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​Chapter One - Ghost in the Grid
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The transfer confirmation arrived at 2:13 a.m., and Kimbra counted it three times.

Not because she doubted the number. She never doubted the number. The number was 47,500 pesos, clean, routed through a chain of proxy accounts she had assembled over six months into something that looked, to anyone running a standard trace, like a payments aggregator for a mid-tier e-commerce platform in Cebu. She had tested the chain twice before using it. The number was correct. She counted it anyway, because counting was the last thing she had to do before the room went quiet.

She closed the terminal window. She aligned her tools on the table in front of her: wireless adapter, secondary handset, roll of electrical tape, fine-tip soldering iron wrapped in its protective case. She set each item back in her bag in the order they had come out, which was the reverse of the order she would need them for the next job, which meant they were already staged for work she hadn't yet been hired to do. She did this every time. She had learned at ten years old that the difference between a tool you could reach in the dark and a tool you had to find was frequently the difference between a job that succeeded and a job that did not.

The room was on the third floor of a building on R. Hidalgo Street in Tondo that smelled of fried garlic from the floor below and had one window overlooking an alley where a dog had been barking at something since midnight. Kimbra had identified the source of the barking at 12:07 a.m. — a loose sheet of galvanized iron knocking against a wall in the wind off the bay — and had filed it under not a threat and returned to the job. She was good at this. Identifying the variable, categorizing it, returning her full attention to the problem at hand.

The problem at hand was finished. That was the part she was sitting with now.

She pulled her hair away from her face. It fell back immediately, blunt ends grazing her jaw, and she let it. Her reflection in the dark laptop screen showed her someone who looked, at first glance, like a person who had been up too late studying. Second glance would have shown the same thing. She had worked very hard to look, at every glance, like someone unremarkable.

Forty-seven jobs. She did not let herself count total earnings across all forty-seven because that was a different kind of counting, the kind that felt like looking at a number and trying to decide if it was large enough to mean something. It was not a useful exercise. She was seventeen years old and she had been doing this for four years and she had a rented room in Tondo and a bag of tools staged for the next job and an uncle in Pampanga who called her on Sundays and a friend who sent her memes at hours that suggested Dessa had no functional relationship with sleep.

It was enough.

The dog had stopped barking. The wind had probably shifted, or the iron sheet had finally fallen. Kimbra noted the absence of the sound the way she noted everything: logged, categorized, filed. The room was quiet now in a way that had weight to it, the particular weight of a space that was not going to fill itself.

She turned off the lamp.

She had been in this room for eleven days. Before this room, a different room in Sampaloc. Before that, a week in Makati staying with Dessa until Dessa's mother had begun giving her the look that said you are welcome here and also what exactly is going on with your life. Before Makati, another room. This was the shape of things: rooms she moved through, jobs she completed, tools staged in order for the next problem. The work was clean. She was good at it. She had arranged her entire life so that it ran with the same precision she brought to the work itself.

She lay down on the narrow bed without undressing and looked at the ceiling and thought about nothing in particular, which was different from not thinking. Not thinking was something other people claimed to be able to do. What Kimbra did in the dark was a controlled inventory: the job, the variables that had performed within expected parameters, the one moment at 11:40 p.m. when the security architecture had tried to initiate a callback sequence she hadn't anticipated and she had overridden it in fourteen seconds, which was three seconds slower than she would have liked but seven seconds faster than the next threshold. The callback was logged. She would adjust for it in the next job.

There was always a next job.

She counted the cracks in the ceiling plaster. There were eleven. She had counted them every night for eleven days and there were always eleven, which was correct, because cracks in ceiling plaster did not appear on their own overnight. She knew this. She counted them anyway.

Downstairs, the building settled. The street outside moved through its 2 a.m. frequencies: a jeepney two blocks over, someone's television, a conversation in the next apartment that she had not been trying to parse but had assembled, involuntarily, into a picture of two people who were tired and not quite arguing and probably going to be fine. This was the problem with having a brain that processed signal — it processed all of it, all the time, whether she asked it to or not.

She closed her eyes.

She would be asleep in three minutes. She knew this because she had been tracking her own sleep onset time for two years and it averaged two minutes forty seconds after she closed her eyes and stopped counting, which she had not yet done.

She stopped counting.

She slept without dreaming, which was the only way she ever slept, and the city outside moved through its night without her, and her bag sat beside the bed with everything in it staged in reverse order, ready for something that had not yet arrived to ask for it.

At 2:13 a.m., Kimbra had completed her forty-seventh job.

It was clean.

