (Limbs partially numb from backlash)

Text Comprehension: FAIL

Due to the recent backlash, you cannot read the words on your handheld computer. Using the security software is impossible.

> Trigger car alarms on opposite side of garage

You approach the rack of car keys mounted on the wall and choose three at random. With trembling fingers, you press the alarm buttons on the key fobs.

Two sports cars and a large SUV blare their alarms simultaneously. The guards immediately turn and rush toward the disturbance, weapons out.

> Select a vehicle and drive out

You choose the spare key for Christine’s beloved armored Mercedes G-Wagon. It is a tank on wheels that can protect against not only bullets but grenades and land mines. You should have just stolen it yesterday, but you didn’t expect her to lock you up.

You climb into the vehicle and start the engine. The guards immediately sight you and take aim. Shakily, you ease the SUV into the main aisle and drive toward the tunnel. Bullets pound against the side and glass, but do not penetrate. You pick up speed and exit through the tunnel.

You have successfully escaped the mansion!

Goodnight Compound Grounds

You exit onto the rear driveway, west of the house, and into a war zone. Goodnight Security are in open conflict with an invading force. You swerve to avoid two grappling soldiers and nearly drive into the pool.

> status check

Strength: 2/20

Dexterity: 11/20

Stamina: 5/20 (Near collapse)

You successfully navigate the pool and drive east. The deafening rumble of an explosion makes you jump and veer into a row of hedges. In the rearview window, flame licks the night sky.

> Drive to east fence and ram it

You round the north of the house, driving across the tennis courts and toward the basketball court. A lone figure, who appears unarmed, jogs nimbly across the grass, approaching the court. Though a helmet covers the individual’s face, they are noticeably smaller than the vast majority of the security forces and mercenaries you have seen so far.

> Stop the car

Stopping at this juncture isn’t wise. You are trying to escape. Men with guns have been shooting at you, and bombs are going off.

> Stop the fucking car!

Despite the danger, you bring the G-Wagon to a screeching halt. The vehicle’s advanced braking system engages, digging chunks into the grass.

The figure stops too, illuminated by the headlights and lifts their helmet off.

It’s Zahara.

Her lips part as her eyes widen in recognition. Another explosion makes the ground shudder and a bloom of light flashes behind you.

> Get Zahara

You press the window control button. The bulletproof glass descends with a mechanical hum.

“Get in the car!” you shout over the persistent percussion of distant gunfire.

Zahara races to the passenger door and climbs inside. “There’s a hole in the east fence,” she says, pointing.

> status check

Stamina: 8/20 (Adrenaline providing temporary boost)

Joy: 20/20

> Drive to east fence

You press the gas and drive forward, headlights illuminating the large hole that’s been cut in the security fence. It’s too small for the SUV, but you barrel toward it, putting on some speed.

“Seat belt!” you tell your sister.

She scrambles to put hers on, fingers fumbling with the buckle.

> skill check

Dexterity: SUCCESS

You ram the fence at 55 mph and get through, not without a lot of screeching and damage to the paint. The reinforced bumpers and ballistic protection of the G-Wagon prevent any serious damage to the vehicle’s structure.

You turn the wheel a sharp right to avoid the trees on the other side of the fence. The vehicle tilts alarmingly before righting itself. You bump over the uneven ground until you reach the road.

> status

Vehicle Damage: Minor (Exterior scratches, front bumper dented)

The two-lane road stretches west, back toward the mansion, and east. Straight ahead is a wall of trees.

> Go east

You turn onto the road heading east, but slam on the brakes.

A large black van blocks the street. Standing in front of it is a man you’ve only seen on television.

“Motherfucker,” Zahara says under her breath.

Sheppard Loring blocks your way out.








Chapter 30

December 30, 1999

Adrenaline thunders through Zahara’s veins, her heartbeat a rapid staccato in her ears. Her lungs constrict with a storm of emotions so powerful she struggles for each breath. When she first saw her sister—her twin, her other half—shouting at her through the window, time seemed to slow.

Four and a half years of emptiness crystallized into one single, precious moment. The fragile, sickly girl with paper-thin skin and perpetually chapped lips is gone. Grown into a woman—taller, curvier, healthy-looking, even through her current exhaustion. She wears a black tank top with the words THE CLASH written in bold white letters along with black cargo pants. Her hair is in box braids to her middle back, and half a dozen silver earrings pierce the cartilage of her ears.

But there isn’t time for a proper reunion. Sheppard Loring’s handsome face is illuminated by the harsh glare of the SUV’s headlights. He stands with legs planted wide, hands relaxed at his sides. He’s not carrying any visible weapons. His casual stance belies the danger he represents. Even now, mercenaries are likely converging on their location, drawn by his command. Through the van’s front window, one of his hackers watches them, pistol leveled, face a mask.

“Fuck,” Zahara whispers, banging the back of her head against the seat.

Loring motions for them to exit the vehicle. Zahara’s jaw clenches, ready to hunker down. He’ll have to drag them out.

“Don’t worry, I got this,” Annica says with confidence, her fingers already reaching for the door handle.

“Wait!” Zahara cries. “Can’t we just ram him?”

Her sister turns to face her. This new Annica is even more self-assured than she used to be. “Do you trust me?”

She doesn’t even have to think about it. “Of course.”

“I can get us out of this, but I’ll probably pass out afterwards.”

A slightly wicked smile spreads across Zahara’s face. “I think I can help with that.”

[image: ]
The barrel of the gun presses against Zahara’s spine as the mercenaries shove them into the back of the van. A strange cocktail of terror and rage has her pulse hammering and her skin vibrating. She’s still wearing her bulletproof vest, but she’s not sure how well it works at such close range. Her throat constricts and fury sizzles through her like lightning, like a fire trying to consume her from within. She swallows it down, trembling the whole while. Somehow, Annica appears calm. Her twin’s expression is serene, even as exhaustion makes her stumble when climbing into the vehicle.

The mercs tie their wrists with plastic zip ties and sit them on the bench. The van is crowded with Loring, the second hacker and the two mercenaries, plus Zahara and Annica. “I know this is somewhat theatrical,” Loring says, his voice bitter honey. “Both of you are so talented and show so much ingenuity. Freddy would be so proud.”

Zahara narrows her eyes at the mention of her father.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to harm you. I just need both of you safely out of the way until tomorrow night.”

Annica leans back, eyes fluttering closed, her breathing shifting into a rhythm Zahara recognizes from childhood—not sleep but deep concentration. One mercenary pats them down, his movements impersonal. He pulls what looks like a tiny laptop from the side pocket of Annica’s cargo pants. She doesn’t flinch. Appears not to notice at all.

“Let’s go,” Loring calls to the driver, tapping his hand on the partition separating the front of the van from the back. A small window in the barrier allows a glimpse of the windshield and the trees beyond. “Once we’re two klicks away, trigger the rest of the detonations.”

The engine rumbles to life. Zahara feels the subtle shift of gears, but before they begin moving, the dashboard lights flicker and go out. The engine shudders before going silent. The surveillance monitors and computers go dark. All electronics inside the van are dead, plunging them into darkness.

“What the fuck?” The driver twists the key frantically, resulting in nothing but unhelpful clicks.

Only that tiny window to the front offers any light at all, distant moonglow. Zahara can barely make out her sister’s profile, sitting next to her.

A soft hum like the swarming of insects fills the space, growing steadily, vibrating through the metal floor beneath their feet. The scent of ozone, reminding her of summer thunderstorms, surrounds her.

“Jump on three,” Annica whispers, her voice barely audible.

Zahara’s heart hammers against her ribs. She shifts her weight forward, bunching her muscles. She feels Annica’s movement next to her.

“One… two…”

One of the mercenaries opens the back door, letting in more light.

“Three.”

The twins launch themselves upward at the same time, bending forward so as not to hit their heads on the ceiling of the van.

The air crackles and a blinding flash of blue-white light erupts, coming from… everywhere. It arcs into the five other men in the van. Zahara and Annica land back on the bench as everyone else shouts in alarm and pain.

An acrid scent fills the air along with the smell of urine. Loring and his men lie crumpled on the floor, moaning, their limbs twitching.

“What did you do?” Zahara whispers, awe and disbelief in her voice.

“This van is full of electric control units. I interfaced with the embedded software… overloaded the systems… made the whole thing… ssstun gun.” As she speaks, her words come slower, growing slurred. Her body sways dangerously. Zahara reaches her bound hands to her twin’s, taking hold of them.

The backlash is intense. Is this what canceling nearly ten days of deferred power feels like? The sting of electricity is sharp, crackling across her skin. The smell, this time more floral, with only a hint of that zesty pepperiness, overwhelms her totally before dissipating.

But Annica’s eyes clear, the cloud of confusion breaking apart as her expression turns sunny and relieved. “You are a hell of a drug, Z.”

Zahara blows out a tense breath, recovering quickly, before squeezing her sister’s fingers and chuckling. “You didn’t even need a computer. Have you done that before?”

“No.” Annica shakes her head.

“How did you know you could?”

“Did you listen to Daddy’s tapes?”

Zahara swallows and nods. “I listened when he warned us not to answer the knock.”

Guilt fills her sister’s face.

“Did you do it? Are you actually feeding them?” Zahara’s voice hardens.

Annica winces. Drops her head. “Just a little.”

“And the cost?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Nica!”

But her sister holds up a hand, her expression carved from stone. “I’m not talking about it. So don’t bother asking. It’s already done.”

Fear clenches a cold hand around Zahara’s heart, and her worry for her sister multiplies.







TAPE 7, SIDE A

It was just a few days after New Year’s when they told us Annica had to get her spleen taken out. Baby girl, you were such a trouper. Always keeping such a positive attitude every time something new came up with your health. I just about fell apart inside anytime you were sick, but you would smile and tell me, “Daddy, it’ll be okay. I’ll be right as the river in no time.” You must have got that from Mama.

Day of the surgery, I had a bad feeling. Told myself it was just the normal worrying. Kept wishing I could trade places with you. Tried to hold back the fear that ate up my insides every time you were out of my sight. But Cass felt it, too. She even got to praying. Hadn’t known her to pray since she left the church, but that day she was trying her best to negotiate with God.

I still couldn’t bring myself to do it.

For some reason I thought about Sarge. About that little medallion he wore around his neck with Saint Jude on it. The patron saint of lost causes. He’d pray while we crouched there in the jungle, not knowing if that day would be our last. Expecting it to be our last so we could be surprised when we walked away from a gunfight or dodged a booby trap.

I didn’t know the words of that prayer, and I tried my best not to think of my daughter’s illness as a lost cause. Pushed that thought away hard. But I still had that mojo bag Jonesy’s aunt Gloris had given me. I wore it every day under my shirt. Cass had stopped trying to talk me out of it years before; she just rolled her eyes whenever she caught sight of it.

That day they’d told us the surgery should take about three hours. Five hours in, I was just about crawling out of my skin.

The surgeon finally came back to the waiting room looking composed. Hair neat. Not acting frazzled. I held my breath, but when he started talking about the complications, Cass began screaming.

Soon as we could get into the ICU to see you, we were there. You looked so little and gray. Tubes everywhere… [ sniff] I couldn’t…

I grabbed your hand, so small and frail, and I did my best to help you. There was no other choice for me. But I could tell it wasn’t enough. I was delaying the backlash and would have to leave soon to offload it—and then pass out—but I kept trying. I just wasn’t strong enough.

Then I heard that banging. Like on a door inside me somewhere. Like a drum pounding through my soul.

I knew it was them. I’d been expecting it. They’d knocked before. But I had never let them in. Had been real careful… But this time… It just felt like the thing I’d been avoiding was coming and I couldn’t escape it anymore.

Took that mojo bag off and slid it under the bed. Had a strong feeling that if I’d kept it on, no matter how much they’d knocked, I wouldn’t have been able to let them in. Soon as it was off, my vision blacked out.

I went someplace in my mind, and Stirling was there. This time I remember what he said. In the vision, we were out by the old creek. Used to be a creek cut through the woods at the end of the neighborhood. They built a Ralphs there now, so you girls wouldn’t know about it. But back when we were young, me and Stirling would go down to the water and pretend we were panning for gold, like the old settlers. He would always find some kind of treasure. A little toy some kid left behind. A lost plastic earring. A shoe. I would be jealous as hell.

In the vision, he found two little chunks of gold. Plucked them right out of the water and held them out in his hand. Looked at me sadly and said, “Control is an illusion.” He curled his fingers around the gold and squeezed. “The tighter you hold on, the more it crumbles.”

When he opened his hand again, the chunks of gold were just dust. He let it fall out of his hand and the wind blew it away.

“Love you, Byron,” he said. And then he was gone. And in his place were those twins. Grinning. Hungry.

I’m hoping… I’m hoping that neither of you girls never need this information. That you listen to these tapes and think your dad was an old fool, telling stories again like he used to. I’m hoping the magic skipped both of you and you’ll get to live your normal, happy lives.

But if one of you does have a power, if I did pass this on to you like a disease, and those twins ever come knocking on the door of your mind—don’t let them in. There’s a cost to letting them in. I agreed to pay it. But if I can muster up enough faith to ever pray again, it would be that you girls never, ever have to.







Chapter 31

December 31, 1999

They pull into a truck stop outside of Bakersfield in the wee hours of the morning. Before leaving the compound, Annica removed all trackers on the SUV to ensure they couldn’t be followed. Even with the backlash from her power being alleviated, Annica was spent and napped as Zahara tried to put as many miles between them and Loring and Goodnight as possible.

She hadn’t wanted to stop before Fresno, but the gas mileage of the armored vehicle is in the single digits. The gas station is attached to a run-down diner, its blinking neon lights garish and erratic. As they pull up to the pump, the scent of grease and fried meat wafting through the air vents is enough to wake Annica.

“Food!” she exclaims, pressing her nose to the window and inhaling loudly.

“We eat here, we’ll probably get salmonella and die,” Zahara responds wryly, though her mouth twitches at her sister’s antics.

Annica rolls her eyes. “Body is machine. Needs fuel,” she says in a robot voice.

“Your funeral.” She shrugs, then winces at how stiff her shoulders are from the focused driving. She’d been so tense, constantly checking the rearview mirror. “Hey, do you think it’s safe to keep using this credit card I bought off a carder forum on Freenet?”

Annica does a double take, her shock comical. “How do you know about Freenet?”

“It’s been four years. I know a lot of things.”

Her twin raises a skeptical brow.

“Fine. I have a guy,” Zahara concedes with a sigh.

“You have a guy. Well, no, considering the resources both Loring and Goodnight have, we should use cash only from now on. Where are we anyway?”

“Bakersfield. Do you have any cash? My purse and luggage are… gone.” And her new stuff is with Tarian in his backup lair.

“Christine stashes wads in her vehicles in case of emergency. There should be something—” Annica twists to reach beneath her seat and fumbles around for a few seconds before rising, triumphantly holding an envelope. Inside is a stack of bills, which she counts. “Just over two grand.”

Zahara whistles. “All right, I’ll fill up, you get a table.”

It’s still a little surreal speaking to her twin again. They’ve fallen back into their relationship like no time has passed. They’re due for an emotional “come to Jesus” conversation soon, but Zahara is fine pushing it off for a little while. Seeing Annica’s face, hearing her voice, is enough. The grief and fear and anger are still there, simmering on the back burner. Those emotions are not going anywhere, but two rich and powerful men are no doubt searching for them now. Even stopping to eat feels dangerous.

