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      I don’t know how I ended up here, my life in ashes.

      I spent last night with a woman I barely know. We slept, side by side on the bed, fully clothed. I lay awake, listening to her cyclical breathing, contemplating how we’d arrived here, two strangers who had once been lovers now separated by a gulf of memory.

      We’re sitting now in silence at the kitchen counter, steaming mugs of coffee at our elbows. Black, for both of us. I’ve just cut into the eggs she made, soft poached. The way I like.

      It’s hard, being with her. Pretending at a domesticity that’s never existed between us. Five days ago, I was happily married with a career and a life I’d worked to build. I thought that nothing would ever change. Then everything went to shit.

      Connie died. I died. Even the Digital Life Assurance couldn’t save us.

      When I came back, I was someone else and my old life was burned to the ground.

      Dora was part of that: Finsbury’s life. A life that was mine but I feel no connection to. She was Finsbury’s girlfriend. How he moved on so quickly I can’t imagine. I’d never do that.

      Except I did.

      Makes me dizzy every time I try to make the pieces fit together in my head.

      I may not have done the things he did, but I know this: if Finsbury was capable of it, I am too. Starting an affair with Dora. Becoming addicted to shyfts. Abandoning the Service. Murder for hire.

      There’s a version of me that did every one of those things. The potential is inside me.

      I don’t want to end up like him, but how can I ever be sure I won’t make those same choices? We’re the same, he and I. The things he did led him down a dark path. He became a shyft addict, fell in with another man’s wife, threw his career away.

      Finsbury tore his life, my life, down around himself. Maybe he was lashing out, consumed by grief. I can see it happening. Hell, I can feel it. The grief is there within me too. Only I’ve been so preoccupied with trying to figure out exactly what’s going on around me, I haven’t had the opportunity to soak in my sorrow. To let its talons sink into me.

      I’ve had too much else to obsess over.

      The life I knew is gone. Not only am I under investigation by my former partner for what looks like valid reasons, there’s also a superintelligence hunting me.

      Dora wants to run. To disappear. I can’t blame her. Right now, it looks like the smartest solution. But that’s not who I am.

      And that’s how I know I won’t turn out like him.

      Because I can choose not to be.

      I’ve been worried that I’ll fuck up again. But I chose different last night. Dora showed up and I was relieved to see her and almost let myself fall into her.

      I wanted to, but I didn’t.

      That has to count for something, if only a little. Finsbury is not my destiny. I have to trust myself, one choice at a time.

      Starting with Dora.

      I understand why I was attracted to her. Beyond the physical, at least. These days everyone’s gorgeous. At first she was an irritant, a stranger barging into an already messy situation and making demands, but I’ve seen beyond that now.

      There’s a wit inside her. A playfulness. It’s there, buried under layers of fear and guilt. She’s scared, and trying to reconnect with one thing she knows to be true—me—and I keep telling her she’s got the wrong guy.

      It must be awful for her right now, all alone, with the person she counted on to stand beside her a stranger, in constant fear someone’s going to kill her, but she’s keeping it together. There’s a core of strength in her. A stubbornness. She can handle herself.

      The problem is, she’s hiding something. Has been from the beginning. I want to trust her, but I’ll need to know what she’s keeping from me before I can.

      “About last night—” I say, and she puts up her hand to shush me, smiles with her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” she says and takes bit of egg, chews and swallows, wipes her mouth with a tea towel and pushes her plate away. “I shouldn’t have thrown myself at you like that. I promised myself I wouldn’t, but you looked so good sitting there and I—I forgot myself. It won’t happen again.”

      She looks at me. Awaiting judgement.

      I don’t give her any. “I was worried,” I say. “I hadn’t heard from you.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but like I said, I was keeping my head down. Staying alive.”

      “We may not have to hide for much longer. I found out who’s after us,” I tell her.

      The color drains from her face. “You know?” she asks, her voice small.

      How do I explain this? The truth, I guess. “It’s a fragment of a superintelligence jumping from skyn to skyn.”

      She blinks and her mouth drops open. Her eyes dart around in her head but she isn’t looking at me or anything in the room.

      “A…what?” she finally asks.

      “The person that killed Connie…” I don’t know if I understand it myself. “I’m not exactly sure. He contacted me. Told me his name was Ankur and that some part of what he used to be, something that had evolved out of his humanity, was after me.”

      Dora rubs her eyes. “What does that even mean?”

      “I don’t know. I only know it’s coming for me. It exists to kill me. Was born with its one goal in life hunting me down. It’s been through Petra and Miranda and Tala and Dub and now it’s in Elder, trying to get close to me.”

      Her face is slack, probably going over the past six months, trying to make sense of what had happened. Finally she says, “How do we fight something like that?

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. Just like you said when you first came here—it could be anyone.” I take a breath, then just say it. “I don’t know you, Dora. Don’t know a single thing about you. You showed up here, saying we were in love, but this whole time you’ve been hiding something from me.” She opens her mouth to protest but I cut her off with a small shake of my head and tell her what I’ve learned. “Miranda said you were the last person she saw before her memory cut out. Dub attacked me the moment I left the restoration clinic, tried to force a shyft into my head. Dub’s trainer said the last time she talked to him a woman had called and he went running.” She’s staring at me, her jaw tense, but I keep going. “Then you show up and you want me to shyft. Last night too.”

      “You think I’m this fragment?” she says in a monotone.

      No, I don’t. But there’s something. Something’s going on. “You said yourself—it could be anyone. Shouldn’t I at least be concerned you’re not who you say you are?”

