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To the flawed but brave, ephemeral but essential, passionate but irrational freedom fighters of The People’s Plaza at Ida B. Wells Plaza

JUNE 12, 2020–AUGUST 13, 2020

And to anyone who has stood against injustice in the face of an opponent larger and more powerful than themselves, whether it be in Nashville, Cop City, Iran, or your stepfather’s living room.




AUTHOR’S NOTE FROM MICAIAH JOHNSON

When my agent (the incredible Cameron McClure at Donald Maass, without whom you wouldn’t be reading these words) read the first draft of this manuscript, she said—accurately—“I didn’t realize how angry you were.”

Yes, this novel was largely conceived during the sixty-two-day sit-in at Nashville’s Tennessee State Capitol. And yes, this protest produced hundreds of arrests under frivolous charges that dissolved shortly thereafter, and far more instances of brutalization, which proved harder to erase and linger with many of us still. If any faith in institutional justice remained in me—after living in America as a Black person with the misfortune to both study, and live through, historical moments of spectacular racialized violence—my time at The People’s Plaza would have killed it.

So if you also sense an undercurrent of rage in this novel, you are not wrong. But it is not bitterness. Bitterness is anger with nowhere to go. Bitterness and resignation are close and tempting cousins. Anger with a target is Rage, and Rage is sister to Hope alone. We rage because we do believe things can be better, by fire if necessary.

Science fiction is an expression born from dissatisfaction with where the world is versus where the world could be. The same is true for protest. Science fiction is fueled by dreams of a different, but possible, future. The same is true for Rage. While bitterness is an isolator, a repellent to community, Rage is a beacon calling out to others. It is as much a communal invitation as any bonfire.

Come join me, Rage says, at this spark that is lit by the distance between what the world is, and what we could make it.

If you read this novel, which is like but also very unlike my own experience, and feel that fiery undercurrent, please know it for the call it is.

The night is long and dark, Rage says, but I will keep us warm.




PART ONE

i did not come to preach of peace
for that’s not the hunted’s duty.

—DANEZ SMITH




CHAPTER

ONE

THEY CALL ME MR. SCALES BECAUSE I’M A SNAKE.

Or because I’m real balanced.

Or because my father lent metal.

Depends who you ask, and they’re mostly wrong. Doesn’t matter. Wrong and right are moods in Ash. Not values. We tell one another stories we know aren’t true, and we’re glad to hear them as long as they stretch. No one cares if the endings are happy; we only care that they eat up time.

I like hearing stories. I’m not great at telling them, and I don’t like doing things I’m not good at, but I don’t have a choice. Too many of the other tellers are dead, and they’re waiting for me to say their part.

We don’t like witnesses in Ashtown, but I guess that’s what I am now.

WHEN IT HAPPENED I WAS ON DROP-OFF. I WAS NOT SUPPOSED TO BE ON DROP-OFF. I’M THE MECHANIC. I fix things. I’m supposed to work back at the row downtown unless I get bored enough to beg Mr. Silk for a week’s alt duty. But Mr. Cheeks’d been flaking, and he’s covered my ass before, so I was covering his by doing his drop-off. You don’t need to know any of this to understand what happened next, but I told you—I’m bad at stories.

Exlee was waiting for me when I came in. Exlee is always waiting for me, or maybe their face just looks that way because it’s the face they wear to greet clients. I don’t mind if it’s just for show or just for me. It looks like they’re happy to see me, like their life is brighter because I’ve walked through the House’s door, and that’s all I need.

“Hey, Pretty Girl.”

No one is more careful about gender than the proprietor. Exlee doesn’t even strictly believe girls and boys exist separately, but they still call me Pretty Girl because I like being called a girl as much as I like being covered in grime from other runners’ rides. Girl, I don’t mind. Pretty’s a lie, but even a lie sounds good coming out in Exlee’s silk-smoke voice.

“Hey, Boss.”

I call Exlee Boss because I used to, and because they’re the only person in the wastes the emperor won’t get salty at if he finds out.

I slid the package along the bar, deliberately stopping it just shy of Exlee’s grasp because I wanted to steal the simple pleasure of watching those long, gold-dusted fingers tipped with glittering nails reach for its edge like the uncurling legs of a glamorous spider. They tucked the package behind their fan so delicately it was like someone tucking away a love letter from an admirer, or a raptor tucking away a chick. It looked like anything but a drop-off. I’m not sure what’s in the brown bundle, but it comes from the emperor and goes to the House so we runners are all sure it’s payment. What the two most powerful people in the wastes could consider valuable enough to trade’s a mystery to me, but I don’t really think in terms of value. I like to watch pretty things move. I like to make broken things fixed. I’m simple.

I remember that Helene X was dancing on the femme stage. We’ve been friends since even before I used to dance in the slot right before hers, so on my way out I stopped to watch her because I always do and always have. I always would have, too, if the world hadn’t forgotten itself right then.

Helene’s Wiley City all over—true pale, not that chalk-wash new providers use—with golden hair. That’s the part I want to tell you. I want to tell you how she looked golden right before, twirling with her back too straight to have ever really been from here. I want to tell you how her eyes and mouth were that almost-but-not-quite-shut she’d perfected, an invitation the way a half-closed door can make you want to come inside more than one flung wide open. I wish I could describe the way her skin was pale but didn’t look like a corpse.

Until it did.

It began at her neck. The tight ridge of it pulsing, at first strange enough to be erotic and then too much to be anything but grotesque. By the time the bones at the back of her neck had pushed through the skin of the front it was too late for her to scream, though her mouth made the shape. Her eyes were wide open by then, too. The front of her torso cracked in, then back out like her ribs were wings pushing through the wrong side. Finally, the bones broke through her chest cavity like something being born, the accompanying blood an arc of spray that painted the crowd.