As she goes to collect her change from the sleepy gas station attendant, she notices the camera on the wall of the building and her blood goes cold.

Inside, she finds Annica at a booth in the back, guzzling down an enormous tumbler of ice water.

“Did you spot the camera?” Zahara whispers, sliding into the creaky vinyl booth.

“Yeah. I’m on it.” Annica sets the cup down and places her hand on the wall, closing her eyes. A few moments later, she blinks them open and grabs her sister’s hands. The familiar zing of her power activating dances along Zahara’s skin. “Footage erased.”

“Through the wall?”

Annica shrugs. “The walls touch the cables, which lead to the central processor.”

Zahara’s brows rise, impressed. Over the next half hour, they eat a variety of breakfast foods laden with grease, fat, and carbs—Zahara throws caution to the wind and downs a stack of banana pancakes—and catch up on the past four years.

Knowing she can’t break down in public, Zahara works hard to keep her shit together. She maintains her poise and listens calmly as her twin recounts her experiences. Annica, too, is subdued, her fingers constantly fidgeting with her napkin, tearing it into tiny, precise squares as she apologizes over and over again. Zahara is not quite sure if she can forgive her yet. She will, but for now, she squeezes her twin’s hands across the table, grateful those hands are no longer as bony and fragile as she remembers.

Two young Hispanic men sit in the booth across the aisle from them. One carries a plastic bag filled with firecrackers of all kinds. Overhead, a string of Christmas lights runs parallel to the counter, blinking sadly. The multicolored glow illuminates the waitresses wrangling the cranky, sputtering coffee machine and loading up trays with plates of steaming food.

“It’s officially New Year’s Eve,” Zahara says, scanning their surroundings for threats. “In twenty-two hours, Loring is going to change the world forever. Unless… is your code done? Whatever you were doing to stop him?”

Annica’s fingers curl around her coffee cup. “Not yet. I have a few hours of work left, I think. Maybe less since I’ve upgraded.”

It’s been a struggle not to ask about how Annica’s powers upgraded. About why she would do exactly what their father warned them not to and feed those spirit twins. Zahara’s sure the move was brought on by desperation, but they both know what the outcome will be if she continues. Daddy had been very clear about that.

“And it’s not twenty-two hours,” Annica adds. “Remember the International Date Line. There’s a string of tiny islands in the Pacific celebrating now. In New Zealand, the New Year starts in two hours.”

“What happens then? Will planes start falling from the sky?”

Annica wrinkles her nose. “I don’t think so. The attack is designed sort of like a rock hitting a pond, but in reverse, with the ripples cascading inward leading to the main disturbance. He’s infiltrated thousands of systems with the tendrils of his code, but it’s all synchronized to a master control sequence originating from his servers at the COMPASS headquarters. As each time zone hits midnight, little waves of destabilization will throw the affected systems off-balance—small glitches like the ripples from that rock. But the bulk of the destruction will execute at midnight Pacific Standard Time.”

Her voice drops slightly and Zahara strains to hear her. “You know our powers require touch of some kind. They’re location based. Loring is here. He needs to be in physical contact with a server node, one of the computers on his network, in order to control the luck of the entire scheme.”

Zahara shivers at the man’s cold calculation. “We have to get someplace safe, then. Somewhere without other people preferably. I think we’re looking at a Mad Max kind of situation when Y2K hits.” Martin Zemansky had the right idea. Maybe they could head to the mountains, find an unused cabin to commandeer.

But Annica’s face grows pinched, lines forming between her brows. “We can’t leave. I need to finish. I can still stop him.”

The food in Zahara’s belly starts to feel heavy and sour. She pushes her plate away, suddenly disgusted. “Goodnight’s entire compound is probably in cinders right now. Weren’t his servers or whatever on-site? How can you finish?”

“True, but everything is backed up remotely.”

“All right. We get away from people and find somewhere safe where you can get online.” Hope flickers in her.

But Annica shakes her head. “No. I can’t access the system over the internet. It’s air-gapped. The backup was hardwired.”

Zahara looks at her blankly.

“I need to physically be connected to the backup server,” Annica spells out.

“Okay, so where’s that?”

“Canoga Park.”

“Which is where? I’m not from here, remember?”

“The Valley.” Annica mumbles too low to hear, suddenly finding the tabletop fascinating.

Zahara leans forward. “What’s that?”

“The Valley,” she says louder, setting her shoulders in an achingly familiar, stubborn way.

“The San Fernando Valley?” Zahara’s voice rises. The guys across the aisle look over. She clenches her jaw until a muscle twitches in her cheek and presses her stomach into the table’s edge to whisper. “So, back the way we came, where the rich bad man with incredible luck is? The one who hired an entire private army to stop you from finishing that code?”

Annica swallows and nods.

Zahara leans back, wiping a hand down her face. “Goodnight has other hackers, right? What about the woman who recruited you? If there isn’t much left to do, why can’t someone else finish?”

“Christine is a poseur,” Annica scoffs, lip curling. “An elite wannabe who doesn’t have the skills to finish what I started, and definitely not in time. My ability lets me see inside the code. Loring’s work is complex and self-replicating. Like the Hydra—if you cut off a head, it will grow two more. It’s really well architected. The only way to stop it is to kill all the processes he’s launching at once. Which is why I’ve been working on it for years. I’ve been burrowing my code inside of his so that when that controlling script runs, my code will strangle it all.”

Pride shines in her eyes, a bright sparkle that does nothing to ease the icy fear creeping up Zahara’s spine.

“Z, I’ve spent the last four years trying to save the world from this guy. I can’t just ride off into the sunset and find someplace safe to hole up in.” Her hands clench into fists on the table. “I need to finish. We have until midnight tonight to get this done.”

“It’ll take at least two hours to get back down to the Valley.” A tension headache builds behind Zahara’s eyes.

“I’m sorry. If I was able to stay conscious earlier, we wouldn’t have to backtrack.”

Zahara maps her sister’s face—the bags under her eyes like bruises on her brown skin. Her weariness is evident. “You look like you’re dead on your feet right now. If this triggers a crisis…”

Annica takes a deep breath. “Another nap, then. I’ve been a lot more stable and I’ve got a new, experimental medication. Do you seriously think it’s not worth the risk?”

“We’re talking about your life!”

“And I’m talking about six billion people.” Annica’s gaze is steady. Her expression sad but resolute. “I wouldn’t even be alive right now if Daddy hadn’t—” She breaks off and sniffles, but her eyes are clear. “My life has to mean something. I owe it to Daddy.”

Zahara’s heart is breaking for her sister. “Annica, he wouldn’t—”

But her twin cuts her off. “I think Loring is planning something way worse. This is so far beyond Y2K. He has something up his sleeve that could double, triple, or quadruple the effects.”

Zahara frowns. “What does that mean?”

“It could send us back to like the Middle Ages.”

“Wait, what? I mean, I know it would be bad. But couldn’t we just… I don’t know, reboot everything?” She gestures vaguely.

“This is chaos magic. It affects the very fabric of reality. Think about the amount of power it took for Christine to completely remove me from my life. From everyone else’s memories. To shift matter and thought and time. She’s good, but Loring has been honing his power and leveling up for three decades. Plus, he was the first to get these abilities. I think there’s a reason that he’s the only active chaos user of his generation still alive. He gave the Marassa something really valuable, and in return his power and backlash are incredibly massive.”

Cold skitters across Zahara’s skin. “He diverts it into plants and flowers; he kills lots of greenery…”

Annica shakes her head. “You know what Evan can do, right? Quincy always told us Evan was just pushing backlashes into the compound’s generator. Turning it into useful energy.” Her expression is rueful, mouth twisting. “We all thought he was so unique and special. It wasn’t until I broke into the files to investigate Quincy that I really understood Evan’s ability. That I got what he must have gone through for all these years.”

Her eyes tear up. “Quincy raised him since he was a baby. Evan had no choice. Loring though… When I went digging through the databases, I found Quincy’s hidden files.”

She leans forward, voice dropping low. “He has evidence that Loring can push his backlashes really far, too. That he’s been sending them all around the world, just like Evan. The Amazon rainforest—millions of acres aren’t just being destroyed by development. Loring is doing some of it, too. And in the ocean? There’s been an uptick in deep ocean earthquakes over the past decade since Loring’s influence and power have really grown. Quincy’s been tracking it, and he made a bunch of notes. He’s certain that Loring’s power is strong enough that a few bunches of flowers could never hold his backlash. They were just a decoy to throw Quincy off.”

Zahara crosses her arms, goose bumps rising despite the diner’s warmth, as her sister continues. “Quincy and Loring were friends once. As close as brothers. Where do you think Quincy got the idea from?”

“Or maybe Loring got the idea from him,” Zahara mutters, thinking of her father’s tapes. She closes her eyes briefly, trying to shut out reality. When she opens them, nothing has changed. “Did you know that without Evan to divert your backlash, if you keep deferring it you’ll probably die?”

Annica blinks, at first appearing taken aback but then resigned. The harsh overhead lighting accentuates the shadows under her eyes. “If that’s what it takes,” she whispers.

“Annica, no!”

“It’s one life versus millions! Billions.” Annica places her hand against her heart. “One life for the world. Dad died to save me. The least I can do is sacrifice for the world.”

Zahara presses her palms into the table. “I really don’t give a damn about the world. I care about you.”

Annica gives a half smile. “Then let me fix this. Now that you’re here, you can cancel my backlash. Problem solved. Just let me finish what I started.” She reaches her hand across the table, seeking Zahara’s.

Her sister’s earnest, pleading expression makes Zahara’s whole body ache as if her bones are in revolt. She doesn’t want to agree to this, to heading back into danger, but she knows her twin’s mind is made up. And Zahara is Annica’s only chance of surviving this.

Sybil’s words come back to her like a slap in the face. If you all are reunited, I see you in the center of a great destruction. If you succeed in saving your sister, you will doom the world.

Did that mean save her from Loring’s mercenaries? Or from the backlash to come?

She grabs hold of her sister’s hand, hoping Annica can’t feel the cold that has taken residence within her and sunk deep into her marrow. She’s not sure she’ll ever be warm again.
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While logic dictates there shouldn’t be any traffic at 2:30 AM, tell that to the I-5. Zahara slams her palm on the steering wheel when an ancient station wagon cuts in front of her, then slows dramatically. Where exactly does he think he’s going? The night glows red with brake lights.

She’d felt exposed earlier, driving the luxury SUV, though that feeling dissipated when a Ferrari and a McLaren had zoomed past her, back when the traffic was moving.

“How much does this thing cost, anyway?” she asked Annica.

“Trust me, you do not want to know.”

“I’m guessing it’s at least a hundred K.”

Annica blew a raspberry with her lips. “Quadruple that and you’re still pretty far off.” Zahara’s mouth gaped and her hands began to shake. She lifted her foot from the gas.

“We still need to get there sometime today, Z. You think she’s going to sue you if you crash her car?”

Urgency warred with pure self-preservation. She had never driven a nearly half-a-million-dollar car. Was it more than that? Annica was right. She didn’t want to know.

Now she curses her conscientiousness. They’re stuck inching along and she would gladly risk crashing the vehicle if it would mean picking up some speed.

In the passenger seat, her sister sleeps fitfully. But she needs whatever rest she can get. The weight of the day presses into Zahara. Actually, the past few days. The past few years.

There’s a numbness that has invaded her limbs and will probably take a long time to fade. It’s slowly transforming into the sensitive pins and needles of a foot that’s fallen asleep. One day, it will fully awaken. But today, she needs the lack of sensation in order to stay in control.

Loring had been manipulating her since they’d met, and it looks like he’s been two steps ahead the entire time as well. That can’t be just luck; he has a strategic mind and outmaneuvered her expertly. How can she use her power to help her sister? Will her very presence ensure that his luck doesn’t take hold of the situation?

Loring and Goodnight have been surveilling each other for years. So what are the chances that Loring doesn’t know about the backup facility? The questions race through her mind.

What they need are allies.

Before leaving the truck stop, she’d stopped in the tiny market and picked up a prepaid cellular phone and a car charger. It’s plugged into the cigarette lighter now, the display reading 75 percent charged.

Zahara considers calling Sybil. Vegas is only a few hours away, but what could the woman actually do? Get glimpses of more scary visions of the future? Would she even help if she felt like those predictions were about to come true?

Zahara dials the number anyway and listens to the phone ringing. Why doesn’t Sybil have an answering machine or voicemail? After thirty rings, she hangs up.

There’s only one person left, and he’s already given up so much. But she makes the call anyway.
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The clock on the dashboard reads 5:07 when they pull up to a one-story pale concrete structure on a block full of nearly identical buildings in the Canoga Park neighborhood of LA. An entryway of frosted glass interrupts the featureless exterior of the data center. Next door, a fenced parking lot is packed with aging vans featuring a plumber’s logo painted on their sides. Across the street, a low brick wall provides some kind of sound barrier from the four-lane street for the houses beyond.

Zahara parks next to Tarian’s gunmetal-gray coupe at the far side of the lot. The only other car here is a maroon Toyota Camry parked near the building’s entry. When the SUV’s doors unlock, Annica startles awake.

“We’re here,” Zahara announces. “And I called a friend.”

Annica wipes at her eyes and yawns. “I didn’t realize you had any of those.”

“Har-dee-har. I think you’ll like him though.”

They exit into the predawn desert chill. Back at the truck stop, Zahara had also traded her tactical shirt and bulletproof vest for a blue-and-white Dodgers raglan tee. She crosses arms rippling with gooseflesh as Tarian approaches.

His tight auburn curls stick out at odd angles. He must not have packed a comb in his bugout kit. He holds a cardboard tray with three cups of coffee, and Zahara nearly drops down to kiss his feet.

“You are a prince among men.” She practically lunges for the coffee, notwithstanding she had a cup a few hours ago. “Tarian, Annica. Annica, Tarian. Try to speak English around us mere mortals.” She’s so busy enjoying the still steaming caffeine that it takes her a second to notice Tarian’s reaction.

He just stares at Annica, open-mouthed. She gingerly plucks the coffee from the tray and takes a sip. Then brushes her braids behind her ear, self-conscious.

“What? Do I have crust in my eyes or something?”

“I—I remember you.” His voice catches, and he blinks then keeps staring. Zahara nearly chokes.

Annica looks him up and down, taking in his lanky frame and worn Public Enemy T-shirt. “From where?”

“You sent me your picture. Before you disappeared.”

Her face grows ashen as understanding dawns. “ShieldMaster81? But that’s not possible. You remember? Are you immune, too?”

“No. I… um.” He scratches his head and looks over to Zahara guiltily. “Theo emailed me. Wanting to meet.”

Zahara groaned. “Don’t tell me you met up with that asshole.”

Annica looks back and forth between them. “Wait, you know Theo?”

“He posed as a private investigator who I hired to find you.” Zahara’s voice hardens. “Never mentioning that he worked for Goodnight the whole time. That he knew exactly where you were.”

Annica’s brows draw together. “Theo’s good people. He’s one of my closest friends. Yes, he works for his adopted father, but he really believes in the mission to stop Loring.” When Zahara’s expression doesn’t budge, Annica blows out an exasperated breath and turns back to Tarian. “So you met up with him?”