      She takes a second, tilts her head. “Okay. I suppose you have a point,” she says, then points to the cans of soup lying around. “You ordered those stacks of tomato soup because you couldn’t stand the food when you were in the Forces, and you used to have a cat named Loki when you were a kid.”

      There’s her evidence. The only people who knew both of those things were me and Connie.

      “I told you those things?”

      She nods. We really had been close. Okay, she’s not the fragment, but there’s something. “So what are you keeping from me?”

      She sighs, exasperated. “You keep telling me you’re not the person I think you are. How would you react if someone you loved forgot who you were? I’m trying to keep it together. I know I haven’t been doing a great job, but I’m doing my best. Yes, Miranda came to visit me, and then the next day she was dead. And yeah, maybe I shyft too much, but it helps. With all the shit that’s going on, the Bliss is the only thing keeping me sane. You just told me a superintelligence wants me dead. I think taking a Bliss is the right response to that, and you thought exactly the same way at one time. You’re no one to judge.”

      She’s right. “Sorry. I just had to be sure.”

      “Are you? You’re sure I’m not a piece of a superintelligence out to get you?”

      “I am.”

      “Good,” she says, smiles at me, reaches over to my plate and spears some of my egg. “The question is, what do we do now? I vote for getting the hell out of here.”

      I don’t get a chance to answer because my IMP chimes through with an announcement. “Visitor in the lobby for you,” it says, withholding the ID.

      That can only mean two things. It’s the police without enough cause to invoke the Service Override or someone’s coming to kill us but doesn’t want to take the stairs.

      A killer wouldn’t call first, so that means the police. Or more likely, Standards. Special Agent Wiser, I’d bet. Here to ask me about what I was doing at the Fāngzhōu last night.

      “It’s Galvan,” Dora says, getting there the same time I do.

      I nod, set down my knife and fork.

      “That’s settled. We have to leave,” she says as I get up, then reaches out to touch my back but stops short of actually making contact. It breaks my heart a little to see her straining like this, constantly fighting against her instinct to act on her feelings, but I can’t soothe her pain—the expense of being honest with her. I can’t pretend to love her. That would be just as unfair.

      “No more running,” I tell her.

      “That’s easy for you to say.” Her voice gets low. “I can’t let Standards find me, Fin. With all the shyfts over the past six months, my rithm’s way out of sync. I haven’t updated in months.” She jumps up, targets her bag with her eyes. It’s packed and ready to go. “If they scan me, I’m done. They’ll overwrite me. Pull my rithm back into line with who I used to be.” She rips her gaze from her bag and looks at me, her eyes welling. “The person standing in front of you, here, right now, will be dead. Gone forever. Back to being her.”

      Shit. One of those things she was hiding. No wonder she’s avoiding the police. No wonder she’s terrified. If Standards scans her, she’ll die. As far as she’s concerned, anyway.

      The person she’s become since her last sync will be overwritten. Erased. I may not be in love with her, but no way I’ll let Wiser wipe her head clean.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get rid of them,” I say, and think about it, then briefly touch my lips to her cheek to reassure her. I don’t want her up here terrified. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

      She wrings her hands but agrees, and watches me leave.

      I take the elevator down and find Special Agents Wiser and Brewer. They’re wearing yesterday’s suits, salt stains around the cuffs of their wrinkled pants.

      “More of your friends got hurt last night,” Agent Wiser says by way of greeting, before I’m even out of the elevator. He’s talking about Petra snapping and committing a mass murder at a Reszo-only club minutes after I left.

      Two armored Standards agents flank the elevator, one on either side of the detectives, thumbs pressed to the safety overrides on their weapons.

      I step out into the lobby, hands in front of my chest. Brewer barks out, “Stop right there, shitbag,” and waves to one of the agents. “Scan him.”

      “Is this necessary?” I ask.

      Wiser’s holding a sleeve of coffee in his matte black hand. He raises it to his lips, casual, swallows.

      “Fuckin’ right it is,” Brewer mutters.

      The agent to the left of me pulls out a tab and shines a rolling rainbow onto my retinas. Five long seconds later, it chimes happily. According to the Standards dbase, I’m still me.

      Agent Wiser’s prosthetic servos all tense at once, then cut. A second later his elbow whirrs as he takes another sip of coffee.

      “I have an alibi,” I say. I wonder if the mayor will corroborate she had me locked in a cell under her house when the shooting started.

      “I know you didn’t kill anyone, Mr. Gibson,” Wiser says through pursed lips. “But you were there. In that same underground Reszo bar where Elder Raahmaan, your former restoration counsellor, showed up after being out of sight for six months. Ten minutes later Petra Anderson, another former member of your counselling group, came out of a room with him and proceeded to kill her security, then her girlfriend, and attempt to kill Xiao, who just happened to be there, before calling you out and putting a bullet through her skull. It’s your assertion that’s all blind random luck?”

      “I had nothing to do with it,” I tell him. “I didn’t know Xiao would be there. I went to see Petra. I’m trying just as hard as you are to figure out what’s going on. Harder. At least I’m looking in the right places. You should be out trying to find Elder. He’s behind all of this and we both know it.”

      I don’t mention there’s someone else occupying Elder’s head.

      Wiser steps forward, his breath shallow, prosthetic fingers revving. “Oh, we should be out looking for Elder, should we? Tell me, Mr. Gibson, what, exactly, did you do to make Elder so mad he’d jack people’s skyns and shoot up a crowded bar to get your attention?”

      “You know about the mindjackings?” I ask. He isn’t as behind as I thought.