The hot splatter hitting their skin gave them permission to panic. Everyone screamed. Everyone ran. I walked toward her. I don’t know why. I fix things, I guess. It’s what I do. I climbed onto the stage I’d last stepped foot on over a decade ago and gathered her fracturing torso into my lap. I held her together. She insisted on breaking apart. I held her harder. But then I was just breaking her too. Sometimes when you want to fix something too bad, you break it. The way you can shatter metal if you get it too hot, even if all you’re trying to do is mend a crack. This was something I should already have known.

In the end, I don’t know if I held her together more than I tore her apart, but I know that’s how they found me: like a real runner, bloodied up and still trying.

“MR. SCALES, REPORT.”

I’ve been cradling a glass of fuck-yourself-up juice from Exlee’s secret stash since they pulled me away. The House calls it tar—it isn’t, but it’s thick as gum paste and it numbs your whole mouth on its way to numb everything else, so it might as well be—and I’m wondering where I can find a vat of it to dive into when the voice comes again.

“Back from the edge, Scales,” he says, this time a whisper that comes with a hand squeezing my wrist.

I look up at my commanding officer.

“Huh?”

“I said report,” Mr. Cheeks says.

We both know he didn’t, but there’re two other leathers checking out the scene and it wouldn’t do to act too casual.

“Yes, sir.” I slide the glass away. “Body looks like it’s been lead-piped from every direction, but there’s no assailant. Everyone saw the kill. No one saw a killer.”

He nods, flexing the sea of tattoos he calls a neck, the only bare spots his pretty face and the column of his throat—left deliberately empty in case he ever considers being a colossal moron and falling in love. Usually I spend too long staring at that three-inch strip of uninked brown, but not tonight. Tonight his Adam’s apple is too prominent to remind me of anything but Helene X’s bones coming from the back to break out the front.

The two runners move out of earshot, and Cheeks leans in.

“You gonna puke?”

“You gonna fuck off?”

He holds up his palms—also tattooed, though they fade so fast the design changes from year to year. “Wouldn’t blame you. It’s a bad one, and you knew her better than the rest of us.”

“I’m solid,” I say, and it’s not just talk.

I went through all the corpse exposure training the emperor could throw at me when I joined, and that was back when I was still a teenager in boot camp with lieutenants who assumed I’d never seen a dead body. Before I’d been pulled away, I’d forced myself to stare at what was left of Helene X. I took in the damage; not just what I’d seen happen, but what I’d missed. While I’d been trying to force her ribs back together like she was an oil pan that’d bottomed out in the off-roads, the tremors had continued down, shattering her hips, inverting her legs. I stared long and hard, trying to fit the pieces back where they were supposed to go, trying to find a pattern in the damage. And there is a pattern. I can’t quite see it, but I know it’s there. This can’t just be chaos.

Cheeks lets out one of his long-suffering sighs. “I’m sorry about this. You were covering for me, if I’d . . .”

“No sweat. You couldn’t have known. No one could have.” The smile I force hurts, but I’m desperate to ease his guilt. “You can make it up to me Wednesday.”

“Wednesday?”

I fake an appalled face. “Full moon? Midnight buggying? I outride you? You weep at your lack of skill?”

“Not how I remember it.”

“That’s all right. Denial is a fine coping mechanism.”

“We’ll see,” he says, straightening back into superior officer formality as another runner approaches.

I can tell from my periphery who it is. Too tall and pale to be anyone else. Fucking Cross. Upside is, Cross walking in means I’ve got an acceptable target for all my impotent rage. I don’t telegraph, but because he knows me as well as anyone ever will, Cheeks says, “Play nice, Scales,” before I can even open my mouth.

It wasn’t an order though. His mistake.

I’m still making eye contact with him when I shout, “Who let Ruralite trash into the House?”

Instead of stepping up to me, Mr. Cross lowers his eyes. He remembers, at least this time, that I outrank him. Anybody with a tattoo higher than his is allowed to haze him for life. He’s smart, and mechanics can’t get higher than major, so he’ll make officer and pass me soon enough. But until then I have a collarbone star and he’s still filling in his arms, so I get to make his life dogshit at every available opportunity.

“He’s escorting the body to Viet’s once the preparers get here,” Mr. Cheeks says.

He’s protective of the holy runner in a way I don’t like. The way he used to only be protective of me.

“Sending the holy son to the deathkeeper? Aren’t they competition?” I say.

“I’m not holy,” Mr. Cross says.

“Did someone fucking ask you?”

He doesn’t respond, which is the only right response.

I’m not holy. It’s all he ever says when I come at him. Always with his voice and head low, not like a kicked puppy, but like an animal on a leash. Waiting. He says, I’m not holy, but he doesn’t say anymore. He calls himself a sinner like it’s always been true. As far as I’m concerned, it has. Runners wear an honest leather ’cause we know we’re going to get dirty. Cross comes from the hyper-religious Rurals, where they wrap themselves in self-righteousness and call it purity. Out in the Rurals they pretend even aprons are just for show.

I want to go back to the row. I want to work on something I know how to fix and take the longest shower of my whole damn life. But I know how Helene felt about Ruralites, and I don’t want him carrying her home.

“I’ll escort. We don’t need you,” I say.

“You can’t,” Mr. Cheeks says. “You have orders.”

“Bah orders. I’m not even on tonight.”

Mr. Cheeks dismisses Cross with a nod, which means he knows how messy this is about to get and doesn’t want me setting a bad example.

“You’re being ordered back to the palace. I’ll drive you.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t I drive myself?”

“Because, as you know, it’s protocol to be escorted after witnessing a traumatic event involving a loved one or relative.”

“You saying I don’t know procedure now?”

He looks a little sorry, but not enough to matter.

“Cross will bring your ride back to the row. Now’s not the time.”

“You’re goddamn right it’s not.”

“Be. A. Good. Runner,” he says, quietly, begging. It’s in that stilted desperation that I finally understand: He’s trying to protect me.