“Yeah, he let me pick the place and promised he wasn’t trying to help Goodnight bring me in or anything. We met at the beach. He asked if he could read me. You know, use his power.”

Though she’s still upset at even the idea of Theo, Zahara listens intently.

“He said he’d seen something in my apartment. I guess he’d used his ability there and got a glimpse of something strange that had been bothering him. He touched my arm and saw two pasts.”

Tarian runs a hand through his already riotous hair, making it stick up worse. “There was the past that I remembered and another one, where my best friend was someone I used to talk to online. Her name was FavoryteByte.”

Annica’s lips part. Her eyes glimmer as tears form.

“And once he saw the other past and started describing it to me… I could see it, too. I remembered.” Wonder softens his expression as he gazes at Annica. She stares back at him, a similar look on her face.

Zahara rolls her eyes. “I wonder why he bothered. It’s probably another trick.”

Tarian manages to rip his gaze away. “I don’t think so. When he got shot—”

Annica’s coffee drops to the ground with a thunk. “Theo got shot? So that’s why he looked like shit,” she mutters.

“You saw him after?” Zahara asks, suddenly and irrationally jealous that Theo managed to visit everyone but her.

“Yeah, Alejandro healed him. He’s okay. But who shot him?”

“Must have been one of Loring’s mercs. Theo was going to bring me to you. I think they wanted to stop him.”

“And you’re still mad at him?” Annica tilts her head to the side.

“He lied to me for weeks! Yes, I’m mad at him.” She folds one arm under the other and sips at her coffee aggressively.

“You have to learn to let things go, babe. Life is too short.”

Zahara stares at her twin as if she’s grown three extra heads in the last few seconds.

Tarian clears his throat. “Um, yeah so, when he got shot, he had some kind of out-of-body experience. Learned something about his power. If we all make it through the next twenty-four hours, he thinks he can get your mom to remember you.”

Annica’s face closes down, all expression wiped away. For a second, Zahara is worried that she’s had a stroke. Then she swallows and blinks. Turns toward the building. “We’d better get started.”

Tarian shoots a worried look to Zahara, who shrugs as if to say, Don’t ask me. A hint of dawn radiates on the horizon as they follow Annica, who marches grimly toward the front door.
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A tiny vestibule with two sets of opaque glass doors protects the entry of the building. They pass through the first door, only to be stopped short by a number keypad on the second door.

“Let me try something,” Annica says, and places her hand right above the keypad on the wall, then closes her eyes. When she opens them, she reaches for Zahara’s hand. The familiar electric sizzle follows along with a scent that is now a mix of sweet and savory. The door before them clicks open and they enter.

“Whoa!” Tarian says, staring. “What did you just do?”

“Network cables run through the walls. I can interface with the entire system by touch.”

His eyes bug out as he digests this, his awed expression almost comical.

A security guard’s desk stands in front of them—empty. The coat hanging on the back of the chair and the half-drunk cup of coffee indicate someone was here not too long ago. A short beige hallway extends to the left and right of the desk, both ways ending in frosted glass doors, barring view of what lies beyond.

On the desk, a tiny portable television plays the news. The signal isn’t great. Static interrupts the picture and the aluminum foil wrapped around the extended rabbit ears doesn’t seem to be doing much to help. The newscaster’s voice comes in scratchily.

“A New Zealand Airlines 777 carrying two hundred eighty-six passengers had a bumpy landing at Auckland International Airport this morning.” Footage plays of the plane taxiing on the runway. “Reports say the instruments on the plane went haywire just before landing, but the pilots were able to safely land the aircraft. New Zealand celebrated the new millennium just over two hours ago, and this incident brings to mind all of the fears of the Y2K crisis, and that they may, in fact, be coming true.”

Annica stares at the screen, her expression frozen. Then she jerks as if someone yanked her and marches to the left.

“Do you know where you’re going?” Zahara calls after her.

“Yes,” she says. She’s moving so quickly that Zahara and Tarian jog to catch up with her.

Next to the door is a covered security panel, this one smooth like it requires a card or fob for entry. Annica does her thing to open the door but doesn’t even wait for Zahara to touch her and cancel the backlash. Zahara has to run up next to her and grasp her hand.

“Nica, I know we’re in a hurry, but—”

“You don’t understand,” Annica interrupts. “It’s starting already. Loring must have changed the code.” She speed-walks like a woman on a mission, expertly winding her way through the mazelike hallways.

“You’ve been here before?” Zahara asks.

“No. But I accessed the building schematics when I deactivated the security at the front door.”

Zahara and Tarian share a disbelieving look as they match Annica’s pace. Finally, they reach another set of glass doors through which row after row of tall racks of computers are visible. The lighting is dim, but as soon as Annica unlocks the door and they step inside, more lights wink on. The room is cold. A tiled light gray floor feels somewhat springy beneath Zahara’s feet.

Annica pauses. To the left are the racks they could see from outside. To the right is a large cage, inside of which are more computer cabinets. The metal grid of bars runs from the floor to the ceiling, like a jail for misbehaving machines. A giant padlock hangs from the cage door.

“I’m guessing the ones you need are in there?” Zahara asks.

“Yeah,” Annica sighs. “And my wizard skills don’t work on old-fashioned locks.”

Tarian takes off his backpack, unzips it, and roots around until he produces a bolt cutter. The twins stare at him, open-mouthed.

“What? This isn’t my first rodeo.”

Annica chuckles, shaking her head as the two approach the door. But when Annica presses against it, testing it lightly, it opens right up, the padlock already being unlocked.

“Fuck,” she whispers.

“What?” Zahara asks just as a whirring sound begins.

Annica races back toward the main door to the server room to find a metal gate lowering to cover it. The gate hits the floor with an ominous clang.

An overhead speaker crackles to life. “I knew you wouldn’t abandon the mission, Annica.”

Her jaw sets and eyes narrow. “What are you doing, Quincy?”

Zahara’s whole body grows rigid, a red haze invading her peripheral vision.

“You know how important this is, I just want to make sure you stay focused.” Quincy Goodnight’s voice has a rasp to it, like brushing your hand over sandpaper.

“So you’re locking me in? We’ll see how long that lasts.” Annica marches forward and places her hands on the metal gate. On the other side of the glass door, two guards in Goodnight Security uniforms carrying scary-looking rifles appear. One is pale-skinned, the other brown-skinned, but they both wear identical don’t-fuck-with-me expressions.

Annica’s lip curls in disgust. “Thought you wanted me to finish? Are you really going to shoot me if I don’t?”

“My guards are there for your protection… and that of your friends. This is Zahara, I take it? Sorry we couldn’t meet under better circumstances.”

Zahara snorts. “You mean like sending a spy pretending to be a private investigator who would bring me to you if I had a useful ability?”

“Listen, we can debate my methods later. I’ve spent my life doing the hard thing, I don’t expect any gratitude. But right now, we’re in a crisis situation. Annica, that gate is a backup security method and is one hundred percent manually operated. While it looks like you have some interesting new tricks up your sleeve regarding your ability, it won’t help you here.”

Annica squeezes the grate, rattling it, and then lets go with an aggravated groan. “So we’re locked in until I finish? What if I get hungry? What if I have to go to the bathroom?”

“We can have breakfast delivered, and there’s a washroom next to the CRAC unit.”

“You’re not concerned about moisture or humidity?” Tarian asks, stepping up to them.

“Mr. Camacho. Good of you to join us. Finally. To answer your question, no. It uses a composting toilet and a portable sink with its own refillable water reservoir. Similar to the setup in your storage space.”

Tarian’s lips snap shut and his eyes go hard. A band tightens around Zahara’s chest with the knowledge that Goodnight has been a step ahead of them as well. It seems like nothing happens without him knowing.

“Listen. Traffic lights in Sydney have begun malfunctioning,” Goodnight continues. “They’ve been turning green all at once, causing collisions. No one’s died yet, but it’s only a matter of time. You can stand here arguing with me, or you can save the world. It’s your choice.”

Annica shakes her head, then holds her two middle fingers up to the ceiling. Zahara doesn’t even see the speakers or camera, but she mimics the gesture, then follows her twin as she stomps back to the cage.

Standing in a jail for computers feels uncomfortable and surreal. All the machines look identical to Zahara—long, flat boxes with blinking lights, nothing like the desktop they’d had at home. The back sides of the tall racks are a snarling nest of cables. At the end of the rows sits a desk with a rolling office chair, a large, sleek, flat-screen monitor, and a laptop with stickers decorating the top.

“At least they brought my laptop,” Annica mutters, taking a seat.

“I’ll find some more chairs,” Tarian says, and disappears behind a tall metal cabinet.

Annica is already typing away. Zahara is ready to help her sister whenever needed, but otherwise feels useless.

Her twin curses. “He has done it. He changed things.” She pushes away from the computer and turns to her sister. “Remember how I was explaining the ripples in the pond? Well, Loring must have pushed an update last night because now his code is firing in each time zone as midnight hits.”

“The plane and the traffic lights?”

“Yeah. Good news is, it’s not as bad as it could be, just a tease of what’s to come. But it’s still building up to a crescendo for when midnight hits here in LA. Bad news—it’s going to take me most of the day to try to stave off the calamities all around the world and stop the final assault. His code is growing as we speak.” She shakes out her hands and turns back to the keyboard.

Tarian reappears, dragging two rolling chairs behind him.

“Did you get all that?” Zahara asks him.

He nods and pushes a chair toward her, then crouches behind the desk to retrieve a cable, which he plugs into his own laptop. “Yeah, Loring’s malicious packets are propagating and multiplying exponentially. Annica, let me know what I can do to help.”

“Can you help me locate the execution vectors? Loring embedded them with randomized initialization variables, but we can write a predictive algorithm that can—”

“Map the binary signature patterns and predict the targets,” they say at the same time.

Zahara blows out an exasperated breath. “If I have to listen to you two speak technobabble all day, my head might explode.”

She’s not sure either of them are listening to her. Annica stops typing and places her hands flat on her keyboard. Tarian leans forward, entranced by his screen, fingers flying. Every few minutes, one of them will reach out to her and grab her arm or hand and the soft sting of her power will help them avoid the devastating consequences of the backlashes.

While Annica isn’t even looking at her screen, Tarian is constantly switching back and forth between windows. Several of which are actually video feeds.

“What’s that?” Zahara asks, pointing to the black-and-white image.

“Security feed from outside.”

A half dozen Goodnight Security vehicles are visible in the parking lot. Guards armed with rifles patrol the outside of the building.

“Are all of them here to keep us inside?” Her voice is incredulous.

“I’m guessing they’re expecting a visit from Loring?”

“Shit. So he definitely knows about this place?” The already frigid temperature seems to drop a few degrees.

“I’m in his system, too,” Tarian says. “Goodnight maintains over a dozen data centers and Loring is sending people to check each one.” He taps something and videos of other buildings pop onto the screen. Armed guards and armored vehicles protect each of them as well. “Goodnight has decoy security at each location. It will buy us some time.”

“Let’s hope so.”
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The clock in the corner of Tarian’s computer reads 12:42 PM. Just over eleven hours to go until doomsday. Zahara’s back aches from sitting for so long. She’s used to hours of movement and training per day; these past couple of weeks have been rough. So every few minutes she stands and paces the floor, stretches, or does snatches of some choreography that’s embedded in her brain.

Being here with her twin is worth it, but she misses dancing. And she can’t understand how the others just sit there for hours on end, barely moving, without their butts falling off. But that’s exactly what Annica and Tarian have done. Then again, they’re used to it.

True to his word, Quincy Goodnight has food delivered for them. Breakfast and then lunch. But the salad she just ate sits heavily in Zahara’s belly. Each time she cancels the backlash for her sister or Tarian, she feels it more. That buzzing, static electricity sensation seems to be intensifying, sparking her skin, causing the hairs to rise on her arms when one of them touches her. And the scent that goes along with her power keeps morphing and changing as well. Spicy, sweet, floral, grassy. She’s the only one who smells it, and it’s making her a little dizzy each time.

When she first used her ability with Loring, it was light and weightless, now it’s heavy in a way she can’t quite put into words—more solid somehow. Could she actually have a backlash? It stands to reason since everyone else does. Maybe hers is just subtler or takes longer to engage… She pushes the thought away. There’s no time for it. If they’re going to finish on time, she has to be here for her sister. Whatever happens, Zahara is sure that she can deal with it. She has no other option.

But as one o’clock rolls around, she encounters a situation that she can’t handle. Annica, who has spent most of her time with her fingers pressed motionless against the keyboard doing whatever programming she’s been doing in her head with the aid of her ability, begins flexing her hands and wrists more. Wincing. Zahara has seen this too many times.

She grabs her sister’s arm and gently pulls her back from her computer. “Hey, you need a break. You barely ate your sandwich, and you’ve been at it for close to eight hours.”

Annica shakes her head. “Cargo ships off the coast of Somalia are reporting their navigation systems showing incorrect positions. And do you want to hear what’s happening in Turkey?” She wipes at her eyes, which puff with exhaustion. “In each time zone, Loring’s code is wreaking little havocs. Precursors for the main event. I don’t have time for a break.”

When she goes to turn back to the desk, Zahara stops her. “Did you take your meds?”

Annica rolls her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”

“Are they not working?”

Her sister’s jaw firms.

“You’re having a crisis, aren’t you?” As she says the words, Annica’s hand spasms under her grip. “Were you going to say anything?”

At the mulish expression on her twin’s face, Zahara puts her hands up. “I’m not the bad guy here. But what happens to New York, and Chicago, and fucking Boise when you’re writhing in pain and can’t do… whatever it is you’re doing anymore? What happens here when that rock actually hits the pond?”

Annica hangs her head, her stubbornness deflating.

“Who’s the guy that’s been helping you this whole time? The healer guy?”

“Alejandro.”

Before she can think twice, she shouts at the ceiling, “Big Brother Goodnight!” A moment later, the speaker comes to life.

“You rang?” His tone is dry.

“Annica’s having a pain crisis. Send in your guy—Alejandro.”

He muffles the microphone and speaks to someone else for a few seconds. “Hang tight. He’s on his way.”

Less than five minutes later, the guards crank the gate up to allow the newcomer entry into the server room. Alejandro is over six feet tall and looks like he should be playing football somewhere. Tarian and Annica are still entranced by their computers when he arrives—Annica only agreed to a brief break to go to the washroom and splash some water on her face before diving back in—but Zahara does a double take. Then turns to stare at Tarian.

“Talk about twins…” she mutters.

His well-muscled form is encased in neatly pressed jeans, a buttoned-up white shirt, and loafers, actual loafers. She wouldn’t be surprised to find two pennies in them either. He can’t be much older than his early twenties and wouldn’t be out of place on Wall Street.

Annica finally turns around and smiles up at him. “Hey, Alex,” she says. She doesn’t seem to notice what Zahara does.

“Am I the only one seeing this?” Zahara says, pointing between Alejandro and Tarian.

At that, Tarian finally looks up. His brows jump and he stands, his chair rolling back behind him. Alejandro is maybe two inches taller with a similar light cinnamon complexion. His hair is darker than Tarian’s auburn mess, and it’s cropped more closely to his head, and he has a neat mustache, but their faces are nearly identical.