It was always clean.

She had decided, a long time ago, that this was enough.
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​Chapter Two - The Price of Alone
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Dessa Macaraeg had opinions about the fishball vendor on Dapitan Street, and she was going to share all of them.

"The thing is," she said, collecting three skewers from the paper bag without looking at it, a skill Kimbra had observed and categorized as the result of years of practice in conditions where eye contact with the vendor was socially obligatory, "he changed the sauce. Something is different. I've been eating from that cart since I was nine years old and something is fundamentally different and I cannot figure out what it is."

"Sweeter," Kimbra said.

Dessa stopped mid-bite. "What?"

"The sauce. He's using banana ketchup now instead of the blend. The ratio shifted." She had noticed this when the bag opened. Acetic acid concentration, fructose notes, the particular caramel quality that banana ketchup picked up during reduction. "He probably had a supply problem."

Dessa stared at her for three full seconds. This was not unusual. Dessa often stared at her for three full seconds after she said something, the expression cycling through several stages before arriving, reliably, at an affectionate sort of exasperation.

"You have been here for forty-five seconds," Dessa said.

"I've been here for three minutes and twelve seconds. You were finishing a sentence when I arrived."

"And you already know what's in the sauce."

"I noticed it. I wasn't trying to." Kimbra took a skewer. "It's still good."

They walked. This was the shape of their friendship, when they were in it: Dessa talked, Kimbra processed, and the city of Manila provided a backdrop that required no performance from either of them. The night market on Dapitan was a Thursday tradition that had calcified into something that felt, to Kimbra, like a variable she would notice the absence of. She did not examine this too closely.

"Okay but I have something to tell you," Dessa said, which was how she began every conversation, and the something could be anything from a minor crisis to an observation about a cloud she had seen on the way here. The register was identical regardless of content. Kimbra had learned this early and adjusted her threat assessment protocol accordingly.

"Tell me."

"So you know Rhea from Thursday section."

Kimbra did not know Rhea from Thursday section. She knew very few people from any section. "Continue."

"She is so obviously in love with Mark that it is painful to watch and she keeps doing this thing where she pretends to need help with Calculus because she knows he's good at it and, look, I'm not judging the strategy, the strategy is fine, but she asked him for help four times last week and she clearly already knew how to do the problems and I just think—" Dessa paused to pull another skewer from the bag without looking, "if you're going to do a thing, do it properly. Don't half-commit. It's less embarrassing to just say the thing."

"Most people find saying the thing embarrassing."

"Which is why everyone is so bad at this." Dessa gestured with her skewer in a way that encompassed, apparently, the entirety of human interpersonal failure. "You should see her face when he explains something. She knows the answer. She's not even listening to the explanation. She's just—" she made a face that Kimbra interpreted as infatuated but trying to hide it, "looking at his hands."

Kimbra considered this. "She could simply tell him."

"She could. She won't. Because then she would know." Dessa said this like it was obvious, and Kimbra filed it under understood but not something she had an application for. "As long as she's asking about Calculus, the answer is still possible. As long as she hasn't actually said anything, nothing bad has happened yet."

"But nothing good has happened either."

Dessa pointed her skewer at Kimbra. "Exactly. That is exactly my point." Then, without pausing, transitioning the way she always transitioned, as if conversation were a single continuous stream that happened to move between subjects: "How's the thing going."

"What thing."

"The thing." Dessa's tone did not change. This was its own form of communication, one Kimbra had been interpreting for two years—the specific way Dessa asked about the work without asking about the work, which was a kindness they had negotiated without ever explicitly negotiating it.

"It went."

"Good went or fine went."

"Clean went."

"Good." Dessa finished her last skewer and dropped the stick in a trash can they were passing without breaking stride. Two years of this market, specific trash cans at specific intervals, the whole route memorized in the body. "Are you eating actual meals. Not just—" she made a vague gesture, "—takeout container at 2 a.m."

"I eat meals."

"Kimbra."

"I eat things that constitute meals." She considered. "Sometimes they are served in containers."

"I'm going to start texting you recipes. Simple ones. You can make them in whatever single-burner situation you're working with."

"I have two burners."

"Oh, she has two burners, everyone." Dessa said this to the night market at large, to a passing vendor and an indifferent cat on a wall and the warm Manila dark that smelled of fish and frying oil and the exhaust of a jeepney three streets over. Then she looped her arm through Kimbra's, which was also part of the script, the contact easy and undemanding, and said: "There's a guy selling mango float on the next block. Walk with me."

Kimbra walked.