I used to be able to read him like the tracks of a fat snake, but he’s been drifting from me for over a year. Ten years ago, I would have gotten it from the second sentence. Five years ago, I would have spotted the warning in his eyebrows before he said a word, but now I don’t understand we’re standing in a trap until this layered whisper. I should have known there was something behind all his talk of policy and the palace. We don’t let bureaucracy tell us not to feel. Only one person is allowed to do that.

“He’s here?”

“And watching you,” Mr. Cheeks says.

Suddenly, the runner whose face always carries a pinch of charm looks nothing but tired. He nods over my shoulder. When I turn I see the shadow in the corner, the dull shine of well-but-not-too-well-oiled leather catching light. The shadow knows it’s been spotted, probably knew from my body language the instant I understood he was there. A single hand reaches out into the light. Its long nail curves, a finger beckoning me. I swallow and take a breath, but I’m just buying time. Letting Cheeks see that I don’t obey instantly, like it will matter so long as all I can do is obey. So long as all I want to do is obey. I try to look scared, but I’m not. I feel utterly safe as I walk into the corner with the man that is everyone’s worst fear . . . everyone except me.

It’s not that the emperor tries to be every Ashtowner’s vision of danger; it’s that they modeled all their nightmares after his father and the blood carried too true. I wasn’t bred with the same fear of him as everyone else. I’m not from Downtown Ash. Everyone knows I’m a deepwaster. I didn’t interact with the emperor, or even a single runner, until I came here as a young teen for work.

“Sir?” I say, because everyone also knows the emperor rarely deigns to speak first.

Nik Nik nods and I see he’s not dressed for authority. He’s not even wearing his rings. If he wanted to kill tonight, it’d have to be with his bare hands, unless he was in the mood to confirm the rumors about his having a gun.

The emperor lifts two fingers and holds them to the side of my throat. Anyone watching would think he was stroking my neck, instead of threatening my artery with the point of his longest nail.

“You knew her,” he says. “You were friends.”

It takes me no time to understand his implication. Unlike my bond with Cheeks, my tie to the emperor will never so much as fray.

“I didn’t kill her,” I say, answering the question that is more in the press of his fingers than in his words.

He drops the hand he was using to check my pulse. Heart rate mastery isn’t one of my skills, so now he knows I wasn’t lying.

“You going to blame me for every unexplained body until I retire?” I ask.

“Only the bloody ones.”

At the mention of my worst crimes he squeezes my hand, because my monstrosity doesn’t strain our relationship; it cements it. The blood on my hands matches the blood on his teeth. Me too, they say to each other, I know.

“Stop fighting Cross,” he says. “I’ll see you back at home.”

“Cross is a dick, and it’s not my home.”

“It is,” he says. “And it’s waiting for you.”

He walks away, giving me his back with the carelessness of a man who could kill me without much effort. It’s a lie. People think the big secret between Nik Nik and me is that we’re sleeping together. They’re wrong. The thing unspoken between us is much more dangerous than that: The emperor is afraid of me.

I walk back to the others, the conversation making me feel exactly as helpless as witnessing Helene X’s death.

“I’ll come,” I say.

“Figured,” Cheeks says. He nods to Mr. Cross and then to the door. It’s time to hand off my fob and follow in the emperor’s tracks.

“Crash her and it’s your skin,” I say to the Ruralite. I look back toward Helene X. “And if I find out you prayed over her, I’m snipping out your tongue. You called her a sinner while she was alive, you don’t get to violate her afterlife.”

“I was a child,” he says.

“So were we,” I say, and turn away.

He never matches my venom, never makes a grand play at explaining himself. You’d think it’d make it harder to sustain my hatred, but then you’d be underestimating my stubbornness. The older the fuel, the longer it burns, which means I’ve got stores to hate the boy he was—and the man he became—forever.

MR. CHEEKS AND I COULD HAVE TAKEN MY CYCLE. A FEW YEARS BACK, HE’D HAVE THOUGHT NOTHING OF hopping on behind me for a ride through town. And I’d think nothing of taking the turns a little fast, just to hear him laugh at my back and call me wild. But at some point we both began to notice our closeness, to look around and realize we were the only friends who slept in the same bed, whose laughs were beginning to sound like each other’s. When he noticed it, he did exactly what you’d expect if you knew a guy like Cheeks. He pulled away, kindly. No more too-closeness. No more late-night chats that ended in one of us—never both—crying. It felt like growing up, all over again. You hate it, but there’s no point in fighting. Now he’s started disappearing enough for me to have to cover drop-offs for him, and I’ve started getting called to the emperor’s office for private meets, and neither of us knows everything about the other anymore.

Sometimes I want to call him back close again. Tell him there’s no need to worry. Tell him there’s no danger of us being more than friends. Tell him I only miss when we’d touch for the warmth. Tell him he’s just a brother to me, and I’d rather have him as a friend than a lover anyhow. But he probably wouldn’t buy it. Just ’cause it’s a lie and all.

When the urge to ruin his peace gets too tempting, I remind myself not to be selfish; I remind myself that wanting to shift someone else’s boundaries is a burden and a threat, not a gift or a compliment. Then I head down to the nightfire and find someone to clear his scent out of my head.

When Cheeks and I pull up, the palace is alight. Instead of the postdusk sleepiness the building usually falls into, all the lights are on and the number of runners on hand is doubled. The emperor takes the deaths of his citizens seriously, but this is too much for one murder, no matter how mysterious. Something else is going on. This suspicion is confirmed when Cheeks and I get to the emperor’s office and the doors are closed. One death doesn’t call for an emergency planning meeting. Alone, I’d never have the authority to open closed doors, but Mr. Cheeks is a left hand, so he walks in without flinching. I flinch. Every time I cross the threshold of the office I flinch: once remembering Nik Senior dying at the desk and once again remembering that it’s Nik Nik’s now.