Alejandro stops short, peering at Tarian with gimlet eyes. If he’s surprised, he doesn’t show it.

“Have you two met before?” Zahara asks.

Tarian shakes his head, looking the other man up and down. “But Ma did say Papa was a rolling stone.”

Alejandro snorts and holds his hand out. “Alejandro Delgado.”

It takes a second for Tarian to return the gesture. “Tarian Camacho.”

The awkwardness lasts a few more seconds. Annica frowns, looking back and forth between them. “What? I don’t get it.”

“You seriously don’t see the resemblance?” Zahara asks.

Annica twists up her face. “No, not really.”

“Are there… more?” Tarian’s voice is cautious.

Alejandro nods. “My sister, Beatriz. And another sister Quincy found, Yolanda.”

Tarian runs a hand through his hair and blows out a breath. His whole world has definitely just been shaken.

Zahara can empathize, but the clock is relentless. “So, I guess there’ll be time for a family reunion in the future, assuming we have a future, but Alejandro, can you help out Nica?”

Tarian steps aside and Alejandro tears his eyes away from his half brother to focus on Annica, then takes a knee before her. She dutifully holds out her hand. It’s obvious they’ve done this a thousand times before.

A pang of… something goes through Zahara at the familiarity between the two of them. Once upon a time, she knew everyone Annica knew. At least in real life. Now here’s a new person with a whole shared history with her twin that she’s missed out on. It makes something in her middle twist painfully.

Before he grabs Annica’s hand, Alejandro looks up at Zahara. “What they say is true?” he asks. “About your ability?”

She nods. “Help my sister, and I’ll take your backlash.”

He inclines his head and focuses back on Annica, gently grasping her wrist, then closes his eyes. Within moments, the pinched expression on her face and the tightness in her shoulders soften.

When Alejandro lets go, he wobbles, obviously woozy, and Zahara reaches down to grab his forehead, the closest exposed skin she can touch. The little zing hits her more forcefully, and she winces, the scent smoky and sharp.

“Thanks,” he says.

Annica has already turned back and placed her hands on her keyboard again, her brow furrowed in concentration. Zahara shakes off the more intense sensation to find Alejandro looking at her with wonder in his eyes.

He rises to his full height, still staring. “I didn’t quite believe it.”

Zahara shrugs. But that sensation of heaviness persists. It’s kind of like she’s eaten a large meal and her stomach is struggling to accommodate it all. She’s certain it means something, but she’s not sure what, and there isn’t exactly anyone to ask.

However, the clock is literally ticking. She can do this. She has to.
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Houston, we have a problem.” Tarian’s voice brings Zahara out of a semi-waking dream in which a rabid black swan from Swan Lake was chasing her across an endless stage.

The time is 8:49 PM.

“What’s going on?” she croaks.

He swivels his laptop so she can see the monitor. A window displays a video feed of a parking lot. Goodnight’s vans and armed security personnel still patrol the exterior. But additional, unmarked black vans have pulled up, and soldiers clad in a familiar dark urban camouflage come into view.

“Is that here?” she asks. Tarian’s affirming nod is grim.

“Looks like Loring found us.” Zahara’s skin chills rapidly.

“Looks that way,” Tarian agrees.

“Wonder why it took so long?”

“He’s not the only one with probability power,” Alejandro says. He’s stayed at Zahara’s request and used his ability on Annica twice more over the past hours. In the interim, while the others worked, he’d pulled out a dog-eared copy of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People to read.

Sticking a finger in the book to hold his place, he says, “Quincy understood this was his last line of defense for the mission, and so keeping the data center hidden has been one of Farrah’s main duties.”

Zahara leans forward. “She has Loring’s same power? Is she here now?”

Grief streaks his face, and he looks down. It’s the first strong emotion she’s seen from him. “She found out about her brother’s death.”

“Do you mean Evan?” she asks gently.

Alejandro’s head pops up. “You knew Evan?”

“No, but I’ve heard about him. I’m really sorry for your loss.”

Annica pivots slowly in her chair to face them, her face gray. “Evan is dead?” Her focus homes in on Zahara. “You knew?”

Zahara’s mouth opens but she doesn’t know what to say. She hadn’t realized Annica hadn’t known.

When it’s obvious nothing is forthcoming from her twin, Annica shifts to Alejandro. “What happened?”

“He took some pills. Couldn’t handle the guilt of what Quincy had him doing.” The man’s unruffled demeanor shifts and his leg begins to jump. He tightens the grip on the paperback until it creaks. “They, ah, didn’t want to distract you with it.”

Annica blinks rapidly, her eyes tearing up. Her lips firm and she turns back to her computer.

“Sorry, Nica,” Zahara whispers.

Alejandro’s eyes are wet as well. “Farrah fell apart. Losing a twin is… unimaginable. If something happened to Beatriz, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Yeah. I don’t recommend it,” Zahara mutters, not sure she’s able to keep the bitterness from her voice. “Wait, you’re a twin, too? So was Evan?” Disbelief steals her breath.

“A lot of us are. Quincy’s kids, I mean. Not all, but way more than in the general population.” He shrugs.

She files this information away for later. Movement on Tarian’s screen captures her attention again. Loring’s troops are lined up across the parking lot across from Goodnight’s people. “Who all are out there from your side?”

“He called in everybody. Everyone with an ability, that is. My sisters”—Tarian’s shoulders jerk—“Marisol, Orlando, Soledad, Lane, Jeannine, Hanna. Not all can use their powers offensively though.”

Offensively. She could never forget that Goodnight and Loring had both been soldiers. They would use their people like pieces on a chessboard. And sacrifice whatever pawns they needed to in order to ensure their mission was a success.

Silent tears stream down Annica’s face even as she still seems to be concentrating on her code. But it’s clear she’s still listening. “They should be able to give Loring a run for his money,” she adds sadly.

Zahara doesn’t let her focus stray from the video feed. And if she’s disappointed that Theo’s name wasn’t mentioned, she keeps it to herself.
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Tarian cycles through the various security cameras to get different views of the action outside. Loring’s mercenaries and Goodnight’s forces appear to be evenly matched and are currently in a standoff. The sight of two groups of armed men with guns on a quiet Los Angeles street is alarming; there are residential homes just a stone’s throw away.

Neither side has done more than posture yet, and Zahara is just hoping it stays that way, when the ground rumbles beneath her feet.

“Do you feel that?” she says into the quiet room.

“Earthquake?” Tarian replies.

Alejandro shakes his head. “Don’t think so. I think that’s Lane.”

Zahara’s eyes widen as, on the monitor, a jagged crack in the parking lot opens up between the two forces. She’s still working to pick her jaw up off the floor, when the building shakes again and a loud thump sounds overhead.

Tarian opens a new window to a view of the building that must be from a security camera several blocks away. A helicopter can be seen on the roof of the data center. Four men get out, dressed in tactical gear.

“Jesus Christ,” Zahara murmurs. “Are they with us or with them?” Even as the words leave her mouth, she’s not sure who “us” is. For the moment, she and Quincy Goodnight have the same goals—to stop Loring’s destruction—but that doesn’t mean she wants to align herself with a man who’s done the monstrous things he has.

Alejandro squints at the screen. “I don’t think that’s one of ours.”

The men from the helicopter race around the roof, dropping little bundles. The sight makes Zahara’s blood run cold. She recognizes them.

“They’re putting bombs on the roof.” She shoots to her feet. If Loring’s plan is to destroy the data center with them inside it to prevent Annica from undoing all his work, she needs to help find a way to stop this.

Alejandro places a hand on her arm. “This isn’t anything Quincy didn’t anticipate.”

Within seconds, Goodnight’s forces are scaling the building and engaging with Loring’s mercenaries. Gunshots rattle, the flashes visible on the video, though the sounds from the roof are muffled inside the room.

Goodnight’s people overtake Loring’s. The bombs are collected, hopefully disabled. The helicopter pilot is thrown out of the driver’s seat, and someone else takes his place and flies away in another window.

“Zahara,” Quincy Goodnight’s voice sounds overhead, making her jump. “We could use your help outside. That is, if you don’t want your sister to be sitting in the middle of a building while it collapses on top of her.”

She groans and rolls her eyes, but part of her expected this. “Fine. I’ll be right out.”

“I’ll go with you,” Alejandro says.

Before leaving, Zahara takes her sister and Tarian’s backlashes once more, then the guards are lifting the gate and one of them escorts her outside. Though she’s wary of the weapon the man carries, she’s grateful not to have to navigate the rabbit’s warren of hallways by herself. Beside her, Alejandro looks calm and composed.

“Do all of Quincy’s ‘children’ work for him? Nobody left to do their own thing?” she asks.

He glances down at her, brow wrinkled. “There are a couple who didn’t develop powers who went away for school, but they came back after. It’s been all-hands-on-deck for as long as I can remember.”

“Because of Loring’s plans?”

Alejandro’s gaze darts to the man in front of them. “Family comes first. The family business is part of that. It’s just how we were raised.”

“But did you get a choice?” Zahara asks, her heart starting to ache for what he and the others have gone through.

“Nobody gets to choose their family,” he replies with a half smile.

The guard pushes open the main door and they’re outside. It feels like stepping onto the set of a movie. She knows these are real mercenaries with real guns out here, but it’s all so surreal. Her growing sadness melts into apprehension. But she doesn’t have time for her emotions to riot. Keeping a cool head and just getting through this are her only options, so she buries the nerves deep inside.

The jagged fissure in the asphalt that wasn’t there this morning gives her pause though. She traces its path and freezes at an impossible sight: a desiccated corpse wearing Loring’s mercenary uniform lying next to the crack, its graying, parchment paper skin pulled taut over the bone. Her knees buckle, and Alejandro reaches out to keep her from falling.

“What is happening?” she whispers. The words are raw in her throat.

“That would be courtesy of Yolanda,” he replies, guiding her by the elbow. “She can do what I can, sort of.”

Zahara’s mind spins, trying to process. “You age the injured areas of someone until they heal, right?”

“Yeah, so Annica has the joints of a forty-year-old, basically. Yoli can’t pinpoint her ability that well. She’s more of an all-or-nothing kind of girl.” He gives another look to the corpse before focusing on the line of ex-soldiers before them, faces carved from stone. The air is charged, ready to tip over the knife’s edge into more violence.

A cluster of black pop-up tents has sprouted behind the line of vans in the lot—some kind of command center. Zahara spots a few smaller craters in the asphalt between the two miniature armies—one of them appearing to be full of ice—before they move behind one of the tents, which blocks the lot from view.

“Alex!” a woman with honey-amber skin and a cute pixie cut calls out, running up to him. “Jeannine needs your help. Chunk of asphalt hit her in the head.”

They both jog off, leaving Zahara surrounded by guards who have apparently decided to pretend she doesn’t exist. She senses someone walking up behind her and spins around to find herself face-to-face with a woman she recognizes instantly from the photographs.

Christine Oxton has the kind of beauty that makes plastic surgeons weep and change professions. She looms several inches over Zahara’s five-foot-seven frame with cheekbones cut from diamonds and bronze skin so smooth it looks like the surface of a lake. Even wearing a simple black Henley, cargo pants, and combat boots, she would not be out of place on a runway in Milan. Zahara swallows and takes a step back.

“You’re the sister.” The woman’s voice is just as hypnotic as her face, the statement an assessment more than a question. Christine’s dark brown gaze sweeps over Zahara, obviously not finding anything impressive.

Zahara’s spine stiffens. “And you’re the kidnapper.” She crosses her arms and juts her hip out. She’s dealt with mean girls before, and this particular one isn’t going to intimidate her.

“I didn’t kidnap anybody.” Her tone drops several degrees below zero. She shifts her weight, matching Zahara’s pose exactly. “She came to me.”

“You tricked her. She was only sixteen years old.” The embers of rage rekindle inside Zahara.

“We don’t have time for this,” Christine scoffs, and reaches to grab Zahara’s hand, but Zahara evades her, adrenaline flooding her system.

“Oh no, bitch, you’re gonna make time for me.” Then she balls her fist the way her daddy taught her—thumb outside, knuckles aligned—and punches Christine right in her flawless face.

She knew it would hurt, but damn! Zahara shakes out her hand, breathing through the pain radiating through her bones, plus the shock of taking her backlash. She is well acquainted with physical agony—it’s familiar as breathing for her. And this particular pain comes with a sense of deep satisfaction that helps. Christine, however, appears less used to any sort of discomfort. She throws up a banshee wail that Zahara considers incredibly performative.

“Actions have consequences, asshole,” Zahara mutters, turning away from her theatrics and heading in the direction of Alejandro.

An older teen with a jet-black buzz cut staggers up to her. “Zzzzzahara?” he slurs, swaying like a tree in the wind.

She grabs his wrist with her good hand and braces herself for the blowback. It’s harsh, as expected. Now, instead of a static shock when she takes a backlash, she feels like she’s stuck a fork into an electrical socket. The lightning bolt courses through her body, rippling through her muscles, but she keeps her feet and it passes quickly. She wrinkles her nose as the intensity of the smoky smell that accompanies it passes. The kid thanks her and jogs off.

“Where is Quincy?” she asks one of the guards. His eyes slide past her as if she were invisible.

A striking woman with deep mahogany skin, her hair cropped into a teeny-weeny Afro, approaches, her movements graceful as any dancer’s. “He’s in the command tent. You want to talk to him?”

“Yeah, I have a few things I’d like to get off my chest,” Zahara replies wryly.

The young woman’s large brown eyes are doe-like. She looks Zahara up and down as if assessing her.

“You need…” Zahara wiggles her fingers.

She shakes her head. “I’m a seer. Just here for moral support.”

“You’re not gonna try and see how all this ends?”

“I don’t do future, just past.”

“Like Theo?” Zahara closes her eyes, kicking herself mentally.

“Kinda, yeah. He’s way stronger than me though. And I just do inorganic, nothing breathing. Hanna Oxton.” She holds out her hand.

Zahara shakes it, grateful not to have to take a backlash. “Christine’s your sister?”

“We share a father,” Hanna replies carefully. Both sisters have exceptional bone structure, but there isn’t much resemblance. That reminds Zahara of something.

“Hey, Alex!” she yells. He appears at the entrance of a tent a few feet away. “You help Christine with her face and you’re on your own!” He gives her a confused look, then reenters the tent.

“I’ll take you to Quincy,” Hanna says, giving her a look that Zahara can’t quite parse.

“What? You think it’s a bad idea? Me talking to him?”

Hanna chuckles without any humor. “I think you’d be better off talking to that brick wall. But you seem like the type of person who needs to figure things out for herself. Come on.”







Chapter 36

December 31, 1999

As they cross the parking lot, more of Goodnight’s adopted children approach her: Lane, a fast-talking ginger responsible for the gaping wound in the pavement; Soledad, nearly silent and afraid of her own shadow, whose specialty is seeing short glimpses into the future; and Alex again, cleaning blood from his hands with a large alcohol wipe. She removes their backlashes, each time a little more difficult than the last, leaving sharp charges crackling through her veins and the scent of burnt citrus and cloying spice swirling around her head.