      Wiser’s chest rises and falls. He looks at Brewer then back to me. His eyes narrow. “You know, Fin, that’s your problem. You think you’re the hero here. That this is all about you.”

      My hands instinctively twitch toward fists but I keep them loose.

      Who does he think he is? Trying to make it out like I’ve brought this on myself. Someone brought me back. Dumped me into this life. I squeeze down on a snarky reply.

      “I didn’t ask for any of this,” I say, keeping my voice in check. “I’m trying to make the best of a shitty situation, and you’re not helping.”

      “That’s right,” Wiser sneers. “You’re going to fix all this, aren’t you? Solve everyone else’s problems. You’re the guy who gets results. The guy who knows better than anyone else. The guy who works harder than anyone else, does whatever it takes.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong. Someone wants to kill me and I’m trying to stop him. I didn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Not directly, no. But you heroes, you make decisions. Decisions that get other people killed. Like showing up at the Fāngzhōu last night. Just walked right in, didn’t care what would happen or who might get hurt. You were doing what you needed to do.” He raises the cup to his lips but lowers it before taking a sip. “The thing is, I know you’re not bad, Fin. It’s worse than that. You think you’re good. You think you’re doing the right thing. No matter what. No matter who it hurts.”

      My cheeks tingle as anger pulses through my poker face. He’s looking for a fight and I’m ready to give him one, but the thing is, I can’t argue with him. I came to the same conclusion upstairs—the only way I’ll avoid ending up like Finsbury is to trust myself to do the right thing. I have to stay true to myself. To Connie.

      But what if that’s what I was doing last time? What if I destroyed my life in the pursuit of what I thought was right?

      Wiser knew me. Knew who I became. That’s why he hates me. As far as he’s concerned, I’m the same person he watched go bad, whether it’s happened yet or not. Nothing I can say will convince him I’m any different.

      Finsbury. Still finding ways to fuck up my life.

      I’m not going to end up like he did. “I’m not him,” I say, louder than I mean to.

      Wiser snorts and turns away as Brewer steps up and puts his hand on my chest. He smells like he’s been washing with used baby wipes. “Answer the fucking question.”

      “Ask me one,” I say, frustrated at myself, trying to calm down. Now’s not the time to get emotional. I need to think about Dora. Need to get them out of here.

      “Why were you at the Fāngzhōu last night, smart ass?” Brewer prods.

      “Can I put my hands down?” I answer.

      Agent Brewer glances quickly over his shoulder and gets a nod from Wiser. I lower my hands but keep them open at my sides, visible, nonthreatening. I don’t want to give the agents flanking me any reason to start shooting. “I went there to talk to Petra Anderson.”

      “About what, shitbird?” Brewer sneers.

      “About what the hell is going on. To tell her she was in danger.”

      “From Elder?” Wiser asks.

      I nod. “I wasn’t sure at the time, but he was high on the list.”

      “You’ve been investigating.” Wiser steps forward and Brewer gives him room. “What led you to believe she was in danger?”

      For a moment, I want to open up to him, to tell him everything about Ankur and his fragment, but he isn’t ready to listen. It sounds insane. He’ll never believe a rogue, body-stealing superintelligence is trying to kill me. Wiser’s got a grudge against me so thick it’s distorting his view of reality. So I tell him what he wants to hear. “Ari Dubecki.”

      “I’m going to need more than that,” Wiser says.

      “I talked to him in his virt. He swears he wouldn’t have attacked me, would never kill himself. Miranda LeCroix says she’s innocent too. Tala Vivas is pretty far gone but I bet she’d say the same.”

      Wiser chews his lip but then his eyes grow hard. “Miranda LeCroix and Tala Vivas presented their defenses and were convicted of their crimes.”

      “You and I both know a conviction doesn’t mean shit about innocent or guilty.”

      “So what’s your theory?” Wiser asks.

      “I’m still working on it.”

      “And you maintain that you, Petra Anderson, Elder Raahmaan, and Xiao all happened to show up at the same place at the same time by some kind of coincidence?”

      “I can’t tell you why Elder or Xiao were there, you’ll have to ask them. I was there for Petra.”

      “We’ve examined the feeds,” Galvan says. “What do you think Elder Raahmaan was going to say to you before you were dragged away by Petra Anderson’s security?”

      “Not a clue,” I say, then step back toward the elevator doors. “Are we about done? My eggs are getting cold.”

      Wiser takes another sip of his coffee, rolls it around in his mouth, swallows. “Something about Doralai Wii maybe?”

      He’s playing with me, watching for a reaction, and I force my face to stay relaxed, to keep the sudden anxiety from expressing itself. At least I hope I do. I haven’t been inside my face long enough to know how it’ll respond under stress.

      “You’ll have to ask him,” I say, and my voice hardly breaks.

      “Have you seen her recently?”

      “No,” I say. Maybe too quickly.

      “Funny, she rep-checked for the first time in six months at that discount meat shop your friend Shelt owns. You didn’t see her there when you checked in?”

      “You said ‘recently.’”

      “It was three days ago.”

      “I’ve only been alive for four. I’ve lived three quarters of my life since I last saw her.”

      His prosthetic hand whines around the coffee cup, fighting conflicting impulses. “Have it your way, Fin,” he says. “You keep playing your games. I’m going to need you to come back to the station to get to the bottom of this.”

      “Anything to help,” I say, smile my most cooperative smile and start walking toward the big black Service vehicle idling in the drive.

      Special Agent Wiser stays where he is. “Don’t you want to get a jacket? The sun isn’t up. It’s minus ten out.”