The sound of important people talking turns me into furniture real quick. A two-second glance tells me I’m the only person in the room who isn’t at least a lieutenant, so I cross my arms and lean against a bookcase—a way of turning invisible that doesn’t look too much like hiding. The emperor is standing behind his father’s desk. It’s his usual post, though he’ll never sit in the chair. He didn’t pull on his ceremonial robe on his way to the meeting, but he did manage to grab his killing rings, so he looks less naked now.

“. . . at least five, they say. But the city doesn’t know about ours.”

“So it’s five more bodies? Six total?”

Cheeks asks the question like he’s just clarifying, like he just wants to be sure of the number for his fucking notes or something. This is why he’s the emperor’s hand and I’m not. My mouth would shake to ask. My voice would crack in half. And it wouldn’t be a question; it’d be a denial. I’d say, Can’t be five. I’d say, Stop your fucking lying.

“Five more reported,” says another officer, which isn’t a comfort. Five’s plenty. One’s plenty, the way it was done.

“If the bodies are as bad as they say, doubt they could be missed . . . even by the trash that passes for enforcement in the city,” Mr. Tatik says, which, oddly, does make me feel better. Then she adds, “It’s not a death that lets you go quiet,” and I’m down low again.

Tatik is the oldest runner, one of the few from Senior’s reign that was allowed to stay. She usually keeps to the outskirts, reporting on what happens in the deepwastes, but I’ve met her a dozen times before. She sought me out, the way she does with all femme runners, so we know we can go to her with problems we don’t trust to our superiors. She didn’t want me to go the mechanic route. She wanted me to end up an officer with ink up to my fucking ears like her. But I like fixing things. I like puzzles. And I like my fucking ears. I’ve got vices in spades but ambition’s not one of them.

“You see the bodies? Looks like the Ripper all over again,” says an older runner, and the others grunt in agreement.

If you hadn’t been around for over a decade, you’d think we’d once had a serial killer named the Ripper and that he left bodies that looked like Helene X. But that’s not true. We had a man named Ripper and he was a bastard. One day he was found at the House killed like hate, his body ravaged to shit. No one knew who killed him, but everyone figured he deserved it, so the death was answered with a shrug instead of a team. Rumors alternate between whether the emperor killed Ripper and Exlee helped cover it up, or Exlee killed him for hurting one of the Housecats and the emperor helped them cover it up. Neither version is strictly true . . . but neither is strictly untrue.

The particular gait of a booted runner who never had offense training—less because he lost his leg as a child and more because his brain was too bright to risk in the field—means the last person I want to see has arrived. It’s not that I don’t like Mr. Splice, usually we’re close as cousins, it’s just that he’s our hack in the city and there’s only one kind of footage he could be bringing on a night like this. If I blink for too long Helene X is behind my eyes breaking open again and again, so I really don’t need to see the others. But no one asks me, and Splice projects the footage on the wall as soon as Nik gives him the nod.

He shows four feeds at once: two people walking, one at a restaurant, another sitting in a park. The park and restaurant are official surveillance. The others are personal cuffs. One moment the subjects are perfect and useless like all Wileyites, and in the next they begin to break. When the images replay it’s the moments before the horror that get me. The victims share a blank-faced obliviousness, the kind of people who wouldn’t flinch when someone walks behind them. It’s like nothing bad’s ever happened to them. Like they didn’t believe in nightmares until they became one. I want to look away, but wouldn’t dare with all these dipped teeth around me. I force myself to watch without blinking. I keep my arms crossed, even as other officers cover their mouths.

“Simultaneous,” the emperor says, which draws my attention to the time stamps in the corners. If they’re right, and I know they are, they happened the same moment as Helene X.

Mr. Splice nods, though it wasn’t a question. “To the millisecond.”

My back goes straight. If it’s synced, that means any dream I had of this being some natural, random phenomenon is dead. I wait for someone else to make that observation, but when I read the room, the emperor is staring at me like he can smell my brain working. Still, I won’t say it. I don’t need the favor, and I don’t want the attention.

“Wait, does that mean it’s man-made?” Cheeks asks, only a minute behind me.

“That means it’s murder,” Nik Nik says, but he’s still looking at me.

“I don’t care if it’s blood-hungry sand cats. I don’t care about Wiley trash getting bent back,” says Mr. Tatik, showing her silver front teeth. She has one jet-black incisor, and is still the only runner to have earned an emperor dip. “I care about our one. Did they create some problem that’s spilling into our land?”

Mr. Tatik was around when the factories were still up, so I can’t blame her for the chip on her shoulder. I’m not so fond of the city of shine myself, so when another lieutenant adds, “Don’t they always?” I grunt in agreement.

Everyone starts discussing the deaths like they might be contagious, wondering if they should pull up records from border patrol about recent Wileyites who’ve come over. That’s when I realize: They don’t know. I wait for Cheeks to tell them, but this time he isn’t just a few steps behind me.

I uncross my arms, about to open my mouth, then think better of it in a room full of my superiors. Mr. Tatik notices and holds up her hand for silence.

“Scales?”

“The victim at the House,” I say. “It was Helene X.”

Their expressions don’t change. They don’t know her, or, at least, they don’t know the very first thing that anyone who has ever seen her knows.

“She’s a Wileyite,” I say. “Used to be anyway.”

“Oh . . . so this may not be our problem at all,” Tatik says, tapping her chin. For some reason she’s still talking to me, probably trying to give me that hit of feeling important that she hopes will get me hooked. “If it’s just Wiley City breaking, what should we do?”

Before I respond, I am pulled into a memory. It’s an old one, which means it can’t be trusted—but it’s potent, which means it can’t be denied.

A wasteland girl runs with her parents across the desert, trying to outpace the sun. It is sunrise, but the sun that is rising makes it seem like half the earth is darkness and the other half a laser. The trio make it to the city just ahead of the killing light of the bright day. The door in the wall doesn’t slide open. They beg to be allowed in. They are asked for their day pass. They ask to be allowed to stay in the doorway, just inside, just tucked under that wide ledge. They are asked for the name of the citizen who is sponsoring them. In the end, only the girl is found alive, protected by the still-smoldering bodies of her parents. When the earth finally cools enough to walk, she peels herself out and returns to the wasteland as a newly minted orphan with a hatred for glass walls that will never go away.