The short walk takes much longer because of all the interruptions, but finally she stands in front of a pop-up tent in the far corner, where a table full of monitors has been set up. It reminds Zahara of Loring’s van. Standing behind two uniformed mercenaries, arms crossed, is a man in his early fifties. His light brown skin holds strong copper undertones, and his short hair is a dark auburn—Daddy would have called him a redbone. He stands in profile, and she notices a scattering of dark freckles covering his cheek. A set of thick rimmed glasses are perched on his broad nose and he speaks into an earpiece.

On one of the monitors, Annica and Tarian are visible in the server room, heads bowed over their laptops. A sharp blade of anger slices through Zahara as she steps toward him.

Quincy Goodnight doesn’t look over until she’s practically on top of him. Then the bastard has the nerve to turn to her and smile. It doesn’t reach his eyes but still serves to throw her off a little, which is likely the intention.

“Zahara, how can I help you?”

For a moment, she’s tongue-tied, all the things she wants to say to this man tangling in her mouth. The glasses make him look professorial. There’s no indication in his appearance of the atrocities he’s responsible for.

“I think I just wanted to look you in the eye,” she says, almost to herself, “to see what kind of person could do the despicable things that you’ve done. It’s hard for me to wrap my mind around. My dad”—she chokes up, throat thick with emotion—“my dad spoke highly of you. He saw the beginning of what you were becoming, though I’m sure he never imagined the truth.” She looks him up and down, shaking her head. “How can you live with yourself?”

Goodnight takes a half step back, narrowing his eyes at her. “I make the hard decisions, Zahara. The kind that most other people aren’t willing or able to make. These ‘despicable things’ you say I’m responsible for?” He chuckles. “There are cruelties that go on in this world that you could never imagine, that I’ve seen with my own eyes. Human beings are vicious creatures. But they make their own choices. I didn’t create those situations.”

“You made them worse,” she spits.

“They were always going to happen. Did I use them to save my children’s lives? Yes. They’re all here today because of what I discovered and the fact that I taught them to navigate this power that they were given. A power they didn’t ask for, mind you.”

He stabs his finger toward the exit. “Their fathers all walked into that jungle, not knowing what they were headed for. But they made the decision to go into that clearing, not their children. And yet you all are saddled with the consequences of their actions. Consequences that will eventually take the lives of each and every one of you without some kind of intervention.”

“So you thought you were protecting them, is that it?” Zahara asks. “These ‘children’ of yours.”

“I have protected them,” he replies, expression a mask of certainty.

“What about Evan?”

Goodnight freezes. The name hangs in the air between them like smoke.

“And don’t you dare say ‘collateral damage,’ ” Zahara adds.

He holds up a hand. “I would never. Evan was truly a tragedy. He and his sister, Farrah… I raised them since they were babies. And I’m not saying I never made mistakes. But once it was clear what his power was… once I knew that their fathers were all dying”—he flattens his lips, folding his arms again—“I made the only choice I could.”

“And Evan paid the price. It’s the same thing you wanted from me when you found out what I could do, right?”

His mask of coldness seems to crack. There’s something behind it, but she’s not sure exactly what. Anger? Sadness? Grief? Maybe all of the above.

His voice goes quiet. “What are you willing to sacrifice for the people you love, Zahara? You quit your job, your incredibly successful career, in order to find your sister. Isn’t that right? So you know what that word means.”

Zahara clenches her jaw, staring at him. “I wouldn’t have had to do that if you hadn’t taken her in the first place.”

Goodnight pats his chest. “I protected them. Rescued them, in many cases.”

“Not all. Some of them you dragged away from family who were willing to care for them. Like Theo.”

He scoffs. “Theo’s aunts were just two old biddies who never would have been able to handle him. They could barely deal with his OCD when he was a child. It only got worse once his powers emerged. Trust me. He would not have been better off with them.”

“But how is that your decision to make?” Zahara spreads her arms. “You know, you and Loring have that in common. You both think you know what’s best for everyone.”

“We have nothing in common except for ghosts,” he responds tightly. “I have spent every waking hour since I found out what he was planning trying to stop him. Trying to save everyone.”

“Well, you didn’t save Evan.”

He drops his head, taking a deep breath. “I will grieve Evan until my dying day. But that is one life. Compared to millions. Billions.”

Exhaustion pulls at Zahara. Annica said much the same thing at the diner. It was only this morning, but it feels like days ago.

“You, my kids,” Goodnight continues, “these fantastic abilities you all have—there’s nothing wrong with wanting to use them to make the world a better place.

“I didn’t go into that jungle clearing that day, and I admit, I regret it. But what I was able to offer my brothers—my children—instead was some measure of control. A way to focus and survive their powers. To do some good. That’s all I’m trying to do here, Zahara. You may not like my methods. You may not like me. But trust and believe that all I’m trying to do is good.”

He sounds sincere, but so did Sheppard Loring. Maybe two things can be true at the same time: Quincy Goodnight wants to help the world, and he also wants power, wants to control the people who have the abilities he covets. Raise them, provide a home and a family, and then use them to enrich himself.

Zahara takes a step back, shaking her head. “Hanna was right. Talking to you is like talking to a brick wall. If we get out of this—when Annica succeeds—I want you to leave us alone forever.”

Something tics in his jaw but his gaze is direct. “If Annica succeeds, you have a deal.”

His ready acquiescence strikes her as suspicious. She knows better than to believe him. They will likely have to spend their lives looking over their shoulders. But it’s the best she can do for now. She turns on her heel and leaves Quincy Goodnight behind.

She’s about to head back inside to check on Annica, when the rumble of an engine draws her attention. An armored SUV prowls down the street, pulling to a stop just outside of the parking lot.

The passenger door swings open and Sheppard Loring emerges in full tactical gear, like a general entering the battlefield. A ripple goes through those gathered on Goodnight’s side. Apprehension mixed with awe. It stands to reason, Loring is a hero to soldiers and service members nationwide, seen by many as their number one advocate. But Zahara feels mostly rage. She watches motionless as he takes his place among his mercenaries and surveys the damage so far.

Goodnight strides out of his control center tent to stand behind one of his vans. “Welcome to the party, Lamb,” he calls.

“Jonesy!” Loring greets his former squad member like a long-lost friend. “You look well. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances. I invited you to my birthday dinner; very sorry to get your RSVP.”

Goodnight leans against his van. “Maybe next year, brother. Any chance of you packing up your people and deleting your code?”

Loring’s expression turns sad. “Wish I could. I know you don’t get what I’m trying to do here, but one day you will. Your children will as well.”

Zahara watches the back and forth like a tennis match taking place in some corner of the Twilight Zone. Both men are affable and friendly and possibly insane.

Goodnight’s hand is at his side, hidden from Loring by the van. He makes a series of finger motions. Suddenly, Lane rushes up beside him then drops into a crouch. The young man splays his hands on the asphalt and closes his eyes. Seconds later, one of Loring’s vans crumples like a tin can with a sickening crunch of metal.

Zahara hasn’t met Yolanda yet, but when one of the mercenaries across the way collapses to his knees, screaming as his hair whitens, skin turns to crepe paper, and joints harden rapidly before her eyes, Zahara knows who is responsible.

Another unknown chaos wielder, Beatriz maybe, causes hail to fall from the sky in small, localized patches of the parking lot. The pea-sized chunks don’t cause a ton of damage at first, just plenty of confusion. Then they grow larger and larger—golf ball sized, then baseball—and begin to take out windshields in explosions of shattering glass.

Loring and his people dive for cover, but a burly mercenary takes a direct hit to the head and slumps to the ground, blood streaming from his wound. The previously cold war is heating up again.

Zahara needs to get back to Annica. She holds out a hand to Lane, who grabs it to zap away his backlash, and then he’s at it again, channeling power through the asphalt once more. Just as he gets to work and Zahara thinks she can get away, his eyes snap open and he falls over in shock. Behind them, the building groans ominously then gives a violent shudder that vibrates through Zahara’s bones. Cracks appear in the exterior wall.

Hanna runs over, concern painting her features. “What happened?” she asks the young man.

“Not… sure,” Lane whispers, face pale as ash.

Hanna adopts the position he’d been in moments before, placing her palms on the ground and staring blankly into space for a few seconds. Then she gasps and shoots to her feet. “Quincy!” she shouts in a panic.

Goodnight rushes over. “What is it?”

“Loring’s changing the game,” she blurts out.

“What does that mean?” Zahara demands. She tilts her head back and sucks in a breath, spotting the giant icicles that have suddenly formed along the roofline of the data center. They wobble dangerously as they grow larger before her eyes.

“Everybody watch out!” she yells. “Away from the wall, get away from the wall!”

The icicles begin to fall as her warning is called out. Several of the guards standing with their backs to the building don’t get out of the way fast enough and are impaled by the projectiles, which are more than a foot long in some cases. Dark wet spots bloom on the black uniforms. Screams shred the air.

“He’s turning your powers against you!” Hanna shouts, but it’s barely audible over the wails and moans.

Zahara looks up again, watching for any other nasty surprises waiting above their heads. Before her eyes, the top corner of the building begins to disintegrate, crumbling away to dust, the metal supports groaning as if in pain as the structure begins shaking again.







Chapter 37

December 31, 1999

Zahara races back through a building that looks as though it’s gone through half a dozen earthquakes and bombings simultaneously within the past few minutes. Parts of the trembling ground are upturned, with chunks of linoleum revealing the concrete below. Vibrations rattle her bones as light fixtures crash down from the ceiling in showers of sparks and twisted metal. In the hallway, part of the ceiling has collapsed entirely, revealing the darkening evening sky through the ragged opening.

“Annica, we have to get out of here,” Zahara exclaims as she bursts into the mostly intact server room, the gate thankfully left open. But the desk where her sister and Tarian had been sitting not that long ago is empty, one of the chairs still swiveling with a ghostly occupant.

“Annica!” she shouts, her voice cracking with panic.

Tarian appears from behind one of the tall computer cabinets, crunching an apple, laptop held in his other hand, all attention on his screen. Headphones cover his ears and he bobs his head to the music. He doesn’t notice her.

She races up to him and plucks the headphones off, wincing at the heavy metal blaring in them.

“What’s up?” he asks casually.

“Are you not seeing what’s happening here?” she asks, incredulous.

He freezes at her expression. “Annica needed help with a subroutine.” Then he glances around, catching the empty desk. “Where’d she go anyway?”

“That’s what I want to know. Loring is using his probability power to reverse the chaos attacks somehow. They’re all boomeranging back on the building. I don’t know if this place is going to hold up.”

“It’s got to. I’m not done yet.” Annica’s muffled voice calls from somewhere close.

“Where are you?” Zahara scans the room frantically.

One of the movable floor panels shifts, then lifts, and Annica’s head emerges like a gopher, her braids coated with dust. “Sounded like the ceiling was coming down out there. Anyway, we have a little over two hours left. And I need every minute of it.”

Zahara groans, surveying the shaking structure around them. “I don’t know that this building is going to stand for another two hours.”

“Well, can’t you do something to stop it?” Annica asks, half-in, half-out of the floor in a way that would be comical in another situation.

“What do you want me to do?” Frustration bleeds into Zahara’s voice. “My power doesn’t work offensively.”

“Then play fucking defense,” Annica snaps, climbing out of the floor and retaking her seat at the desk.

Zahara turns to Tarian, brows raised. “Defense?”

He takes another bite of his apple, gaze going soft. “Well, if your ability nullifies others’ abilities and backlashes, maybe you can just… nullify what’s happening?”

Another tremor rocks the building, causing the walls to rattle their dismay. Zahara flinches. “Fuck!”

She eliminates Annica’s then Tarian’s backlashes, starting to feel more than a little bloated with the electric charges, and nauseated by the swirling scents, before making her way back to the building’s entry. The glass here in the vestibule is cracked, some panes shattered entirely, fragments crunching beneath her feet. Outside, gunfire has started to crackle.

That isn’t good. Especially with Loring’s luck manipulation in play.

Staying near the guard desk, hopefully out of range of any errant bullets, Zahara presses her palms against the shuddering wall, closing her eyes. She can’t feel anything with her power through the concrete and Sheetrock the way her sister can, but she imagines her ability—her syntropy—spreading outward in waves, encompassing the entire structure and canceling out any chaos magic that is tearing it apart.

She has no way of knowing if she’s having any effect, but she pushes more of herself into the effort, her concentration deepening until the sounds of destruction fade to nothing.

There is a beat, like the rhythm of a distant drum. Or the heartbeat of a giant slowly waking. A steady thump, thump, thump gaining speed. She strains to hear it through the silence, there then gone, then there again. A feeling of foreboding comes over her, and she works to block out the pounding.

In the darkness of her mind’s eye, a spotlight appears, centered on a stage. It’s so bright she can’t see whether there’s an audience or anyone in the wings. Apparently, there is a conductor, because she hears the tap of a baton from the direction of the pit and then music swells. It’s feisty and energetic and, without her prompting, her body begins the steps of a dance. It’s not one she’s performed before, but it’s familiar all the same.

Her movements are effortless. She’s completely overtaken by her footwork, her posture, the sound of the invisible orchestra. She doesn’t know the piece, cannot distinguish any individual notes or melodies, it’s just a blend of sounds in her mind as her body moves in time to the rhythm.

Beneath the deep rumble of the timpani, that same distant drumbeat sounds, even faster and more insistent than before. Now she knows what it is. Whispers, invitations really, travel to her ears on currents of air.

Feed us. We are hungry.

Her steps falter. She nearly falls, but rights herself. She pushes the voices away, pushes away the knocking at the door of her consciousness and recommits herself to the dance.

There is a place beyond remembering the choreography, where instead you merely embody it. You channel it. The dance uses your body as a conduit to come into the world. It’s more than you. This is the place she enters.

She lets it fill her bloodstream and her awareness, drowning out the voices of the spirits. All her discomfort bleeds away. The sleepless night and day of tension, the churning, suppressed emotions from finally being reunited with her twin, from missing her mother, missing Theo, the sting of his betrayal, and the confusion of her lingering feelings. It all dissolves, leaving only her and her power, and she feels the syntropy take hold.

It’s something like peace.

She sinks into it, allowing it to cover her completely, like the warm arms of a lover. That faraway drumbeat disappears, leaving her to the dance.

Tarian’s voice is suddenly there, close to her. “That was so fucking cool,” he says, voice filled with amazement.

Zahara opens bleary eyes and blinks away the remnants of… whatever that was. Not a vision. Not a dream. It felt like a real place. But whatever she was experiencing seems to have atrophied her senses.

“Really?” Her voice is raspy. Her legs have locked up on her. She flexes her muscles to bring some life back into them.

“Yeah, the craziness was still going on outside, but whatever was happening to the building totally stopped. You gave us more time.” Tarian’s tone is so solemn that she turns quickly, causing her neck to complain at the sudden movement. His face is crestfallen, eyes downturned.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

A beep sounds from his watch. His mouth twists as he presses the button to turn it off. She catches a glimpse of the display and grabs his wrist, taking in a lot more backlash than she should considering she just canceled his a few minutes ago. The display reads 12:00 AM.

“I’ve only been here a couple of minutes. Right?”

He shakes his head sadly. “No, it’s been close to two hours. Annica sent me to find you, and you had your hands pressed to the wall. You couldn’t hear me when I called your name. But you kept this place standing while we worked. It’s just… we ran out of time.”