The market moved around them, the particular density of a Thursday night, vendors and students and couples and a woman walking three dogs none of which appeared to agree about direction. Dessa was talking about the mango float, and then about a professor she found interesting, and then about her sister's upcoming birthday and the logistical complexity of coordinating a family dinner with people who had incompatible scheduling preferences. Kimbra listened. She was, despite everything, good at listening, because listening was data collection and data collection was what she did.

The mango float vendor had a small queue. They joined it.

"Can I ask you something," Dessa said. Not as a question—a prefacing statement, the verbal equivalent of a cleared throat.

"You always ask me things."

"This one's different." Dessa was looking at the menu board, which was a hand-drawn list of options that had not changed in three Thursdays. "Do you ever get tired of it."

Kimbra waited for the rest of the sentence, because Dessa's questions usually came in longer form.

"Being the only person," Dessa said, "who knows what you're actually doing."

The queue moved. Kimbra stepped forward with it.

She understood the question immediately and she understood, equally immediately, that it had found something she had not left accessible. This was the problem with Dessa. She talked constantly, she used food metaphors she was not always aware of, she processed everything out loud, and occasionally, in the middle of all of that, she put her finger precisely on the thing Kimbra had built the most careful architecture around.

She said: "I'm not the only one who knows what I'm doing."

"You know what I mean."

"I do work that is understood by people who work in the same field. There's a community." This was technically true. There were forums. There were professional channels. There were people who recognized her work and could evaluate it accurately.

"That's not the same as being known," Dessa said.

The vendor handed them their orders. Dessa paid for both because she always paid for both and then accepted Kimbra's half as a transfer fifteen minutes later because they had worked out this system after an argument two years ago that Kimbra had found confusing and Dessa had found clarifying.

Kimbra looked at the mango float. Cold. Sweet. The kind of food that required no analysis.

"No," she said.

Dessa looked at her.

"That's not what I asked," Dessa said, gently.

Kimbra took a spoonful of mango float. It was good. She noted that it was good and then noted that she was noting it and then set both observations aside.

"You asked if I get tired of it," Kimbra said. "The answer is no."

Dessa did not push. This was one of the things about her—she knew when something had been said as precisely as it was going to be said, and she filed it away the same way Kimbra filed things, in her own different system, which was somewhere behind that bright particular face that Kimbra had catalogued years ago and then stopped cataloguing because it was not useful data. Dessa was warm. Dessa was consistent. That was enough to know.

"Okay," Dessa said.

They walked back through the market, and Dessa talked about her cousin's new phone and a drama she was watching that had taken a turn she described as deeply unnecessary, and Kimbra listened and ate her mango float and thought about nothing in particular.

At 10:47 p.m. Dessa hugged her goodbye at the jeepney stop with the specific force of someone who had decided not to say something she had been thinking about, and Kimbra's phone buzzed twice in her pocket on the ride back, both times Dessa, both times a meme about a cat making a dubious decision. Kimbra saved both and did not respond until she was back in her room, at which point she sent a single thumbs up emoji text and set her phone face-down on the table.

She thought about the question for eleven minutes before she stopped.

Do you ever get tired of it. Being the only person who knows what you're actually doing.

The equation was clean. The answer was no. She had already answered.

She opened her laptop and began reviewing the security specifications for a prospective job she had been sitting with for three days, and the question moved to the back of her processing queue, and she left it there, and in a few chapters she would have reason to understand that leaving it there had not, in fact, answered it.

But that was later.

Right now she worked, and the city made its sounds outside her window, and the room was quiet in the way that she had decided, a long time ago, was not loneliness.
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​Chapter Three - Everything She Is Not Supposed to Have
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The router was a TP-Link that had been losing its connection to the secondary access point every forty-five minutes since February, and Tito Cris had been fighting it, according to the sticky note on the side of the unit, for three weeks.

Kimbra pulled the sticky note off, looked at it, and set it on the workbench in front of her.

"What did you try?" she asked.

From the back room, where her uncle was doing something with a soldering iron that smelled like burned flux and good intentions: "I restarted it."

"How many times."

"Many times." A pause. "I watched a video."

"Which video."

"A very confident young man on YouTube who I believe may have been guessing."

Kimbra looked at the router. She had already identified two probable causes from across the room—the blinking pattern on the second LED was not the pattern of a unit losing signal, it was the pattern of a unit arguing with its firmware about whether its configuration was still valid after a power interruption. She picked it up. Turned it over. The ventilation slots on the underside had a faint gray accumulation that she could see in the light from the window.

"Do you have compressed air."