Anyone with five minutes to kill will tell you I was the girl. It’s one of Ash’s favorite stories, filled with sun, death, a miracle, and an excuse to trash-talk the city. It’s a story that’s been repeated so many times since I came to Ashtown for work that it’s not even mine anymore. It’s air. It’s dust. It’s atmosphere. It’s not even really a story about anyone’s parents dying anymore. For most of Ashtown, it’s a story about a door that never opens.

That door is why it’s easy to answer Tatik. What do we do if Wiley needs help?

“Let them break,” I say.




CHAPTER

TWO

A LOW GROWL COMES FROM THE DESK. THE EMPEROR ISN’T HAPPY. I KNEW HE WOULDN’T BE BEFORE I answered. His displeasure, and the risk attached to it, brings me back into the present and clears my vision of decades-old images of star-charred flesh.

“Is that what you think we should do?” he says and it is completely, absolutely, one hundred percent a goddamn trap. “Proposing missions now, mechanic?”

I lower my head so far and so fast it’s like I’m trying to shove my chin straight through my sternum.

“No, Sir. Just a preference.”

“You directing? Jumping to a leadership track?”

“No, Sir.”

“Expressing preferences about our direction is a right earned through promotion. Unless you decide to stop wasting everyone’s time and get serious about leadership, keep your ideas to yourself.”

It’s one of his longer speeches. I keep my head down and don’t say a word. I don’t pout. I don’t point out that Tatik had, in fact, asked my opinion. I also don’t point out that he, and Tatik, and Cheeks have all had their turn begging me to move up and they’d be goddamn thrilled if I did jump track to leadership. I stand full runner—feet apart, arms ready—in total silence.

The true test of a runner isn’t how much violence you can stomach, or how you react to a dead body. The true test of a runner is how expertly you can shut the fuck up. The emperor is like one of the reptiles outside of town—the ones whose names start with useless information like red-eyed or striped yellow belly but end with dragon or monster, which is what you actually need to know. They’re scary, yes, but they have shit focus. If you stand still long enough they’ll lick the air a few times and forget you.

Nik Nik stares me down a little longer before he moves on, turning his head to drag his heavy glare over the rest of the room.

“Do we have the name of the fifth in the city?” he asks, and I finally raise my eyes.

It’s Splice’s turn under the roving spotlight of rage the emperor’s gaze becomes when one of his people has died. Unfortunately for Mr. Splice he’s been asked a question, which means he doesn’t have the luxury of standing silent until he disappears.

The runner breaks out in a fresh sweat. “No. Not yet, I mean. Rumor is it’s some scientist. I’ll get confirmation though.”

The attempt to quell the emperor’s rage only increases it.

When he says, “You should have it already,” the words are nearly subaudible.

Splice lowers his head. I hold my breath. We’re both waiting to see if his mistake is worthy of punishment. When Nik Nik’s hand moves it’s a wave of dismissal, not a backhand, and Mr. Splice exits without wearing failure on his skin.

Nik Nik begins to dismiss the others, but his gaze is pinned on me and I know I’m not getting out of this without another one-on-one. Mr. Tatik is one of the last to go.

“I’ll keep my eye on the deep. Summon me if there’s a real threat to us,” she says as she goes. She’s the only one who tells Nik what she’ll be doing, rather than being told. I look down to hide my smile. Putting the emperor in his place one day is the only appealing thing about promotion.

“Scales.”

“Sir?”

He motions for me to approach. Mr. Cheeks turns half away, which is as far away as he can respectfully turn on duty, but which also means we are firmly in his periphery when the emperor wraps his arms around my shoulders. I can feel slight pressure where his wrists meet over my spine. It’s more hold than embrace, but it won’t look like that to anyone watching. And someone is watching.

“Leave,” Nik Nik says, a command no less irritating for its predictability.

The emperor is looking dead into my eyes when he says the word, but Mr. Cheeks knows it’s for him. Cheeks stiffens, as always.

“On standby or off duty?” he asks, even though we’re all on standby by default on a night like this.

“Stay in the hall,” Nik Nik says, which Cheeks could have guessed, but he’s my friend. He thinks I’m in danger, so he wants to buy time before leaving me in the arms of the bloodiest man in the wastes.

The emperor stares long into my face, only it’s not my face he’s looking for.

“You done?” I ask, my tone all kinds of disrespectful now that Cheeks is gone.

He smirks. Actually smirks. It’s a little thing, but wide enough for the façade of the emperor to crack and the man only I get to know to step through. This is a miracle—not in that it’s divine, but in that the world would call me sun-mad if I told. Everyone thinks deepwasters are one turn from delusion on their best day; if I run around spouting that the emperor can be playful, downright fucking silly, they’d have me sent to a quiet place.

“Don’t begrudge me my fun,” he says.

Fun is not a word his face should use.

“Fun for you is ruining my dating life?”

His eyebrows come together. “What’s Cheeks got to do with your dating life?”

“Nothing, obviously,” I say, too quickly. “But the rumors spread far. It’s not just your enemies who think I’m yours. Pretty soon people are going to be dodging me at the nightfire.”

He shrugs it away, as if ashing every one of my romantic prospects is a small thing. “Would you want a coward?”

“Do I have orders, or you just bring me to play?”

I do have orders, and when he gives them his voice is the low pitch of a eulogy.

“I need you in the city. They’re calling these attacks, so security will be high. You’re all I’ve got that can pass a citizenship scan since the new mayor’s crackdown.”

“In,” I say, like there was ever any doubt. “What’s the job?”

“I need you to see a scientist. I’ll cuff you the address.”

“Backup?”

He shakes his head. “You’ll enter the city alone. No one else can know the location.”