KXLA

January 1, 2000

We interrupt your regularly scheduled programming for this breaking news report. I’m Kimberly Elaine for KXLA Los Angeles.

The New Year’s celebrations across the globe have been overshadowed by what appears to be the feared Y2K crisis unfolding in real time. Despite assurances from technology experts across industries that the necessary fixes had been made, systems worldwide are experiencing catastrophic failures.

In Silicon Valley, programmers who have been working around the clock for months to prevent the Millennium Bug from engaging are now reporting unprecedented system failures. PacBell confirms widespread telecommunications disruptions with landline service becoming increasingly erratic across the West Coast.

A spokesman we talked with moments ago said they are “experiencing a cascade of failures unlike anything in our contingency planning. Calls are being dropped or misrouted at an alarming rate.”

Cellular networks appear to be experiencing even more severe issues. AT&T Wireless reports that their switching stations are routing calls to what appear to be random numbers. People attempting to check on loved ones during the holiday are finding themselves connected to strangers across the country.

…

We’re now receiving reports that air traffic control systems at LAX have experienced multiple failures in their ground radar systems. FAA officials have temporarily grounded all departures, and incoming flights are being diverted to alternative airports where available. Several commercial aircraft have reported instrument panel malfunctions during flight, forcing pilots to rely on manual controls.

…

Power grid substations along the entire Pacific coast have begun load-balancing incorrectly, triggering a cascade of failures and rolling blackouts across California, Oregon, and parts of Washington State.

Pacific Gas and Electric representatives acknowledge they are unable to access their computerized control systems.

…

Water treatment plants in Southern California report complete control system failures, causing immediate service interruptions throughout the region. In Long Beach, firefighters battling a three-alarm blaze that erupted shortly before midnight suddenly lost water pressure when computerized pumping stations went offline.

Hospital emergency generators are operational, but several medical facilities report that computerized medical equipment is displaying erratic readings or shutting down entirely.

…

The California Highway Patrol confirms that electronic traffic control systems throughout major metropolitan areas have malfunctioned, with traffic lights either stuck on green in all directions or cycling through patterns at dangerous speeds. Multiple collisions have already been reported.

Bay Area Rapid Transit has suspended all service after automated safety systems inexplicably initiated emergency braking procedures on multiple trains simultaneously and track switching control was lost.

…

Financial markets are bracing for this chaos to hit them as well. Earlier today, the Tokyo Stock Exchange halted all trading after computerized systems began executing seemingly random sell orders.

And here at home, ATMs nationwide are reportedly dispensing incorrect amounts or failing completely. Banking industry spokespersons are urging customers not to attempt electronic transactions until further notice.

…

This just in. We’re receiving word that satellite communications systems are experiencing severe disruptions. Cable television providers report widespread outages, and internet service providers confirm connectivity issues affecting millions of users.

The Pentagon has initiated emergency protocols as military communications networks experience unexplained failures. NORAD has switched to backup systems after primary defense monitoring platforms displayed what officials are calling “impossible data patterns.”

…

We apologize for the technical difficulties. KXLA is operating on emergency power and may experience intermittent—

…

—staying with us during this unprecedented crisis. If you’re just joining us, what appears to be a catastrophic Y2K system failure is spreading across—







Chapter 38

January 1, 2000

All I needed was a few more minutes.” Annica sits on the ground next to the desk, her shoulders slumped in defeat, eyes hollow.

Zahara rushes to her and wraps her arms around her sister, their heads pressing together. The jolt from the backlash is violent, and it’s a few seconds before she can ask, “What happened?”

“I was nearly there.” Annica’s voice breaks. “I had to spend so much effort stopping Loring’s attacks all around the world, and when the clock struck twelve, his code just started erasing mine.” She looks up into her sister’s eyes, the despondency there is heartbreaking. “Now the destruction is ramping up, and it’s only going to get worse. This is just the beginning.”

Zahara squeezes her tighter, her own throat constricting. The weight of failure presses down on them both. Beyond the walls, the muffled sounds of shouting and distant gunfire continue as the battle still rages between Loring’s and Goodnight’s forces. The absurdity of it strikes her like a physical blow. Didn’t Loring know that he’d won? What were they even fighting over now?

The building shudders violently, dust raining down from the ceiling tiles. Zahara tightens her grip on Annica, instinctively shielding her with her body. The thought forms dimly in her mind that they need to get out of here, find somewhere safe—if such a place even exists anymore. But Annica is boneless in her arms, broken in a way Zahara isn’t sure how to repair. She can’t bring herself to drag her twin away just yet.

With one arm still protectively around Annica, she places her palm flat against the smooth tile of the floor. She closes her eyes and reaches for that place inside where she found her power. Spreading her consciousness through the building’s foundation, she can now sense the effects of the chaos and neutralize it. The vibrations beneath her hand fade as she negates the destruction. She’ll give her twin a few more minutes of safety, and then they’ll have to leave.

Zahara loses herself once more in the dance on the stage in her mind, her body a thing of liquid light. Then, a familiar voice reaches her, causing her steps to stutter. All this time, she’s been trying not to think about Theo, forcing away memories of his smile, his voice, the warmth in his eyes when he looked at her… his kiss. Is he safe now, as the world crumbles? Are any of them?

The voice comes again, closer now. It really does sound like him, calling her name with an urgency that feels authentic.

A hand touches her shoulder, solid and warm. No power is drawn through her shirt, but the contact jolts her out of her trance and back into reality. The flickering lights of the server room snap into focus, distant gunfire punctuating the silence between her heartbeats. She blinks rapidly, disoriented, and finds Theo crouching beside her, his face etched with concern, eyes searching hers.

Did she conjure him from thin air? Is she hallucinating?

“There you are,” he says, smiling sadly, relief washing over his features.

Zahara glances around, suddenly aware that Annica is gone. The spot beside her is empty, cold. How long has she been lost in her power? Confusion clouds her thoughts. But one thing is clear—Theo is really here.

“I think I can help,” he says, voice low and urgent. His hands tremble slightly as he tugs at his glove. “But I’ve been deferring. Can you… ?” He holds out his bare hand to her, eyes questioning.

The sight of him—alive, whole, uninjured—sends a wave of emotion crashing through her. Tarian had said he was fine, but it’s different being able to see him with her own eyes. She launches herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. The momentum carries them both sideways onto the floor, his arms instinctively circling her waist.

Their cheeks touch, skin to skin, and the electric zap of the backlash jolts beneath her skin. The scent that rises isn’t unpleasant. It’s sandalwood and coffee and cinnamon mingling together. Zahara sinks into the solid warmth of his body wrapped around hers. He sighs in relief, tension melting from his muscles.

“You’re really okay?” she whispers against his neck. Around them, the chaos seems distant, muted, as if they exist in the eye of the storm.

“I’m fine,” he murmurs, his breath warm against her ear, his arms a firm band around her.

“Why? Why are you here?”

“You know that my ability is over time, right?” he says into her hair.

She’s still half convinced this is a dream. “You, ah, see the past of things you touch.”

“Yes. But when I was shot, something happened.”

She pulls back just enough to see his face, having missed it so much. “Tarian mentioned that.”

“I thought I was dying…” His eyes tense with remembered pain. “Maybe I was. I went someplace else. And heard this thumping.”

Dread fills Zahara, and a cold flash chills her skin.

“I was trying to figure out where it was coming from and called out. Then I saw those twins.” His voice drops low. “My father, my real father, had told me about them. Told me what he saw in that clearing in the jungle. It was them who came to me.”

She blinks, pulse quickening. “Did you feed them?”

He disengages and takes her hand, standing and helping her to her feet, his bare hand lingering on hers. In his eyes, emotion burns bright and hot. “Yeah. And I leveled up.”

Annica and Tarian are seated at the desk again, their heads bent close together. Tarian has his arm around her shoulders, murmuring words Zahara can’t hear. The lights flicker violently, plunging them into darkness for a heartbeat before the emergency generator kicks on with a reluctant hum, bathing everything in sickly orange light.

Theo heads toward Annica and taps her closed laptop. “This is connected to the server with your code, right?”

Zahara’s heart breaks to see Annica’s face streaked with tears, eyes red-rimmed and swollen. “Yeah, but the code is gone,” she says with a sniff.

Theo opens the computer gently and lays his palm against the back of the monitor. He closes his eyes, his face placid. Zahara approaches, curiosity and a desire to stay close to him tugging at her like an invisible thread. She’s also worried for him. He looks like he hasn’t slept for longer than her.

The clock in the corner of the window reads 12:39 AM. But as they watch, breathless, the display glitches, the entire desktop wavering and jumping.

Annica startles, her gasp slicing through the quiet as the numbers on the clock begin rolling backward. 12:38, 12:37, 12:36. The digits blur as they cycle faster, retreating through time.

At 11:49 PM, Theo’s hand falls away from the computer. His eyes flutter open, unfocused and dazed, before his knees buckle and he collapses onto the ground.

“Theo!” Zahara shouts, racing around the desk and dropping down beside him. She cradles his head in her lap, stroking his cheek. The backlash whips at her, causing her vision to swim. It’s another really big one. But she doesn’t pull away, continues to trace the contours of his face, the roughness of stubble beneath her fingertips oddly grounding.

“He’s all right,” she says, her voice steadier than she feels. “I think he just used too much energy and burned out.”

“Whatever he did,” Annica says, her voice filled with wonder, “it gave us more time.” Her fingers begin to fly across the keyboard.

“He didn’t turn back time across the world, did he?” Zahara asks, still cradling Theo’s head.

“No, he only turned back the time on the machine where my code lives.” Annica’s fingers never pause, her eyes now alight with renewed purpose as lines of code scroll across the screen. “It’s localized time manipulation, sort of like what Alex does when he heals. Theo set the computer to eleven minutes before Loring’s code destroyed mine.”

She shoots her twin a slightly manic grin. “I can fix things.” Then she puts her head down and gets to work.







Chapter 39

December 31, 1999

A thunderous boom sounds overhead and the building rattles. Across the room, one of the large cabinets holding computer equipment shakes and then tumbles to the ground. Annica is locked in, eyes closed and in her zone, now once again interfacing with the computer using her mind, and Theo is still unconscious on the ground.

“Did we need that one?” Zahara asks Tarian, motioning to the computer rack.

“Sure hope not,” he replies, typing quickly. “It’s still online though.”

Zahara presses her lips together and lays Theo’s head down gently, determined to keep this building standing for ten more minutes. But when she touches her palms to the floor and tries to get back onto that stage in her mind… there’s nothing.

“Root,” Tarian calls out. She reaches over to him and grabs his hand. But that increasingly potent sizzle that accompanies the backlash drain doesn’t fire. His eyes widen.

“I think”—she looks at her hand—“I think I’m burned out.”

Tarian swallows, the blood draining from his face leaving him ashen, while Zahara just looks at him helplessly. He scans the room, probably looking for a way to offload his backlash. Zahara’s gaze falls on her sister. Who is actively using her power.

“Annica,” she says softly. Her sister’s head twitches, but her eyes don’t open.

“What?”

“You have to stop. I can’t take your backlash anymore.”

Ceiling tiles fall from above, crashing to the ground and nearly disintegrating from the force. Zahara flinches. “Can’t believe they’re still at it out there,” she mumbles.

“That was me,” Tarian says, looking a bit less gray. But his eyes are suddenly bloodshot.

However, Annica is still locked in.

“Nica, did you hear me?”

“I can’t stop, Z. You know what happens.”

“Well, maybe if you defer—”

“No time. That takes energy and focus I can’t spare.”

“So what does that mean?” But Annica doesn’t answer.

Zahara turns to Tarian. “How long does burnout last?”

He shrugs.

On the floor, Theo’s chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm. She remembers him saying something about Evan or Christine expending tons of their power and then being out for days. If Annica were willing to defer her backlashes until Zahara was able to take them again, that would be okay.

“Nica, I think you really need to take the time to—”

Annica’s eyes flash open. “There’s. No. Time. If I stop now, the backlash will hit. Can’t stop until I’m finished.” Then she closes her eyes and focuses back on her task.

Well, she knew how to push it away from her, right? More tiles crash down from the ceiling to join the rest of the destruction from the evening. But Tarian still looks woozy. In fact, now his nose is bleeding.

“Tarian, what’s wrong?”

He swipes at his nose and then keeps typing. “Just out of practice. Need to finish this routine before I pass out.”

Her worry ratchets up as the minutes tick by. What can she do?

Her swirling thoughts are interrupted by a whoop! from her twin. Annica pulls her hands from the computer, grinning like a loon. “It’s done,” she says. Then she leans forward to embrace Zahara. “I did it. I fixed it.” But her words are beginning to slur.

When Zahara pulls back, alarmed, blood is trickling from her sister’s eyes, nose, and ears. “Nica, you need to push the backlash.”

Her sister shakes her head. “Already tried. Never really that good at it. And it’s too much.” Her voice blurs around the edges, the words sad. She knows what’s about to happen. “I love you, Z. And I’m sorry about disappearing. Now you really have to live your happy life.” Shudders rack her frame as she begins to seize.

“Annica!” Zahara screams, clutching her twin to her, but her sister’s head knocks against hers, painfully making her sees stars.

Annica’s body turns boneless. She slips from her chair like a limp noodle; Zahara lays her on the ground as she bleeds and convulses. A scream tears itself out of Zahara’s mouth full of her pain, frustration, grief, and rage.

Then, without thinking any more about it, she begins chanting a mantra, sending it out to the universe and anyone who can hear her. “Please come in. Please come in. Please come in.” For all she knows, she’s inviting demons or vampires or some other horrible thing, but she’s past the point of caring. Let them come. As long as those freaky little twins are with them. She’d listened to her father, wanted to heed his advice, but in the end they aren’t so different.

When the drumbeat sounds, the knock-knock-knock is as close as her own heartbeat. She closes her eyes and lets them in.
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She expects her father, so she’s surprised to find Mama Marla waiting at the barre. The old woman stands with her cane, staring into the wall-to-wall mirror of practice room 3 at Danse Elevée—a place where Zahara has spent uncountable hours.

She is exactly as Zahara remembers. White cap of kinky hair. Skin a brown so deep and smooth she wants to brush her fingers across it and feel the velvety softness once more. “Pond’s cold cream,” her grandmother used to say when asked about her beauty regime. “And Ivory soap.” She’s wearing the tailored pants and cream-colored button-up shirt that was almost a uniform. All the turmoil within Zahara calms, and she can finally breathe.

She approaches the barre to stand next to her grandmother. “You know, you were the reason I asked for dance lessons.” The older woman looks up, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

“It was your stories about dancing in those old movies,” Zahara continues. “I thought if I took a dance class, I could somehow be closer to you.” The woman had died a few months before her first ballet lesson, and Zahara had thought of her often when she first began performing.

Mama Marla smiles. “I always dreamed of dancing at the Cotton Club. Being a showgirl in the motion pictures was just a substitute. But look at you, little girl. You’ve gone so much further than me. You’ve done things I never even knew to dream about.”

She hooks her cane on the wooden barre, then places her hand on it, rubbing back and forth along the polished surface. Then she moves her feet into first position and begins a practice routine. Plié. Relevé. Plié. Relevé.

Zahara joins her. Together, they go through the familiar steps to warm up. Her grandmother isn’t very limber, her movements are stiff, but the smile that graces her face warms the room.