      “I’ll be fine, the car’s right there.” I just want them out of here, to keep their rithm scans away from Dora. If Wiser is right about me, and my decisions get people hurt, then this is how it starts.

      They’ll go upstairs and find Dora and her scan won’t check out. They’ll take her away for a rithm reintegration, pull her mind back into line with where it was when she last synced. Everything she’s done—the person she’s become over the past six months—wiped away.

      I can’t let that happen.

      “It’s cold,” Wiser says. “You need a coat.”

      “I’m not bothered by the cold,” I lie. I can already feel the chill seeping in through the closed lobby doors.

      “I insist.” He walks to the elevator. “Eighteenth floor.”

      “Resident permission is required to access the elevator,” the building’s IMP answers.

      “Invite us up?” Wiser asks.

      I shake my head and he scowls.

      “Eighteenth floor. Standards Override: Wiser, Galvan J.”

      “Right away, Special Agent,” the building says, and a moment later the elevator doors part for him. He was messing with me when he called up, made me come to him. He could have come straight to my front door at any time.

      “You need a warrant,” I tell him.

      “I have reason to believe you are harboring a material suspect, which grants me probable cause to search your apartment.”

      “You’re overstepping and you know it. You just finished accusing me of pushing. Getting innocent people hurt.”

      He smiles. He knows he’s won. Knows who he’ll find upstairs. “File a grievance. I’ll be happy to answer to a citizen tribunal. After we search your apartment.”

      He puts an unnecessary arm across the elevator doors, holding it. “After you, Mr. Gibson.”

      I start a slow walk to the waiting elevator. The agents eye me as I approach Wiser. I could grab him, drag him into the elevator behind me, use him as a shield—

      Then what? Hostage situation? That gets us nowhere.

      They’re going to find Doralai. They’ll know I was lying, but they won’t know why. They’ll scan her. They’ll know she’s shyfting. This is what Saabir warned me against.

      Things are going to get bad.
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      Last night I finally found the man who murdered Connie. I dug his face out of my head after dousing my rithm with illegal code, and the AMP came back with a positive match.

      He’s Amit Johari, a former world champion in the Top Coder competition who went digital on his twenty-fourth birthday in a radical attempt to “cure” his autism. He disappeared only weeks before he rammed a stolen TACvan through my life.

      Everything I had to do to get here was worth it. Every decision I made. The Dwell. The ReCog. Hitting the arKade against orders. Hooking up with xYvYx. All of it was worth it.

      I found him.

      I was on my way to his last known address when Dora showed up at my door, and I was so full of excitement and anger that when she kissed me, I went with it and we fell asleep together afterwards. I don’t regret it, but at the same time I don’t feel good about it.

      She was gone when I woke up. Left only the smell of lilac behind.

      This morning I didn’t waste any time. I booked a hopper to Amit’s parents’ house—the last address SecNet had on file for him—a quaint little two-story in a relatively affluent Boston exurb.

      It’s only an hour and a half hop and the trip takes me over the kilometers-long mid-lake wind farm, skims the condensed urban centers of Rochester and Syracuse and stops at the edge of the Albany Medical Corridor to recharge. Thirty minutes later I land at the Lake Quannapowitt Hopper Station, hail a Rohk, and give it an address that’ll drop me a half block from Amit’s house.

      The Rohk cruises me through the wide, rolling streets of Wakefield and drops me down the street from a modest, tree-shrouded house with a red-tinged phovo-shingle roof and green shutters on the windows.

      I tell it to wait and walk along the uneven sidewalk, past Amit’s childhood home with its immaculately tended flower garden of tulips and daffodils in full bloom. I’m half expecting an army of lurching remote control zombies to pour out and attack me, but except for the birds, the street is quiet.

      Satisfied nothing’s waiting for me, I retrace my steps and knock politely on the green front door, even though I’m sure the house has already made my presence known.

      SecNet’s records show the Joharis were tech workers: Vivek Johari a systems analyst for the Indian company that built the Rohk that brought me here, and Bela Johari an AI handler. Both well-educated people who provided their son with every resource they could. Even to the point of trying to cure his autism by rewriting his brain.

      I wonder if they would’ve done anything different if they knew what he’d grow up to become. If they knew they were creating a murderous, inhuman monster.

      Mrs. Johari answers the door, drying her hands on a yellow tea towel. She’s slight. Even with me standing down a step she barely reaches my shoulders. The Joharis had their son late in life, she was forty and her husband nearly fifty, but though she’s closing in on seventy her hair is still dark, lustrous, without a trace of grey, and with skin a twenty-year-old would envy.

      Her age doesn’t show until I hold up my badge and ID, tell her the reason I’ve come—the reason I’ve made up, anyway—and grief drags decades into her face.

      “Come in,” she says, barely glancing at my out-of-state badge and ID. She stands aside to let me pass and closes the door behind me.

      She asks me to take off my shoes and leads me into the bright kitchen where her husband and their housebot are washing up the remains of the breakfast dishes. Vivek Johari is wearing an orange-striped apron over flannel pajamas that hang on his bony frame. His dox image showed he once had a full head of brown hair, but grey roots have taken over and the brown faded to a pale orange.

      “Who was at the door, Bela?” Mr. Johari asks without turning, his arms wrist-deep in the sink.

      “Viv,” she says to her husband’s back, “we have a visitor. Mr. Gage. From the police. He’s come about Amit.”

      Mr. Johari whips around, flinging suds across the kitchen, a frying pan still in his hand.

      “You’ve found him?” he asks, expectation and soap dripping from his face.