“You want him roughed up? Or just ask if he knows what’s happening?”

The look on his face tells me we’ve misunderstood each other.

“Neither,” he says. “This is a check-in. If he has info, get it, but your assignment is to make sure he’s not the fifth. He’s also a hermit, and he lives on the same floor where the unidentified body was reported.”

I blink. Then blink again. Why send your highest combat-rated foot soldier for a wellness check? Jax has been in the city since before I earned my first tattoo; they could easily go knock on some Wileyite’s door. Fuck, one of Splice’s mechanical spiders could do it. I’ve done wellness checks before, but always in the deepest desert where Ashtown’s most vulnerable live. No one in the Wiles needs me to make sure they’re okay. But the emperor’s eyes are bright with worry. On the surface this is just intelligence gathering, but there’s a plea underneath it. Not just See if he’s the fifth, but also, Please, please don’t let him be.

Maybe he does need it to be me that does the job, because he needs it to be me that delivers the news if it’s bad. I’m privy to his silliness, but I’m also the only one living who’s ever seen him cry.

I nod, acknowledging the order like it’s the most ordinary job in the world. Right before he shatters my nonchalance with a single sentence.

“If he’s dead, I’m pulling you up.”

“Fuck off,” I say, stepping away from him as my concern from a second ago dries all the way up.

“If he is dead, I’m pulling you up,” he says again, giving me an opportunity to respond correctly.

I lower my head, and nod.

I want to say, You can’t. I want to say, You promised. Instead I say, “Understood.”

He rewards my obedience with a courtesy he rarely bestows: an explanation.

“These are dangerous times,” he says. “You will need to be more protected than ever before.”

“Going public won’t protect me. It’ll paint a target on my back.”

“You’ve had a target since you took up leather. This just adds power.”

“I don’t want power. I never did.”

We’re at a stalemate. He breaks first.

“Then let’s hope the mark is still alive. For your sake.”

This is how I know I am not young anymore. When I was young, I would have seen red. His disregard of my wishes would have mingled with my anger at losing Helene X to plant a black seed in my chest that would bloom big as a mushroom cloud and twice as deadly. I wouldn’t have been able to keep my hands down. Worse, I wouldn’t have been able to stop hitting him until someone stronger stopped me. And since Nik’s the only one combat-rated higher than I am, there would have been no one who could stop me.

After all these years it’s easy, almost natural, to swallow down what could lead to violence. To ground myself the way I learned when I first joined up. This is something people who’ve never worn leather can’t understand. Places where violence isn’t tolerated will never teach you how to deal with it, when it is avoidable, or how to execute it cleanly when you must. You have to accept violence as a part of life to know it, to tame it like a pet, to keep it in your pocket and understand when to let it out. There’s nothing you can tell me about the right way to bruise flesh if your only rule is don’t.

Nik Nik, still watching my face for a hint of disobedience, eventually looks away. He calls for Cheeks, but by the time the runner enters the emperor has his back turned to us both.

WE’RE ABOUT HALFWAY TO THE WALL WHEN CHEEKS TURNS OFF THE ROAD, LETTING THE ENGINE IDLE.

“You good?” he asks.

“It’s not that kind of mission. Nothing wet, just info gathering.”

“I don’t mean about the mission. Himself . . . he’s been taking alone time with you.”

I shake my head. “It’s not—”

Cheeks cuts off what I’m sure he thinks is a lie. “I don’t care. You can get it with whoever you want, but I know he’s got a lot of power . . .”

“You think the emperor decided to break his rule on coercive relationships and he started with me?”

Cheeks shrugs, but I can see he’s relieved. He’s given his whole life in support of this man. I can’t imagine the courage it must have taken him to even ask such a question. What would he do if I said yes? Help me escape? Buy me passage through the desert? Hide me in the Rurals?

I decide I want him relieved more than I want to find out.

“Flattered, but it’s not like that. We just . . . we understand each other. But it’s . . . tied to something classified.”

Cheeks flinches. His rank is higher than mine in every single way. If it was something on the books he would know before I did. Being left out on an off-books mission means the emperor doesn’t trust him as much as he thought.

But he does trust him. He trusts him with his life, so I add, “It’s personal, for me. It’s from the old days.”

Cheeks nods, pulling back onto a road that only runners would be able to make out in the terrain. He’s not hiding his relief. “Oh, that makes sense. I know House business can be sensitive.”

We drive carelessly fast until we get to a low area of vegetation that exists for about a mile in a full radius around the city. From a distance, in the moonlight, the pale plants look like a silver oasis. Only when you get closer do you realize the truth: It’s all dead. Every stalk a long-ago withered corpse, too petrified to even burn on a bright day.

I, and everyone under forty, call it the carpet because it looks like an odd fuzzy rug made of dead plants. When Wiley first installed their artificial atmosphere to tame the sun, it was a wonder. Even before it was as powerful as they’ve made it now, it outperformed, and soon enough even the desert surrounding the city began to bloom with things decades-gone. It was a generosity the city couldn’t stomach, so they installed an inhibitor to run along the top of the wall to catch and return the atmosphere back to Wiley. Like I said, most of us call it the carpet. But the oldheads? They call it the garden, with a mourning in their eyes like it’s the name of a murdered childhood friend.

By the time Wiley’s east wall is in sight, Mr. Em is already waiting on the ridge for us to be in range of the drones. In the glow from the city I can barely make out her long, dark ponytail and the backpack–fanny pack combo she’s forever rocking. I remember from training that her favorite phrase to new runners was Stay critical, but it should have been Stay prepared, because there’s nothing she’s not carrying on her person at any given moment.

Once the drones are activated by our proximity, she takes off and rides straight toward them. She moves dangerously, weaving in and out among the dirt mounds, until the drones are forced to fall back and speed up as they try—and fail—to predict her path. She won’t be able to get them confused enough to crash into each other, which is her favorite pastime, but she’ll keep them busy while Cheeks drops me off. Any other runner would be laughing like only runners do—a throaty, uneven pitch loud and distinct enough to be heard over even the old engines. But Em has never been one to draw attention to herself. She’s so quiet you’d never know she outranks Cheeks and carries more knowledge of our protocol and procedure than anyone save the emperor himself.