“Mama Marla?” she asks, feeling like her ten-year-old self again.

“Yes, baby?”

“Am I doing the right thing?”

Her grandmother straightens as her gaze turns speculative. There was never any sugar-coating with her. “In this life, there’s the things we can live with and the things we can’t. Only you know what you can live with.”

And then she’s gone. Her features dissolving into a shadow that melts, morphs, shrinks. A pang of regret strikes Zahara to see her go. She’s missed her so much.

The shape that was her grandmother finally settles into that of a spider that has Zahara scrambling backward. She trips over her own feet and falls onto the ground in an ungraceful sprawl. The spider creeps closer and closer.

Fear seizes her, freezing her limbs. Her vision blurs then clears, and suddenly, it’s not one spider but two. The thing has duplicated itself. A scream rises, but she can’t let it out.

The spiders move in tandem. Each of their many legs is in sync as they crawl ever closer. Zahara holds her breath, unwilling to take her eyes off them. Her fear is a hard, cold thing, gripping her insides, wrapping clawed fingers around her neck, stealing her breath.

She wants to squeeze her eyes shut but can’t control them. Once the arachnids are close enough, she sees they aren’t normal spiders. Both have tiny human-ish faces—one male, one female. Large-eyed. Childlike. Terrifying.

“We are hungry,” they say in unison.

She’s half afraid they’re going to feast on her flesh. She manages to take control of her eyelids and presses them shut, unable to bear the sight of these creatures. They are almost on top of her.

“Feeeeed ussssss.”

Their words are sibilant. Elongated. She sucks in a jagged breath and forces her eyes open, knowing she needs to face this.

The spiders are gone; in their place are two black snakes, which glide around her, their paths diverging until she’s surrounded. Her heartbeat races so fast it makes her woozy. She thinks she might pass out.

Gathering her courage, she makes herself speak through shaking lips, though her voice is barely a whisper. “What do you want to eat?”

The answer is immediate. “Your lonelinessss. Your feeear. Your guiiilt. Your shaaame. Your secretssss. Feeeeed ussssss.”

Zahara gasps for air around the wall of terror lodged in her throat. The snakes continue. “Your resssentment of your sssister. Your love-bitternessss-devotion-affection-grief-dedication-anger. Feeeeed ussssss.”

A sob traps itself in her chest. There is so much love it overwhelms her heart, too much to handle—but the bitterness is real as well. The resentment and anger and every other thing they mentioned are all balled up inside her. It’s been gnawing at her for so long, tearing off chunks of her, maybe for her whole life.

“I loved my sister, but I resented her,” she admits on a whisper. Tears fill her eyes. “I gave up everything, and I would do it again… But I hated it. I hated hospitals. I hated the sound of the machinery. I hated the way everything smelled. I hated visiting her. I hated worrying. I hated the questions—‘Where is Annica?’ ‘Is she sick again?’ ” She mimics the voices of classmates wanting to appear concerned about her twin.

Her breathing stutters and she puts a hand on her chest, capturing the rapid beating of her heart. “Daddy was gone, and Mom fell apart, and I was trying to help keep the lights on, and… I resented Annica for being sick.”

Sobs rack her body and she folds in on herself, crumbling under their weight. She’s unearthing emotions that have always felt too dangerous to feel. Excavating the very corners of her heart and laying her soul bare. Her ribs crack open and she’s afraid to discover what’s inside.

Is she just empty? A shell of a girl whose inner world is too monstrous to have much of substance within? And the worst part is, Zahara hadn’t even hidden it well. Annica knew. Which is why she’d left. Her sister had felt every crumb of resentment.

The tears feel as though they will never end. An eternal waterfall of grief and shame gushing from Zahara forever. Her sobs intensify when she hears her father’s voice.

“That’s all right, little girl, let it out.”

She chokes on a breath and raises her head to find herself in the little playhouse their father built in the backyard. Byron has squeezed himself into one of the tiny chairs the way he used to. It always made her laugh, seeing him seated with his knees up to his chin like that.

“Daddy?” she cries in wonder, scrubbing away her tears.

“Hey, little girl.” His eyes are smiling. “Well, you’re not so little anymore, are you? I’m gonna have to call you something else.”

“What are you going to call me?” she wonders, feeling like a child again.

“Big girl?” He chuckles in that deeply resonant way he has that makes her feel warm and safe and taken care of.

“Listen. Everything you’re feeling… That’s just what it means to have a family, sweetheart. To care for them and resent them and want to sacrifice for them and desperately pray for them to leave you alone, all at the same time. That’s what being human is. At the end of the day, all the worry, the fear, the pain, the love—when you add them together, the scales always end up balanced for good.” His voice envelops her like a blanket, warm and soft and familiar.

She sniffles and blinks to clear her eyes. “You really think so?”

He grins, and it is everything that is light and sunshine in the world. “I know so. You’re not the only one to feel this way. I don’t regret my choices, but that doesn’t mean they were easy. The path you’re on won’t be easy either, but you can walk it. You have everything you need.”

Though sadness fills her at the sacrifice her father felt called to make, Zahara’s heart expands. His words catch hold and ground her. Maybe she isn’t empty after all. Maybe she can let go of this poison that’s been coursing through her bloodstream for all these years.

The vision of her father and the playhouse fades, and she’s seated center stage, a spotlight shining down on her. The heat and the brightness make her eyes squint. From the wings, the voices of the Marassa Jumeaux call, “Will you feed us?”

Her back straightens, and she takes a deep breath. “Take it all,” she cries out. “You can have anything you want. I just need to be able to save Annica.”

At that, the two snakes slither out of the shadows and into the light, moving as one. They stop on either side of her and tilt their heads in tandem. Then they change once more—their bodies shifting forms with a fluidity that is both repulsive and awe-inspiring. The snakes become chickens, their feathers brown and gold, then two black cats smoothly take their place. Enormous turtles, larger than the cats, stare with beady eyes at Zahara. Then two fat raccoons. Those swiftly become dogs, wolflike in their size with hungry gazes. Then the dogs morph into some kind of wildcat, cougars maybe.

Finally, the cats form themselves into two crouching children—a boy and a girl. Not quite children, but disguised to look that way. They take seats across from her.

“You will give us anything?” they say, their voices harmonizing.

Zahara breathes heavily as if she’s just finished a performance. “Yes. Anything I have if I can save my sister.”

The twins look at each other, sharing in a silent communication that sets Zahara on edge. But she’s on this path and is committed to seeing it through.

“We have been waiting for you,” they say, turning back to face her. “For a very long time.”

“For me?” Disbelief drips from her tone.

“Yes. You can give us what the others can’t.”

“What is that?”

“The power.” They blink at her in unison with their too-large eyes, expression solemn.

Unease creeps over Zahara’s skin. “I don’t understand. Do you mean the syntropy? I thought that you gave it to me.”

“Power,” they say. “We have given it to many. In small pieces. Throughout the years. Gifts. Rewards.”

The girl leans forward and begins tracing shapes on the floor with her pointer finger. It’s the first time the two have not moved identically, and Zahara stares.

“We split the gifts into pieces and spread them out,” the girl says.

“But now they must come back,” the boy finishes. “To keep the balance.”

“Like fragments of a broken dish, they must be restored.” On the ground, the place where the girl was drawing begins to glow in a shape like a figure eight. It looks like two bowls connected, like the story of the Marassa from her father’s tapes.

“So, is that the cost?” Zahara asks, her mind churning. “I have to lose my power?”

The twins blink at her. “Power, yes. Feed us power. We feed you, you feed us—balance. Always balance. Chaos and order. Good and evil. Night and day. Share what we have. But we must be fed. What we give must come back, so that we may give again.”

Zahara nods. “I think I understand.” The magic has always been about give-and-take. The ability and the backlash. It was like learning to balance her body on the tip of her toe shoe. She had to understand the weight of her limbs, their position, how to hold them so as not to upset the delicate equilibrium. In her mind, dance brings harmony to chaos, beauty to counteract the ugliness of the world, and for a few hours in a darkened theater, there is joy. When the audience leaves and the stage lights dim, only then do the blood, the pain, the aches, the self-recriminations flood in.

“Will I die?” she asks, her voice small. “Like my father and the others?” She holds her breath, the fear more distant now.

“Die,” the twins say as if they don’t understand the word. “Live. Die. Sun. Moon. Morning. Evening. Winter. Summer.”

They either don’t have the same understanding of life and death as she does, or they will not answer. “It is time now. Do you agree to accept our gift and restore the balance?”

How can she not when the alternative is to let her sister die? If these powers were only ever on loan, then she is happy to give them back.

Save your sister and doom the world, Sybil’s voice whispers from memory. But I can only make the choice I can live with, Zahara thinks.

“Yes. I agree.”

The twins grin, their lips curve up to their ears, their eyes brighten, the number of teeth in their mouths seems to double before her eyes. “You are rewarded.”







Chapter 40

December 31, 1999

Zahara opens her eyes back in the data center. She’s seated on the ground cross-legged, just as she was in the vision. That bloated, full sensation is back, the feeling like she’s swallowed an entire star that is now pulsing against her ribs, threatening to crack them open. Yet somehow, impossibly, she finds a small pocket of emptiness within, a hollow space waiting to be filled. Room for dessert.

She places her palms against the cool tiles of the floor, and her power responds immediately. The syntropy comes to her far more easily than before, like an obedient puppy ready to play. She closes her eyes and pushes it outward as far as it can go. In her mind’s eye, the power ripples out across the floor, up the walls, to the roof, and farther, outside to the parking lot, to the street beyond, into the night sky above them. Her power extrudes from her in waves of invisible force, and like dominoes, the chaos around her falters then falls.

One by one, she senses the powers of the others wink out of existence. Lane’s earth-cracking destruction. Yolanda’s disturbing time manipulation. Alex’s healing. Loring’s control of probability. All gone. The backlashes and the power, all of it drowned in the deluge of her syntropy. Are the twins taking the magic back permanently or will the abilities one day return? She has no idea. All she knows is that everyone’s chaos magic is gone.

Including her sister’s.

Zahara’s eyes fly open with alarm, and her gaze locks on to Annica. Her twin lies peacefully on the floor, the blood gone from her face, her body motionless except for the rise and fall of her breathing.

Then she flutters her eyelids open, and her brow crinkles in a frown.

“Annica?” Zahara asks quietly.

Her sister’s gaze shoots over to her and she scrambles up to sit. She pats her face and places a hand over her heart. “I’m okay.” Annica exhales, then smiles wide. “I’m okay.”

A lifetime’s worth of stress falls away from Zahara. She’s ready to melt into a puddle of relief on the floor. Around them, the entire building is quiet. No rumbling of the roof or foundation. No rapid staccato of gunfire.

“Is it over?” Zahara asks, her voice small and far away. Her head spins, and soon the room is rotating as well.

“I think so.” Annica slowly gets to her feet. Then reaches a hand to Zahara to help her stand. Just before their fingers touch, a jolt like lightning shocks Zahara. She pulls away sharply, eyes widening with fear, and holds up her hand, staring at it.

That little pocket of space she’d found inside herself for dessert a moment ago is gone. Now she realizes the woozy sensation she’s been feeling is due to her being stretched beyond capacity, a water balloon filled past its breaking point and ready to burst. Raw power thrums beneath her skin, seeking escape.

You can give us what the others can’t, they’d said.

The truth crashes into her with the force of a bomb. This whole time, she hasn’t been wielding syntropy, the opposite of entropy. She hasn’t been canceling or undoing everyone’s powers and backlashes. What she has been doing is consuming them, absorbing them, taking them into herself and storing them. She’s been feeding on them like a feast at an eternal buffet. And now, she is catastrophically, dangerously full. And it has to go somewhere.

She doesn’t know how the Marassa plan to reclaim the power, but she imagines magic and backlashes spilling from her ears, her eyes, her pores—an unstoppable hemorrhage of chaos. She struggles to her feet, legs trembling, taking in Annica’s concerned expression but waving off her aid. Tarian stands, frowning, and takes a step toward her.

Zahara holds out both her hands. “Don’t touch me. Something’s wrong.” She spins on her heel and races out of the room.

Outside, mercenaries mill around, confused. Alejandro rushes up to her with blood on his hands. “Quincy’s been shot! There’s so much blood, and I can’t do anything.” He holds up his stained hands, helplessness carved in the planes of his face. “What’s happening?”

A sob rises, but Zahara forces it down. She shakes her head, which she hopes he takes to mean that she doesn’t know, and walks a wide berth around him, careful not to touch him or anyone else. He stands there on the asphalt looking lost.

Meanwhile, Zahara’s skin feels like it’s come alive and is trying to escape her body. She’s both featherlight and impossibly heavy, ready to either take flight like a helium balloon or sink into the ground. She staggers across the parking lot, barely seeing anything except the obstacles in her way that need to be avoided.

Her vision lightens little by little until the midnight dark surrounding her turns to twilight, then dawn, then finally burns brighter than the sun. Colors bleed away until she is blinded by the unrelenting brightness that only she can see.

Her limbs start to go numb. Her body is shutting down.

She stumbles forward, feeling grass under her feet and then more asphalt—she must have left the parking lot and wandered into the street.

Dimly, she hears someone calling her name. The sound is distorted and far away, but she keeps walking, instinctively needing to put distance between herself and everyone else.

She spins around in a circle as fireworks burst overhead, celebrating the New Year. The crackle and pop of them make her flinch and shudder as shards of pain stab at her.

“Zahara!” her sister cries, voice getting closer.

“Stay back!” she screams, the words like glass in her throat.

Zahara is now blind, her vision completely whited out. Only faint shadows indicate the people and objects around her.

“Annica, do not come closer!” But footsteps continue racing toward her, determined. Her stubborn, stubborn twin.

She tries to get away, to escape, but she doesn’t know where she’s going. Can’t see what direction she’s headed in.

When her sister’s warm hand closes over her own, the moment freezes. There is a split second of calm silence before the ticking time bomb inside her finally detonates.







TAPE 7, SIDE B

Part of me isn’t sure whether or not to actually give you all these tapes. There’s a lot here you need to know but I hope you’ll never actually have to. I hope it’s all a moot point. That neither of you girls will develop any sort of abilities. I sure haven’t seen any evidence of it yet. Could be I’ve been wasting my breath here. And that would be for the best.

But not knowing how much time I have left… it weighs on me. I don’t believe I’ll get to watch you grow up, go to college, fall in love, start families of your own if that’s what you choose to do. And I’m sorry about that. From the bottom of my heart.

If one or both of you do develop these abilities… I’m sorry about that, too.

My daddy died when I was almost too young to remember him, and I only got to know him through Mama’s stories. Cass will tell you stories, too, but I’ve done my best here to pass on some kind of wisdom. Can’t say that I feel especially wise. Wish I knew the perfect thing to say to give you girls some peace and confidence in the days to come.

I will tell you this. I’ve never regretted the decisions I made out of love. Things I did from fear, jealousy, revenge, and the like, those I ended up regretting. Not to say I’ve always made the right choices, but I stand by the ones I made because of the love in my heart.

I don’t know if I believe in heaven, so I’m not sure whether we’ll see each other again, but if it makes you feel better to think we will, then go ahead. What I do believe in is you girls.