      I shake my head. “No, sir.”

      He nods, disappointed in himself for letting the hope show, and wipes his face with his sleeve. “Then you have news?”

      I shake my head again. “No sir, I’m afraid not. I’ve been reexamining cold cases and Amit’s came across my desk. I wanted to follow up on it, see if we could finally close it.”

      He blinks into the distance and nods, hands the pan to the bot and dries his hands on his apron before slipping it off.

      “Why don’t we go out to the other room?” he says. “Would you like coffee? Tea?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I’ll have the bot make some,” he says anyway.

      He instructs the bot then gestures out to the living room. Two grey couches are arranged in the center of the room, parallel to each other. Between them a large vase of dried flowers rests on a low, dented wooden table, the polish worn matte from years of use. A small, clean stone fireplace is built into the far wall, flanked by two narrow display cases, each with five shelves. On each shelf rests a trophy from the Prime Coder Championship—a platinum hand with a prism clutched between its index finger and thumb—one for each year Amit was eligible to enter. Over the fireplace is the massive award they gave him for winning with a perfect 4000 score ten years in a row. Never done before or since.

      I sit and they arrange themselves side by side across from me, wait patiently for me to start.

      “You’ve received no further communication from your son?” I ask.

      “None,” Mr. Johari says, shaking his head slightly.

      I’ve got my tab out, and I tap it as though taking notes.

      “Can you go over the circumstances of his disappearance for me?” They must have been over this with officers before, but if having to retell it is a burden, they don’t let it show.

      Mr. Johari takes a deep breath, as if trying to figure out where to start. “You know the circumstances of Amit’s restoration?” he asks.

      I nod. “It was intended to even out his brain function. Make him more”—I stumble to find another word but nothing comes—“normal.”

      “‘Normal,’ yes,” Mr. Johari says. I hear the quotations around it. “The day he disappeared, we argued. The first real argument we’d ever had. After his restoration, Amit became—difficult—but our little boy had been returned to us. The boy we’d never known. He was able to speak to us.” He leans over, touches his wife’s knee. “That first night home, he told his mother he loved her. He gave me a hug. The first one in twenty-four years. It was—” He cuts off, tears in his eyes.

      Mrs. Johari is staring past me, out the window. She hasn’t looked at her husband once since they sat down.

      “But almost immediately,” he continues, “Amit became withdrawn. He wouldn’t leave his room, spending his time back on the link, always on the link. He began acting strangely, coming and going at odd hours. His moods changed. Wildly. He was—I didn’t know who he’d be from one day to the next. If I hadn’t known it was impossible, I’d have thought he was using drugs. We tried to get him help, counselling.” He looks at his wife. “We did everything we could.” He sighs, heavily. “Then he announced he was moving out. We had only just got him back and he was leaving us. We argued. He gathered a bag and left in his car. That was the last we saw him.”

      “Did he ever mention anyone?” I ask. “Friends? People he was in contact with? Someone you might not have mentioned to the original investigating officer?”

      Mr. Johari shakes his head and looks at his wife. She shrugs slightly and shakes her head as well. “Growing up it was difficult for him, he had no real friends, it was too hard for him,” he says. “And even after, he never mentioned anyone. There was never time.”

      “But you’ve heard from him?”

      “Once,” Mr. Johari says, nodding.

      “What did he say?”

      “That he was fine, but that he wouldn’t be coming home. That he was—” His voice catches and Mrs. Johari lowers her eyes. He clears his throat to cover. “He didn’t want us to worry. He said we should consider it as if he died during his recovery. That he was someone else now.”

      Sitting there, hands clasped in their laps, shoulders hunched, it’s clear to see what a toll their son’s disappearance has had on them. I feel a stab of shame for dragging them through this. Just for a second.

      Then it passes. Their son killed my wife.

      “And you have no idea where he might be now?”

      He shakes his head sadly. Ms. Johari is back watching the window.

      “About a week after he left, we got a call from a commuter lot, somewhere up north,” Mr. Johari says. “His car was parked there and the permit had expired. Either we could come get it or it would be claimed.”

      “Which lot?” I ask calmly, trying to keep the excitement from my voice.

      “Seventy-two,” he answers immediately. The same lot the TACvan that killed us originated.

      “Did you retrieve the car?” Maybe there’s something in it, something that would lead me to him.

      “We tried. We went up there to get it but by the time we arrived it was already gone.”

      “Claimed?”

      “That’s what we thought, but they said they hadn’t touched it. It was just…gone.”

      Shit. Likely another dead end. Still, I make a note to run it down.

      “Do you have any idea why he left?”

      “Amit was”—he corrects himself quickly—“is an extraordinary boy. Maybe if I had realized that instead of pushing, instead of—”

      “Vivek.” Mrs. Johari looks up suddenly, grabs his hand forcefully. “You can’t keep blaming yourself. We did what we thought was right, for him, and for us.”

      He nods, slightly, as though they’ve had this conversation many times, and after a moment looks up at me, but he isn’t seeing me.

      “You know, when Amit was five, I gave him an old techwand to play with. It barely worked anymore, it was so out of date, but I thought he’d like the games. Instead, he used it to access our apartment’s internal control systems and lowered the temperature in his room. Do you remember, Bela? He was five. Hadn’t said a word, but he was somehow able to reconfigure that ancient piece of technology—a toy, really—to change the climate control in a modern apartment’s internal system. I had always wondered, but that’s when I knew—that’s when I knew he was special. After that, I let him use my computer, and the things he could do without being taught, intuited on his own. It’s like he was more comfortable with machines than with people. He could talk to them. Easier than with us.”