The drones screech off after her, leaving the wall unprotected, but for the stationary cameras with gaps in coverage so wide a boulder could find them. Wileyites are real touchy about surveillance in their walls. They’ve voted down facial scanning, total coverage cameras, even audio surveillance designed to hear the escalated yells of a fight or screams of distress when they were proposed for inside the city. They choose privacy over security every time. The citizens say privacy is a right they won’t have violated, but apparently rights are only for people on one side of the wall, because their perimeter is crawling with surveillance drones armed with facial scanning and nonlethal—but not non-damaging—projectiles.

A decade ago some prominent citizen’s body was found in the desert between Wiley and Ash, prompting the city to write a blank check to their enforcement. It didn’t matter that we didn’t kill the man they found outside. It didn’t matter that Wileyites are more likely to kill one another than to be killed by an Ashtowner. They like fixing imaginary problems, and the vote to increase enforcement’s presence at the border was unanimous. Unanimous because, of course, they didn’t ask us.

Right now some uniform is watching the drone feed and wishing they could stun Em in the back just for existing. I like to picture them: huffy, licking their teeth, bad dogs brought to heel by tight collars, hands poised over the button to activate weapons they aren’t actually allowed to use. Once, they would have. They would have stunned her for looking at the wall too long, and when we filed a grievance about the excessive force they would say her crime was trespassing despite this being open land.

Right after Senior’s death, when they thought his new-ruling son would be softer, they went rabid. The city’s enforcement wanted to use all the power-drunk violence they don’t use on their citizens on us in the desert. In the city they were still nice. Polite. Clean-pressed uniforms who’d call you Sir or Ma’am. In the desert they armed themselves like militia and acted like hyenas . . . which I’d respect if they were honest about it. If I walk around geared up and punch someone in the face, I expect them to fight back. I’m not looking to lock them up for the most sensible of reactions. They wanted to beat us bloody, and then arrest for “assault” anyone who kicked dirt in their direction. They wanted to look like, be armed like, and act like a gang, but get treated with respect by the very people they terrorized. You don’t get to have your bloodthirst and your city key, too.

The officers’ turn in the desert ended the way all stories do when two gangs occupy the same space: blood on both sides, glory on one.

The mistake they made was an old one, but one they’ll undoubtedly make again: forgetting we outnumber them, forgetting we are just as comfortable with bloody hands as they are and that we don’t have delusions of being called a hero holding us back.

The last straw had a name, and it was Wills. His first name was Travin. Afterward, we called him Mr. out of respect, but he wasn’t actually a runner. Just a boy who wore enough black to convince enforcement he was fair game. He didn’t even rock leather—it was cloth—but in those days even a hoodie put a scent on enforcement’s tongue.

Mr. Wills was almost certainly not the first of us killed in the desert by a pack of uniforms who wanted to play at hunting. But his death became a story. It had been seen and heard and shared by so many of us that we began to whisper his name across the sand. Every mouth changed the story’s shape a little: He was crying. No, he was stoic. No, he begged for mercy. No, he said, Do your worst. He fought to the end. Or his hands were tied. They came at him from behind and he never saw it coming. They came at him from the front and he stood his ground. With his last breath he called for his mother. With his last breath he called for god. With his last breath he called for vengeance. Or he called for nothing with his last breath, because he didn’t have one. He couldn’t breathe, and his last words were just one more thing stolen from him.

It didn’t matter which version was true. They were all real. Stories should never be believed, but they should always be trusted.

Still, we were diplomatic. We gave them time to deliver the officer up for justice in Ashtown. They didn’t. We paraded through their streets, acid-etching their unbreakable glass with his name as we went. They still didn’t give him up. See, the killing wasn’t ambiguous. It was recorded. Ashtown and Wiley agreed the officer killed him. When they didn’t deliver the killer up for charges they weren’t saying, He didn’t do it. They were saying, He was allowed to.

A week of no charges later, the runners went into the city. Not to parade. To work. They were quiet like a dark mist. No laughing, no howling, not one single revving engine. It was a procession for two funerals: one that had already happened and one that was yet to come. When the sun came up, the officer who killed Wills had been made a blood scarecrow in the desert facing the city’s main entrance.

The city wailed.

He didn’t get a trial, they said.

Neither did ours, we said.

But trials are a right, they said.

Then maybe you should have charged him, we said.

The next officer who overstepped delivered himself up for charges. He wanted to keep his skin, I guess.

It could have gone bad. When one city feels threatened they can appeal to the council of all the others to have weapons of mass destruction sent in. And if the threat is to the system that allows cities to exist as a whole, they usually oblige. We could have been firebombed into nothing, shot from the sky while we ran screaming. But by then the story had spread far enough that even the council understood. We weren’t threatening the system; it was a simple retaliation. Their inaction meant we, too, were allowed.

This story hangs over me every time I cross Wiley’s walls, the way it should hang over us all. But Ash residents have too many other things to remember, and Wiley would sooner forget. It’s left to us runners to remember the time we won. They hate our violent parades and our bloodthirsty leader. They’ve forgotten that we’re just the honest version of what licks its lips in wait on the other side of the wall.

As Em drags the drones into the desert, Cheeks parks to drop me off.

“Walk small. Be shadow,” he says, the opposite instruction of a parade; the only instruction when you’re running alone. He holds out his hand.

“Small as the sand, shadow as the cave,” I say, taking his hand and meeting the half embrace. Then I pull up my hood, and step away.

The look Cheeks gives the wall before he leaves me is not different from the look he gave Nik Nik—a looming thing he can’t fight, threatening to swallow me whole. His ride pelts me with dirt as he leaves, and I take it, eyes open to the dust, just to watch him go.