I love you.

And there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.







THE TWINS

We have been born many times, and each time is much the same. It begins in darkness. Isolation. Cold.

It is airless. Pinching. Strangling. Not enough space. No room to breathe or move or dance. We must endure it, and we do, but we do not like it.

Then the darkness is pierced by a streak of savage light, and our eyes open. The light grows as we do, taking shape, developing form, becoming solid.

The light has arms and teeth and claws. It shreds what remains of the small, melancholy space until there is room.

Until we can dance and shake our heads and stomp our feet.

Until we can eat.

Oh, how good the world tastes to us, how delicious the yummy flavors on our tongues. We have waited so long to be born this time, have sacrificed so much.

So many mothers and fathers have carried us, tiny pieces only, like a puzzle waiting to be put together. Waiting for her. Waiting for them.

She collected us inside herself, little by little, then more and more, feeding us morsels that soon became a meal. And when her other half joined her, the circle is complete.

We are born of chaos, it is our favorite thing to eat. It nourishes us and makes us strong.

It lights the darkness and strips away the lies, bitter lies, revealing a new kind of truth.

Each time we are born, it requires a sacrifice of order, of harmony, of pretense. And this time is no different.

With this (re)birth, we are new. We are old. We are young. We are ancient. We will sing. We will shout. We will dance. We will streak across the sky like shooting stars in the night.

And like always, we will do it together.







Chapter 41

December 32, 1999

Zahara opens her eyes to brilliant sunshine. Golden light floods her vision and warms her face. Her back is cold and stiff. Her legs throb, feeling bruised, and her head pounds with a relentless, aching tempo. But the sun caressing her skin is so nice. It wraps her in warmth, chasing away the chill in the air.

A hand is clasped in hers, fingers intertwined. She doesn’t need to look and see, her twin’s hand in hers is as familiar as her own heartbeat. They had been holding hands in the womb.

She turns her head, wincing at the grit abrading her cheek to find Annica next to her. Her sister’s eyes are closed, her face covered in a thin layer of pale dust. The coppery taste of blood along with a hint of bitter dirt coats Zahara’s tongue. The same ash gray dust coats her own skin and clothes and hair.

She squeezes her sister’s hand, and Annica stirs, eyelashes fluttering. Zahara shifts and winces at the gravel digging into her back. She slowly pushes herself upright, muscles screaming in protest, and takes in their surroundings.

The sisters lie in a crater in the ground. The asphalt of the street has crumbled around them, and the hole they’re in is at least a foot deep. Zahara shakes her head to clear the remains of a high-pitched ringing that echoes in her ears, vibrating against her skull. The rest of her senses come online. There’s a smell like burning ozone in the air, sharp and pungent. As the headache melts away, the chirping of birds rises. There are none of the normal city sounds, no cars rolling down nearby streets or beeping of horns. Just wild and innocent birdsong.

She takes in a deep breath and freezes. Her body feels hollow, emptied out and deflated. The power that had been swelling inside her, stretching her to the limit and threatening to tear her apart, has vanished. Disappeared like water down a drain.

Only now that it’s gone does she fully realize what a crushing burden it had been. How the weight of all that absorbed chaos had been building and building, squeezing the life from her. The relief is so acute it’s almost another kind of pain.

“What happened?” Annica asks, voice full of gravel.

“No idea.” The last thing she remembers is she was… running through darkness, vision blazing white, certain she was going to explode. “Shit!”

She jumps up, ignoring every mutinous muscle, and climbs out of the crater onto the fractured street. All across the parking lot, bodies lie scattered, motionless on the ground. Out cold, she hopes, and not something worse. Closest to them, Theo and Tarian are crumpled next to each other. Tarian still clutches his laptop in a hand. Her heart hitches, and she races to them to check for signs of life. Both are warm, pulses steady, chests rising and falling in even rhythms. Thank God.

Annica’s slower footsteps follow behind her. “Z? What’s going on?” Fear makes her voice tremble.

On shaking legs, Zahara carefully picks her way around the bodies on the ground. The quiet of the morning has grown eerie and unnatural. Loring lies near one of his vans, crusted blood covering his ear. His handsome face is peaceful—you’d never know he was the architect of a horrific calamity. She steps over the rest of his mercenaries, splayed out like broken dolls—but all still breathing—and toward the entry of the building.

All the glass of the vestibule is gone, leaving only a skeleton of metal framing. Inside, the building is perfectly dark, with not even the emergency lights to break up the gloom.

A cell phone lies abandoned on the ground, a spiderweb of cracks running through its screen. Zahara crouches to pick it up and presses the Power button. Nothing happens. Nearby sits one of Goodnight’s vans, keys dangling from the ignition. She approaches and maneuvers herself into the driver’s seat, then turns the key. Click. The engine stays dormant.

Annica glances around, frowning, and pulls out the tiny handheld computer from her cargo pants pocket. She opens the device and holds down the Power button. The screen stays dark.

The sisters’ gazes meet, matching expressions of horror dawning on their faces. “This wasn’t Loring,” Annica says.

“No,” Zahara replies, nausea churning her belly. “I’m pretty sure this was me.”

“What do you mean?”

Sybil’s words slice through her memory: I see you in the center of a great destruction. Like a crater with teeth, eating up everything around you. Hungry, so hungry, but never satisfied. It will unravel… undo everything we know. A cold shroud of certainty settles across her shoulders as she takes another look at the destruction that she’s wrought. The warmth of the sun no longer reaches her, and a shiver takes over.

Movement draws her attention to where Theo and Tarian are stirring, pushing themselves upright groggily. Theo takes one look at the crater and jerks, then swivels and quickly spots Zahara. He struggles to his feet, Tarian following more slowly. The four of them meet at the mouth of the parking lot.

“I think we need to get out of here,” Zahara says, her voice shaking.

“What the hell happened?” Theo asks, searching her face.

“I’ll… have to explain it to you later. I just—” She swallows, scanning over the downed men, the weapons. “I don’t think we should be here when everyone else wakes up.”

“Cars aren’t working though,” Annica says, gesturing to the vehicles surrounding them. “I don’t think anything electrical is working.”

Tarian tries to power on his ever-present laptop, but it’s just as dead as the other electronics. He looks at his watch and his eyes brighten. “My watch works!”

“Let me see,” Annica says, grabbing his wrist.

“So, no cell phones, electricity, computers, or cars.” Zahara lists them on her fingers. “But a digital watch still works.”

“No processor,” Tarian and Annica say in unison, then smile at each other.

Theo raises a brow at Zahara in silent question. She just shakes her head.

“I get the other stuff, but the vans?” Theo asks.

“Modern vehicles have electronic control units—” Annica begins.

“They’re little computers that run various systems like the power train or the transmission,” Tarian continues seamlessly.

“You guys are kind of scaring me,” Zahara says.

Annica rolls her eyes. “Basically, if what we’re experiencing is a computer processor blackout, any car made in the past thirty years won’t work.”

“But I mean, this has got to be a localized phenomenon,” Tarian says. “Some kind of new effect of the backlashes? We don’t know how far the radius is. We might be able to walk two blocks and hail a cab.”

The growing tension turning Zahara’s insides to stone makes her fear it won’t be as simple as all that. She’d felt the massive power build up inside her. Felt it being unleashed. But she stays quiet, not yet certain what Sybil’s prophecy coming true means. Not yet sure of the total impact.

“I’ll do you one better,” Theo says, a grin taking over his face. “Save the cab fare. You say you need a car not built in the past thirty years?” His eyes glint with excitement.

They hurry to his 1969 Camaro parked just around the corner. Theo taps the roof of the car three times doing his ritual then slides into the driver’s seat. He grips his key between two gloved fingers and kisses it before placing it into the slot. Zahara holds her breath as he turns the ignition.

The engine roars to life like a growling beast awakening and a collective breath is unleashed. The rest of them pile into the car, slamming the doors shut with a crack. The tiny back seat is a tight fit for Annica and Tarian, but they squeeze in.

They drive away through the silent streets of Canoga Park, devoid of traffic, until they hit Topanga Canyon Boulevard—which is clogged with motionless cars. Zahara’s heart falls.

Birdsong rises, piercing the unnatural quiet of the morning.







KXLA

This is Kirsten Lewis reporting live from the edge of what most are now calling “the Millennium Desert.” I’m standing at a checkpoint just south of San Jose, which has become a meeting point for both refugees fleeing the affected area and, surprisingly, those eager to enter it.

Let me show you a scene that looks like it came from a postapocalyptic movie. As you can see, on one side of this invisible divide, cars and technology work normally. But on the other side, engines die, computers shut off, and services such as power, water, and telephone have so far been unable to be restored.

Those fleeing carry whatever possessions they can on their backs and tell harrowing stories of survival. The National Guard has been called in to provide relief and maintain order in a world gone mad. Additional aid is being provided by private military contractor Goodnight Security, which is distributing food, water, and other essential supplies to both refugees and those within the affected area.

The technological phenomenon that began just after midnight on New Year’s Eve continues to baffle scientists worldwide. Ground zero appears to be somewhere in the San Fernando Valley, and the affected area spans half of California, much of Southern Nevada, and extends into Arizona and Utah. Within this blackout zone, nothing—absolutely nothing—that relies on computerized technology functions.

Perhaps most baffling to scientists studying this phenomenon is the effect on technology that enters the zone. Vehicles, phones, even pacemakers stop functioning the moment they cross the boundary. More disturbingly, when removed from the zone, they remain permanently disabled. It’s as if they’ve crossed through a one-way door from which there is no return.

Along the borders of this desert, places just like this one are experiencing unprecedented strain as hundreds of thousands flee their former homes. Shelters are overflowing, and resources are stretched to the breaking point. President Clinton has declared a state of emergency across the Western United States.

The president has also assembled a task force to study the origins of this strange event. He has named the CEO of Goodnight Security, Quincy Goodnight, as the task force chair, who says that while it’s a daunting assignment, given that virtually all scientific equipment fails upon entering the zone, he is committed to discovering its origins and promises answers for the American people.

However, while most residents are desperate to escape, thousands more are deliberately migrating into the Millennium Desert. These individuals see the technological collapse as an opportunity for humanity to reset its relationship with the natural world.

One of them is Dr. Sheppard Loring, well-known radio host, motivational speaker, and founder of veterans charity organization COMPASS. Dr. Loring has emerged as a leader among those embracing this new reality. He has invited those seeking a simpler way of life to make a pilgrimage, as he calls it, to his compound in Thousand Oaks, California, on foot, by bicycle, or via horse and wagon. He has initiated a telegram service, and one of his first messages to the outside world is an open call to those who want to join “a community of people committed to getting back to what it means to truly be human.”

And as the Millennium Desert phenomenon enters its second week, some are calling it the most significant event in human history since the Industrial Revolution. Whether this is a temporary anomaly or not remains to be seen. What’s certain is that millions of lives have been irrevocably altered, and the map of America has been redrawn not by politics or war but by forces we cannot yet comprehend.







END PROGRAM()

It takes them two days to get out of Southern California. They have to navigate roads blocked with cars, which requires doubling back, finding side streets to get them closer to where they’re heading, and avoiding the desperate people either wanting a ride or wanting to steal a functioning vehicle—hell-bent on getting out of this zone of mystery, misery, and dead technology.

None of their powers have returned yet, and no one knows whether that will be permanent or not. Just like they’re not sure how long this Millennium Desert will last, whether it will stay in its current area, shrink, or maybe even grow.

As they roll down a dirt road heading north toward Modesto, toward Cassandra, hoping Theo’s ability will return and he’ll be able to restore her memories of her eldest daughter, they listen to one of his three music options, since the vigorous negotiation over which book on tape to choose did not end well.

Zahara stares out the window at the farmland rolling by. Theo is behind the wheel, gloves off. He’d retrieved her luggage before heading to the data center, and so at a stop in an ancient, abandoned gas station she’d fished out two items from her bag. One was the photograph from her childhood recital with her, her parents, and no one in between them. Now she considers it, gazing at the three smiling faces as the wind blows her hair out of the bun she attempted to wrangle it into. Loose strands fly around her face, free and unfettered.

The photograph that started it all doesn’t cause the painful ache that it used to. The tight band that once constricted her chest and caused her stomach to churn is gone. She breathes deeply, the clean, crisp air filling her lungs.

She loosens her grip and lets the picture flutter out the window. Then she picks up the little stuffed elephant key chain Theo had given her for Christmas, palming it in her right hand. With her left hand, she reaches toward Theo, who grabs it in his own, never taking his eyes from the road.

His skin is warm. There’s no shock of electricity, no sting of powers being absorbed, just his hand in hers. In the back seat, Annica and Tarian are fast asleep, her head nestled on his shoulder.

The Camaro growls down the road, kicking up a cloud of grit as Sam Cooke sings about a change coming. And as the dust settles, there is no one to see the discarded photograph fade and ripple with three smiling faces once again becoming four.







Author’s Note

This novel began in 2013 as a NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) project called The Book of Secrets. I was in love with the original hook: a teenage girl witnessing her chronically ill younger sister being kidnapped by a stranger—only to discover, moments later, that no one remembered the sister had ever existed.

In its earliest versions, the story looked very different. One draft featured Gulf War soldiers stumbling across a mysterious book in the ruins of a desert city, which unlocked hidden powers. Instead of the Marassa Jumeaux, there was a different spirit entity at the heart of things. And Zahara and Annica weren’t twins until fairly late in the process.

I knew I wanted Zahara to have some sort of terrible, destructive power—in one draft, she destroys an entire city—but I couldn’t find a way to make the story cohesive. Annica was always a computer genius, and Theo’s abilities remained mostly the same—but the larger conspiracy shifted with each attempt. Draft after draft unraveled before the end. The plot was murky, the themes unclear, and I couldn’t quite hold it all together.

I can’t recall exactly what inspired me to move the story from the present to the 1990s and add the Y2K aspect. I believe it happened while I was working on The Monsters We Defy, my first true historical fantasy, and lost my fear of writing in the real world’s past. Placing computer-savvy characters against the backdrop of the early days of the internet intrigued me. Could magic be the reason the Millennium Bug was thwarted?

Once I embraced the time period, the story began to take shape—though the path to this version has been the most winding of any novel I’ve written, with major characters and plotlines cut, reshaped, or added again and again through the years.

And while, as usual, I worked to capture the time as authentically as possible, I did make a few deliberate changes. The audiobook for Stephen King’s Hearts in Atlantis was not released until 2001. Freenet (often considered a precursor to the dark web) wasn’t publicly available until 2000. And Six Flags Magic Mountain’s “Holiday in the Park” event didn’t start until 2014. I used a bit of creative license to push them all up the timeline.

Other details, though, are drawn from actual history. The backstory of the twins’ grandmother, Mama Marla, and how she clandestinely purchased her home in Modesto, California, in an all-white neighborhood was based on a real woman, Willa Mae Williams, and echoes the actions of countless people affected by institutionalized racism.

Zahara, Annica, and I share a birth year, and while the idea of calling a story set largely in 1999 “historical” makes me wince, I think I’ve reached the age where the nostalgia is a comfort. And in a time when Black history is considered dangerous by some, it’s more important than ever to shine a light on the past. By holding on to our stories, no matter how big or small, we continue our ancestors’ slow, steady work of building a noble future.
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