      Mrs. Johari’s jaw is clenched. She’s squeezing her husband’s hand like she wants him to be quiet.

      “We wanted to give him the chance of a real life,” Mr. Johari says. “A career. Relationships. Love. But we were selfish. He was happy with who he was. He didn’t know any different. He was successful. A genius…” He waves his hand at the rows of awards. “You see the trophies. He won those competitions like they were nothing. He earned millions of dollars. He had sponsorship offers. They wrote articles about him, people wanted to meet him, to shake his hand. He was a hero. People sent him letters from around the world. But even with all that, he wasn’t who we wanted him to be. We couldn’t accept what we had, so we drove him away.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, thinking about Connie, and how his special boy took her away from me. “I know how difficult it is to lose someone you love.”

      Mr. Johari shrugs. “I’ll do whatever is necessary to find him.”

      “The trouble is,” I say, “from an official standpoint, he isn’t missing.” They nod. They’ve heard this before. I pact my tab, lean in. “I can’t do anything on the books, but I’d like to help you if I can. Maybe I can track him down. At least give him a message for you.”

      Mr. Johari’s eyes widen, but his wife puts a restraining hand on his arm.

      “Thank you, Detective,” she says. “But when Amit is ready to come home, he will.”

      “What can it hurt to look?” Mr. Johari says. “To give him a message? To let him know we love him and we want him to come back to us.”

      “He knows we love him,” she says.

      “How can it hurt?” he protests.

      “We’ve already pushed him away once. If we give him his space, he may one day come back to us. We keep pushing and he may never return.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Johari says to me, ignoring his wife. “We would like you to find him. To give him a message.”

      “What will it cost?” Mrs. Johari asks. “To ‘help’?”

      She doesn’t trust me. I wonder how many others have been through here, saying the same things, offering to find their lost son. With a high-profile disappearance like Amit’s, it couldn’t have been an insignificant number. The badge must have got me in the door, but I won’t get anywhere with Mrs. Johari.

      Her husband, on the other hand…he’s wasting away from grief, he’ll do anything to get his son back. I only need to give him the slightest cause to believe I might be able to.

      Mr. Johari looks at his wife, then at me. His eyes narrow.

      “No, no,” I assure them. “Nothing like that. I just—I lost someone myself. I know how you must be feeling.”

      Mr. Johari nods. Yes.

      Mrs. Johari slides her hand from her husband’s arm, stands and walks from the room. I hear a door shut softly somewhere in the back of the house.

      “Can I see his bedroom?” I ask.

      “Of course,” he says. We stand and he shows me to a closed-off room on the second floor. It’s cooler inside than the rest of the house. The blinds are drawn. Low, indirect lighting engages as we enter.

      The room is neat, spartan. The walls are empty, plain white paint, no posters or pictures of any kind. A tidy single bed sits along the wall by the door. The one nod to the fact that a teenager ever lived here is the headboard, jammed with trophies and ribbons and prizes from a myriad of coding contests.

      A closet takes up another wall, and a long, L-shaped desk dominates the rest of the room. The long edge runs under the window and contains a number of displays, assorted fine-tipped tools, a SenShare cable, diagnostic gear, slim volumes of redundant storage and input devices all meticulously arranged, and a curious pile of paper books. A high-backed rolling chair is tucked in at the end.

      The short edge of the desk houses a piece of tech that looks vaguely military, an oblong box of white plastic with rounded edges, about the size of a large toaster, fed on one side from a belt of silver-tipped, clear plastic cylinders that run up from a large case on the floor, with the empty ribbon emerging again to coil in a loose roll below. On the other side is an opening that looks big enough to spit out the sealed five by five by five blocks of shyfts that are stacked neatly next to it and on the shelf underneath. Their display skins are still radiating a simple green glow. There’s no mark on the cap.

      Amit had set up a small-scale shyft reproduction center in his room before he disappeared.

      Mr. Johari is standing behind me, watching me search the room. He must have no idea what this stuff is for. If he knew it was illegal, there’s no way he’d have shown it to me. I ask him if he’d like to record that message for his son so I can take it with me and he nods and then leaves me by myself.

      I take out my tab and wave it around, capturing details of the room for later. There are a few scattered caps lying amongst the hardware on the long desk and I scoop them up, transfer them to my pocket along with one of the redundant storage drives. Maybe they’ll be able to tell me something about Amit Johari, help me find him.

      It’s a long shot but I’ve been riding long shots for so long now, I’ve maxed out my frequent flyer eMiles.

      I poke through the closet, find precisely organized rows of similar-looking clothing: a bunch of short-sleeved button-ups in different colors; a drawer of identical white briefs, folded in half and then half again; another drawer of eleven pairs of carefully balled-up socks, in rows of four by three with one pair missing from the front left; four pairs of the same shoes lined on the floor, black sneakers with white laces, next to a large box of top-of-the-line FeelE gear that Amit wouldn’t have needed after his restoration, when he could plug his head directly into the link.

      I take one last look and shut the door behind me, meet Mr. Johari on his way up the stairs. He holds up a folded piece of paper with Amit’s name written in neat block letters and I take it from him, put it in my pocket.

      He shows me to the door and thanks me for coming, for my help. I tell him I’ll be in touch, should I find something.

      He nods and watches me walk back to the Rohk, waves once from his door as I pull away.

      I wonder what they’d think if I had told them the truth about who their son is. That he’s a murderer. That he plowed through the lives of seven people, smeared them across the pavement.

