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By midnight, the city had gone quiet in the way only a frightened city can. Not peaceful. Not sleeping. Quiet. Peace has a rhythm to it; quiet is what happens when a city learns to hold its breath.

Danny Diggs stood at the window of his twenty-second-floor apartment and watched rain crawl down the glass. The avenues below cut through the dark like old knife wounds. Government drones moved above the rooftops with red lights blinking through the fog. Across the street, a black sedan had been sitting under a dead streetlamp for forty-seven minutes. Danny knew because he had been pretending not to count.

Behind him, Jim Rourke sat on the couch with a carton of noodles balanced on his stomach. He had the exhausted confidence of a man who believed humor was a constitutional right, even though the Constitution had become mostly decorative.

"For a rich guy," Jim said, "your apartment has terrible noodles."

"Those are your noodles."

"That explains the quality."

Danny lifted his whiskey. The city looked better when blurred. Most things did.

Jim came to the window and saw the sedan. "Maybe it is just a guy waiting for his wife."

"At midnight? In the rain?"

"She may be committed to glamour."

Danny did not laugh. Jim's humor faded by one degree. "Your father called again."

The word father could ruin any room. Arthur Diggs did not simply call; he appeared through communication systems like an indictment. Danny crossed to the kitchen and picked up his Chipper phone. The device was a smooth piece of black stone with no logo and a silver line along the edge. It had cost five thousand dollars, which was insane except in a country where privacy had become the new luxury.

People called them ghost phones. They were supposed to make you disappear from the grid. Then people started disappearing for real.

The phone was off. Cold too. Cold like something pulled from deep water.

It vibrated.

The dead screen lit with white letters.

DANNY DIGGS.

Jim leaned over his shoulder. "That's not ideal."

A second line appeared: DO NOT TRUST YOUR PHONE.

Then: DO NOT TRUST YOUR FATHER.

Danny's hand tightened.

A final line appeared: THEY FOUND JIM.

Before either man could speak, every light in the apartment went out. The refrigerator died. The air system stopped. The city vanished from the windows. The only light left came from the phone in Danny's hand.

Something punched through the window. A neat hole appeared where Jim's head had been one second earlier. Danny grabbed Jim and pulled him down as another round blew apart a row of crystal glasses Danny had never used except to impress people he did not like.

"Okay," Jim said from the floor, "now I am convinced."

The phone changed: STAIRWELL. NOW.

"When the haunted murder phone gives directions," Jim said, "we do not follow them."

"We don't have a lot of options."

They ran into the hallway. The stairwell door stood open. It should not have been. Somewhere below, a metal door closed softly. Danny's phone flashed: DOWN.

They descended until flashlights swept the stairwell from below. Danny pulled Jim onto the nineteenth floor and into apartment 1907, whose door stood ajar. Inside was a child's backpack, overturned chairs, and coffee cups abandoned beside a cold machine. A family had lived there. Not anymore.

On the counter lay an envelope marked FOR DANNY DIGGS ONLY.

Before Danny could open it, footsteps stopped outside the door. A man in a dark raincoat entered with no badge, no wallet, and no fear. Danny fought him with a kitchen knife. Jim hit him with a cast-iron pan. The man went down, smiled, and bit down on poison before they could question him.

"Who carries poison in their mouth?" Jim said. "I bite my cheek eating pizza."

Danny opened the envelope. Inside was a note and a small metal key.

Your father helped build the ghost network. The Chipper phones were never made to hide people from the government. They were made to find the people the government wanted most. Do not call your father. Do not call the police. Do not trust Jim's phone.

Jim stared at the line. Then his own dead Chipper buzzed in his pocket.

HELLO, JIM.

Down the corridor, another phone began to ring. Then another. Then another. Beneath the city, hidden in the walls, the ghost phones were waking.
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A Message from the Vanished
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The ringing filled the service tunnel like insects waking inside concrete. Danny and Jim had escaped the tower through elevator shafts and utility passages, but escape had begun to feel like a room with more doors than exits.

Jim held his glowing phone at arm's length. "I do not like being greeted by appliances."

Danny took both Chippers and set them on the wet floor. His own phone lit first: SERVICE TUNNEL ENTRANCE. 8 MINUTES. Jim's phone lit next: DO NOT GO TO THE SERVICE TUNNEL ENTRANCE.

"Wonderful," Jim said. "The phones are arguing."

Behind them, metal clanged. Men were coming down through the elevator shaft. Danny chose the left passage against his own phone's advice, mostly because he had begun to resent being managed by a rectangle. The little key from the envelope opened a steel door at the end of the passage.

Inside was a maintenance room filled with dead machines, old turbines, breaker panels, coils of fiber cable, and a long table beneath hanging lamps. On the table were seven black Chipper phones, each tagged with a name.

Maria Velasquez. Tom Arden. Lucy Pell. Reverend Eli Briggs. Miles Korea File. Zach Porter.

Jim stopped at the last name. Zach Porter, his old friend from Los Angeles, the comedian who had once told Danny he needed headshots, a resume, and a demo reel before ambition could become employable.

Danny picked up Zach's phone. A video played.

Zach sat in a white room under fluorescent lights. His face was bruised
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