A longer pause. "I have a fan."

"That is not the same thing."

"I know that. I'm telling you what I have."

She pulled a small can of compressed air from her bag—she carried it as a matter of habit, because she worked with equipment and equipment accumulated dust the way Manila accumulated everything, relentlessly and without apology—and cleared the vents in three short bursts. Then she plugged her handset into the router's admin port and looked at the configuration interface that appeared on her screen, and found what she had expected to find: the device's firmware had reset its wireless channel allocation after a power outage six weeks ago and had been running an aggressive band-steering protocol that its hardware was not equipped to handle without dropping connections on a forty-five-minute interval.

She corrected it in four minutes.

"Try it now," she called.

A moment. Then Tito Cris appeared in the doorway between the front of the shop and the back workroom, his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, holding his phone up like an offering. The screen showed a speed test completing at a number that made him look genuinely moved.

"Bra," he said, "I could cry."

"Please don't."

"I'm not going to cry. I'm just saying I could." He looked at his phone, then at her, then at the router she was already putting back in its position on the shelf. "How long."

"Four minutes."

He made a sound that contained, in rough proportion, gratitude, exasperation, and affection. "I've been fighting that thing since February."

"I know. You said." She put the compressed air back in her bag. "Your secondary access point also needs firmware update. I can do it now or leave you the steps."

"Do it now. Stay." He said the last word without additional emphasis, the way he said most things, which was how she had learned, over years, to read him. With Tito Cris, tone was nearly always flat and content was everything. Stay meant I am glad you are here. Stay meant I have not seen you since the last time, which was three weeks ago. Stay meant there is rice on the stove and you are going to eat it.

She stayed.

The shop was on a side street off Rizal Avenue, a narrow space that had been a tailor's at some point and still had the original display window, which Tito Cris used to display a rotating selection of repaired electronics and, inexplicably, a framed photograph of a cat he had never owned. The front was for customers. The back was for work. There was a small bathroom and a smaller kitchen and a table that served as both a dining surface and an overflow workbench, and Kimbra had eaten at that table more times than she could quickly calculate.

She updated the firmware while Tito Cris put rice in two bowls and reheated whatever had been on the stove—pork sinigang, she could smell it from where she sat, the particular sour brightness of sampalok that she associated, in a way she did not spend time analyzing, with being in a place where she did not have to be excellent.

He set the bowl in front of her without asking.

She said: "Thank you."

He said: "You look tired."

"I'm fine."

"You look tired, Bra. Your eyes."

She looked at her eyes in the dark screen of her handset. She looked like herself. "I've been working."

"I know you've been working. You always look like this after working." He sat down across from her with his own bowl and a glass of Coke, which he drank with all meals regardless of the time of day because he was fifty-two years old and had earned the right, as he had told her once, to stop apologizing for his habits. "How is the work."

"Good. Clean."

"Are you being safe."

This was the question he asked the way another person might ask about the weather—not because he expected a crisis in the answer, but because he was the kind of person who asked it every time so that when she said yes, she knew he had actually asked and she had actually answered. She understood this now in a way she had not understood it when she was thirteen and had first started staying here on the weekends when her parents' absence had calcified from temporary into something that needed a different word.

"Yes," she said.

He nodded once. He would not ask again. This was also his way.

They ate. Outside the shop's window, the street did its evening things. A trike driver waiting for a fare. Someone's anak running ahead of her mother, the child's red sneakers very bright on the wet pavement. The light going amber and then gray as the sun finished its work for the day.

"Your router has been losing its connection every forty-five minutes because you had an uncorrected firmware reset after a power outage," Kimbra said. "In the future, if you lose connection intermittently at a regular interval, check the wireless channel allocation before trying anything else."

Tito Cris looked at her over his bowl of sinigang. "Is this how you say thank you for dinner."

"I'm telling you how to fix it yourself if it happens again."

"I appreciate that. I'm also going to call you when it happens again."

She looked at him.

He looked back at her with the absolute calm of someone who had long since made peace with his own limitations and found them, on balance, acceptable. Tito Cris had never claimed to be good at the things Kimbra was good at. He was good at showing up, and at making sinigang, and at sitting in a room with a person who needed silence without making the silence feel like something that needed to be filled. Kimbra had spent years cataloguing people's strengths and assigning them their appropriate weight, and she had eventually arrived at the conclusion that these were not small things.

"Fine," she said.

"Good." He refilled her bowl without asking because asking was never how he operated. "You talked to Dessa recently."

"Thursday. We went to the Dapitan market."

"Good. That girl keeps you human."
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