      Would they still be anxious for him to return home, embrace him just the same? Or would it be one more thing they blamed themselves for?

      It doesn’t matter. They’ll never find out. After I find Amit—

      What then?

      What am I going to do when I find him?

      Confront him? Tell him how he ruined my life and force him to apologize? To turn himself in?

      Arrest him? Drag him in front of the courts? Build a case against him with no evidence except the inadmissible image I pulled from my head?

      Toss him to the feeds? His rithm normalization was a firestorm of controversy. Revealing that tampering with his rithm had turned him in to a sociopath would reignite the whole thing, blow back and engulf the Joharis. Probably make more people hate and fear Reszos even more than they already do.

      There’s no good answer. Every step I take toward him puts him further out of the reach of justice, and drags me along with him.

      That’s another grievance I can add to the list, another reason to hate him. Everything I’ve done to find him has forced me further and further away from the person I was. Made me more like him.

      Obsessed with answers. Mucking about with my rithm. Blasting through anyone or anything in my path.

      Lying to grieving parents.

      I don’t like what I’m becoming, but I don’t have any other choice.

      It’s one more thing he’ll have to answer for.

      When I find him.
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      I take my time getting into the elevator and Brewer helps me along with a shove. The two agents enter first, take up position in the back corners. I follow. Then Wiser and Brewer.

      Dora’s in my apartment now. Waiting there like I told her to. Trusting me.

      They’ll find her.

      They’ll scan her.

      Then they’ll drag her off to Standards and turn her mind back to a save point six months ago.

      The terrified Doralai Wii in my apartment right now will die. And I can’t stop it.

      Fifteen seconds later, the elevator doors open on my floor.

      Wiser and Brewer exit and an agent nudges me forward with a closed fist to my shoulder.

      Twenty foot-dragging seconds later we’re at my apartment door.

      I have to reason with Wiser, make him understand. I’ll tell him about Ankur, about the fragment hunting us. Dora’s been running for her life. That’ll have to count toward extenuating circumstances.

      I need to tell him. Now, before he finds Dora inside.

      “Special Agent—” I say, but he holds up a finger, doesn’t look at me.

      “You had your chance to talk,” Wiser says. “Whatever happens next is on you.”

      He gives a nod to the agents, overrides the lock, and the door slides open.

      I’m sorry, Dora.

      The agents move in first, weapons raised in close-combat postures, eyes lined down their holographic sights, ThreatSafe off.

      Wiser keeps his eyes on me the whole time, a satisfied smile on his face, waiting for me to crack, anticipating the evidence that’ll catch me in a lie. Then by having to re-sync Dora, he’ll prove I am exactly who he thinks I am. All he can see right now is his anger at me, not the woman he’s about to kill.

      The apartment isn’t big. It doesn’t take the agents long to search the bathroom and closet.

      “All clear,” one of the agents calls from inside.

      It takes a second to hit me. Dora isn’t there.

      She must have slipped down the stairs. Or up. Either way she’s not here.

      Thank Christ.

      I sag a breath hard enough Wiser snaps his head at me, disbelief in his eyes.

      His grin falters. “Check again,” he snaps.

      “It’s clear, sir,” the other agent seconds.

      “Watch him,” Wiser says to Brewer and bolts in like a sprinter off the blocks.

      There’s a flurry of slamming doors and a crash as the bed is slammed down. It had been down when I left. Dora must have replaced it.

      “Bring him,” Wiser yells.

      Brewer shoves me inside. The closet doors are open, my laundry scattered around, the mattress flipped off the bed. A single plate of congealed eggs and a cold cup of coffee sit on the kitchen counter.

      Good thing she didn’t listen to me.

      Wiser storms up to me, stops with his nose jutted up at my chin, chest rising and falling like he just ran up four flights of stairs. “Where is she?”

      “Like I said, I haven’t seen her in three days.”

      “Then why does your bed smell like flowers?”

      “Helps me sleep.” He grinds his teeth. “You’re lying to me. Still. Lying.”

      I shrug through the trembling nervous relief, but can’t help but let a smirk creep across my face. “What was that you said about filing a grievance with a Citizen Tribunal for illegally searching my apartment?”

      He turns away, looks at Brewer. “Get him to the cruiser.”

      Brewer latches on to my triceps and as he bulldozes me into the hallway I call back to Wiser, “Hey, what about my jacket?”

      I don’t get an answer.
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      In the hopper on the way home, I tell my IMP to examine the drive I lifted from Amit’s bedroom. The command has barely finished echoing in the small cabin before it comes back with regrets—Amit has the drive locked tight

      Even if it could get past the security—both location secure and bio/kin protected—I imagine there wouldn’t be much on it I’d understand anyway. It’ll likely contain the source code behind the shyfts he was working on. What do I know about rithm code?

      The individual shyfts are the same story. I can’t imagine they’d be of much help, but I can’t take the chance that one of them might contain something that can lead me to him, however remote a chance that’s likely to be. I’m going to need someone to pry them open and see what’s inside, and xY’s retainer ran out yesterday. If he won’t help, I’m going to have to find someone to crack the drive, and that’ll take some doing.

      I need him.

      Shit. More haggling.

      I have the IMP call xYvYx, and he makes me wait, but when he answers I get his voice. “If you think you’re getting a refund, you’re fucked.”

      “I don’t want a refund,” I say, keeping my voice light. “But I do have something else I need you to do.”

      “Your money ran out and I haven’t heard shit from you since. Why should I deal another second with you?”

      “Because I’m close,” I say, masking my nerves with a hushed voice. “And I’ll pay.”