Once he’s gone, I slide backward through the hologram of what looks like finished steel and slip into the dark the city doesn’t know is under its skin.

I ALWAYS THOUGHT SCIENTISTS WERE RICH? LIKE, STREETS NAMED AFTER THEM AND PUBLIC PARKS AS backyards rich? But this one is on a low floor, down in the shadows, thirty floors from the dirt but it might as well be a gutter by city standards. It’s still clean, there’s still food growing along the walls, but I wonder how long it’s been since he’s seen the real sun or stars. Maybe he doesn’t care about them. Maybe he’s the kind of scientist that studies darkness and being this far down in the muck of higher floors is the closest he can get to it in a city with this many fucking security lights.

When I knock on the door there’s a whole lot of shuffling before he answers, so I’m not surprised when I hear the high-pitched whir of a scanner. Unfortunately for him I keep my gear under a temp-safe pouch, so his scan won’t show any metal but the studs in my clothes and the silver of my bottom incisors. I smile wide to give his camera a good look, but then I feel the rattle against the back of my thigh. Temperature scanners I can fool, but this paranoid bastard has a magnet sensor. He’ll know I’m armed.

“I’m not here for trouble,” I say. It’s true tonight, though it isn’t always and I’d say it even if it weren’t.

When the door finally opens, the person that stands before me doesn’t look like any scientist I’ve ever pictured. His left arm is bionic. The stained, stretched-out tank top lets me see he’s lost all the bone and muscle as high as his shoulder and as far in as the start of his collarbone. It’s a dingy metal—durable, but not pretty. In his flesh hand is a cane, which makes me notice the leg. Because he’s wearing pants, I can’t see what all is missing, just that one foot is metallic. Still, it’s nothing compared to his face. The top left quarter of his face and skull are gone, replaced with mechanical parts. The blue lens where an eye should be catches the light flatly, like dull glass, and there are shocks of white hair immediately surrounding the metal plate on his head, though the rest of his hair is black.

I’ve seen a lot in my time, but I still swallow once before speaking to make sure I don’t sound too shocked. I check the name I’d noted down on my cuff.

“You Adam Bosch?”

His nod is shaky, but affirmative, like he hasn’t heard that name in years but knows it anyhow. Eventually, he takes a step backward, the sound distinctly hydraulic.

“I was,” he says, and motions me inside.




CHAPTER

THREE

ADAM BOSCH IS WATCHING THE FEED ON HIS WALL. I’M NOT ONE FOR TECH—I’M MORE GEARHEAD than circuitfreak—but I know the screen is expensive by how invisible it was before it turned on. In my town money buys you notice. It buys you shine, and flash, and the too-loud rumble of a too-big ride. In Wiley money can get you subtlety. Invisibility. Screens that look like walls, appliances that look like cabinets, and projecting cuffs that look like bracelets of the thinnest chain.

The tech feels too nice for this floor with its darkened windows and dust so thick you know it’s at least partially the accumulated dead skin of the people on all the floors above. But what do I know? I haven’t kept tabs on Wiley tech since I was young and things exclusive then could have become common since. Or maybe the truth is darker than that.

Shoved into the corner of his shelves like broken toys are old trophies and vidscreen certificates with his name on them. Maybe this low-level floor wasn’t always the scientist’s life. Maybe Adam Bosch used to be important.

The screen shows two women. The older one, chin like an axe, is speaking.

“She’s cute,” I say.

He’s only been irritated at my presence, but now when he regards me his smile is cruel.

“That’s the mayor. She ran on a campaign that promised to crack down on Ashtown elements in the city. She called runners every word for animal available to her. I somehow don’t think you’re her type.”

I shrug like I don’t care, but now that I know who she is I hate her. Her “Keep Wiley City Clean” campaign was xenophobic and dangerous for us, but worse, it was so fucking corny. I don’t have a ton of give-a-shit for the city’s politics, but I’m a little shocked to hear she won.

The white-haired woman beside her is keeping her eyes down while the mayor speaks.

“Her assistant can’t stand her.”

“That’s not her assistant. That’s the lieutenant mayor.”

I scrunch my face. “Two mayors for a place this boring?”

He looks away from the feed at me. “There are six political parties here. Whoever gets the most votes gets to be mayor, second place gets lieutenant.”

It’d be a recipe for assassination back home, but I guess Wiley doesn’t have a taste for that.

“Is that why she’s so nervous?” I ask.

“She’s not . . .” Adam looks up. “. . . Huh, she does seem nervous. Maybe it’s the bodies.”

Right. Now that I’m paying attention, she could just be shaken. I guess most Wileyites need a few blinks to process brutal death. They profited off it for centuries, but god forbid they have to see it. It was the scientist’s casualness that made me forget. When the newsvids showed the incidents—though they’re calling them attacks—he didn’t break into the standard Oh God, why or No, no, no! at the unexplained loss of life. He just tilted his head and watched like a curious bird.

The mystery of the lieutenant mayor doesn’t captivate him, and he changes the feed away from the politicians until he finds yet another image of death. For a place that calls us savage they sure are maximizing the replayability of seeing bodies turned inside out. I guess it’s hard to keep cruelty neatly packaged; it always spills its way back home.

Adam mutters something under his breath for the someteenth time since he turned the TV on. He hadn’t heard about the attacks before I showed up, which seems impossible, but having seen inside his apartment I’m less surprised. The trash heaped next to a perfectly organized workplace hints at a singular focus that shuts out things deemed unimportant—which, for him, seems to include the news, the state of his home, and basic hygiene.

Eventually, he says, “It’s bad math.”

“You know what this is?”

“Isn’t that why the emperor sent you?”

“Sure,” I say, partially because it’s good for a runner to lie sometimes, just to keep in the habit, and partially because it’s no business of his if my emperor was worried sick about him. No business of mine, either, but I still find myself sizing him up and down, wondering why this Wileyite
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