      “What’d you find, big boy?”

      “A drive.”

      “What’s on it?” he asks, exasperated.

      “That’s what I want you to tell me.”

      “Plug it in and find out for yourself. I’m not your fucking IT support.”

      “It’s locked down.”

      “And you expect me to crack it?”

      “You said you were the best.”

      “I’m not a fucking cryptographer.”

      “Fine,” I say, and put a kink in the panic I’m feeling. “I’ll find someone else.”

      How am I going to find someone else?

      “Just fucking hold on,” he blurts. “I didn’t say I can’t do it. Back up for just a second. Where did you get this drive from? You used the ReCog and it led you somewhere, didn’t it?”

      “It did.”

      “Where?”

      “I’m not ready to share that yet—”

      “Listen, fucko, part of the deal was you sharing what you found with me. What did you scrape out of your head? Was it a place? A person?”

      Elder told me not to trust xYvYx, that he was only out for himself, but even if he hadn’t it would be obvious enough. xYvYx will screw me over the second he thinks he’ll come out ahead. But I need him invested. I have to give him something.

      “A person.”

      “Who?”

      “I’ll tell you what, you crack this drive you can tell me.”

      He’s going to say “yes,” but that’s the problem. I’m giving him everything here. If he decides to keep the drive to himself I’m fucked for finding Amit.

      That can’t happen. I’ll need some insurance.

      I hear him breathing as he pretends to agonize over it. “I’ll send a drone,” he finally says.

      “I’ve got caps for you to analyze too.”

      He sighs. “Anything else? Math homework?”

      “That’ll do. For now. But give me an hour or so on the drone.”

      “Shit, Gibson. This better be good.”

      “How long do you think it will take to get back to me?”

      “As long as it takes,” he says, and disengages without saying goodbye.

      I stare out the window for the rest of the ride home, the drive on my lap, thinking about Amit, his transition from golden boy coder to mass murderer.

      What happened to him? How could he have ended up falling so far from where he started?

      I’ll have to ask him when I find him.

      After I land, I swing by the station and grab a dose of trace dust, open the drive’s housing and sprinkle it inside.

      In case I ever need to track it down again.
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      Special Agent Wiser drives us the short distance from the apartment to Standards without a word. I can hear his teeth grinding from the backseat.

      The cruiser stops in front of Standards HQ—a long brick building with curved front windows and a reinforced entrance—and we exit onto the sidewalk. The car swings itself back into the rear parking lot as Brewer shoves me toward the doors.

      Wiser and Brewer guide me in, past the desk officer I recognize as Herb Montgomery. He gives us an inquisitive look as we pass through the security ward and into the cavernous office beyond. Wiser’s moving slowly, like he’s making a show of it. The agents and officers inside all stop and watch my perp-walk through the station. I don’t recognize any of them but I bet they all know who I am.

      The former cop gone bad.

      The reason Standards is in charge now.

      Wiser marches me past a bank of recharging lawbots and down the aisle between two rows of desks to one of four interview rooms along the back wall.

      He shuts me inside and leaves me to stew. The room is small, smaller than a holding cell. Two chairs facing each other with a narrow table in between and barely enough space to walk around them.

      I know the drill.

      I sit and wait.

      When Wiser returns, he smells like government soap and has changed out of his suit into a skintight black long-sleeve shirt with a quarter zip done all the way up to the neck and black ACUs tucked into slate-grey combat boots.

      The hardass returns.

      He drags out his chair and sits across from me, lays his black hands on the table between us.

      “I’ve been waiting for this,” he says.

      “Are you charging me with something?”

      “I have seventy-two hours to decide.”

      “Seventy now. I’ve been in here a while.”

      His lips curl in a smile that says he has all the power. “I’ve had a busy morning.”

      “You do smell better. Must have taken the rest of that time to hose Brewer down. He was getting ripe.”

      The smile slides from his face. “You sure are glib for someone sitting on the wrong side of this table.”

      “Why shouldn’t I be? I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “Why am I here?”

      “I have questions.”

      “Then ask.”

      “For starters, what do you have going with Fate?”

      “Fate?” I say, confused. I don’t know where he’s going with this. What does Fate have to do with anything? “You mean the Ancestors?”

      “Fate opened an office here a few months ago. Their private security have been striding around the city in stopsuits like they expect a war to break out at any second, and as far as we can tell they’re just as interested in finding Xiao as we are. Maybe more.”

      “And you’re just letting them?”

      “They haven’t broken any laws. Fate agents may not have any standing to investigate, but they have political cover.”

      “What’s that have to do with me?” I ask, still not following.

      He leans in. “Who had you restored, Finsbury?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him. “I’ve been trying to find out.”

      He shuffles his chair closer. “So have I. It was handled completely anonymously. The only connection I could find was that lawyer of yours, and he was no help at all. I honestly expected you’d have reintegrated by now and made a run for it. I know you’re up to something, Finsbury. Tell me what it is.”

      This is getting us nowhere.

      I take a peek over the wall of attitude I put up when Special Agent Wiser and I first met and try to look at him with fresh eyes. Some cops hide behind bravado. They’re good at taking orders and handing out beatings and not much else. The way he came on that first time, then this morning, I thought maybe he was one of those. Like Brewer. But I don’t think he is.

      I get a sense he’s one of the good ones. Angry as fuck, but solid. He’s trying to do his job, but letting his pain guide him.

      I exhale and it comes out a sigh. I’m tired. Emotionally. Spiritually. Tired of fighting. Tired of not knowing what’s going on around me. I feel like I
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