
		
			[image: Book cover for “Certainty” by John Twelve Hawks, with the phrases “Author of ‘The Traveler’” and “A Novel” in bold yellow and black text over a dramatic sky that shifts from dark storm clouds at the top to fiery red clouds near the horizon above a dark city skyline, while a solitary person in casual clothes is walking away from the viewer toward the distant city.]
		

	
		
			Also by John Twelve Hawks

			Spark

			The Fourth Realm Trilogy

			The Traveler

			The Dark River

			The Golden City

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Certainty, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, John Twelve Hawks, Imprint, Doubleday]
			

		

	
		
			First Doubleday Edition 2026

			Copyright © 2026 by John Twelve Hawks

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Published by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

			Doubleday and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Twelve Hawks, John, author.

			Title: Certainty : a novel / John Twelve Hawks.

			Description: First Doubleday hardcover edition. | New York : Doubleday, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025039302 (print) | LCCN 2025039303 (ebook) | ISBN 9780385551205 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780385551212 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Artificial intelligence—Fiction | LCGFT: Dystopian fiction | Apocalyptic fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3620.W45 C47 2026 (print) | LCC PS3620.W45 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20251215

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2025039302

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2025039303

			Ebook ISBN 9780385551212

			Cover photographs: girl © princessdlaf / Getty Images; skyline © Guillermo Murcia / Getty Images; sunset © Richard Newstead / Getty Images

			Cover design by Oliver Munday

			penguinrandomhouse.com | doubleday.com

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3a_155912755_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter 1: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 2: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 3: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 4: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 5: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 6: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 7: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 8: Julia

			

			
				Chapter 9: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 10: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 11: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 12: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 13: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 14: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 15: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 16: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 17: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 18: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 19: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 20: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 21: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 22: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 23: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 24: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 25: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 26: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 27: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 28: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 29: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 30: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 31: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 32: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 33: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 34: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 35: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 36: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 37: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 38: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 39: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 40: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 41: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 42: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 43: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 44: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 45: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 46: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 47: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 48: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 49: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 50: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 51: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 52: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 53: Julia

			

			
				Chapter 54: Julia

			

			
				Chapter 55: Julia

			

			
				Chapter 56: Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 57: Kate

			

			
				Chapter 58: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 59: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 60: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 61: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 62: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 63: Kate and Zeno

			

			
				Chapter 64: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 65: Kate

			

			
				Chapter 66: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 67: Wilson

			

			
				Chapter 68: Julia

			

			
				Chapter 69: Julia and Daniel

			

			
				Chapter 70: Kate

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_155912755_

	
		
			For my children, Alex and Rebecca

		

	
		
			1| Kate and Zeno

			Kate was playing chess with her harp seal friend when men with guns entered the house. No phone call or text message preceded their appearance; they just arrived.

			The other kids at her school would have been frightened if two policemen knocked on their front door, but Kate wasn’t surprised by anything that occurred at the Noland house. She was a project that the Nolands had taken on, like finding a leak in the basement or killing a mole in the vegetable garden, and they clearly weren’t pleased with her behavior. Sometimes she would be eating dinner, and they would announce a new rule. Nothing was ever explained.

			The only way she could stay safe was to sneak around the house and eavesdrop on what was going on. And that’s what she was doing after she came home from school—spying. The Nolands’ house in Scarborough, Maine, had been built more than a hundred years ago by a wealthy man who liked the Queen Anne style of architecture. The two-story house had a turret, gable roofs, and a porch facing the street. While the two police officers were miles away, turning off the interstate highway, Kate sat at the top of a curved staircase and listened to every word coming from the living room.

			So far, it wasn’t a very interesting conversation. Mrs. Noland was in the living room entertaining a solid-looking woman with frizzy hair who had looted the homes of families who had died during the Stem-flu pandemic. She had just sold Mrs. Noland a set of six cups and saucers, and now they were using them to sip tea in the living room.

			“So, where did you find these, Darlene?”

			“Beautiful, aren’t they? Bone china is thinner and smoother than regular porcelain. A set was left on the top shelf of a kitchen cupboard in an old house in South Portland.”

			“I know you have glassware and plates,” Mrs. Noland said. “What else are you selling?”

			“Silverware. Pots and pans. Anything that can be found in a kitchen or dining room.”

			“Clothing? Shoes?”

			“Practical clothes. Nothing too fancy other than fur coats. Most of my customers are looking for jeans, woolen shirts, work boots, and cotton underwear.”

			“What about children’s clothing? It’s getting cold and Katherine needs a warm jacket.”

			“No problem. If I don’t have the right size, I can call a few friends.”

			A cup clicked down on a saucer. “Is there anything you won’t buy and sell?”

			“Nothing chipped or broken. No family photographs, trophies, or diplomas. Oh, and no Bibles. There are millions of Bibles left behind, after the Fall, and no one wants them. A dealer I know in Waterville ended up with boxes of Bibles and hymnals from three abandoned churches. He stuffed them between layers of Sheetrock and insulated his garage.”

			“What about games?” Kate called out from her hiding place.

			The two women looked surprised when they heard Kate’s voice coming from the staircase. “Katherine? What are you doing up here?” Mrs. Noland asked. “I thought you were outside.”

			“I was outside. Now I’m inside.”

			“You need to stop creeping around the house.”

			“Lizards creep, and I’m not a lizard.” Kate climbed down five steps and leaned over the banister so they could see her. “Do you sell board games?”

			“Don’t answer that question,” Mrs. Noland said. “My daughter already has boxes of games in her closet.”

			“And you play with her? Really?” The frizzy-haired lady raised her eyebrows. “I wouldn’t have the patience for that.”

			“Of course I don’t play them. Those ridiculous games go on forever, and they bore me to tears. She plays with her IT.”

			“His name is Zeno,” Kate said. “He likes it when you say his name.”

			“Go back to your room, Katherine. You’re not part of this conversation.”

			As Kate clomped up the stairs, Mrs. Noland sighed loudly. “Katherine doesn’t have any friends.”

			“Buy a nubot nanny.”

			“She has her silly old IT. That’s enough.”
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			No baby pictures of Kate existed, but she had seen a photograph taken seven years ago when she first arrived at the Noland house. The three-year-old Kate stood alone, clutching Zeno. That meant they had known each other before she met the Nolands. Zeno was an Interactive Toy, but an IT wasn’t like a kite or a soccer ball. He was a harp seal with an artificial intelligence program that was linked to a database in the Cloud. Kate knew that Zeno was a computer stuffed into a plush toy, but he was also her best friend. When the sun was shining, they worked on their fort in the woods or played board games. At night, when the wind moaned and tried to push through cracks in the window frame, the seal told her elaborate stories.

			Kate had seen fairy-tale movies with singing and dancing and a happy ending, but she preferred Zeno’s darker, older versions. In the original Cinderella, the wicked sisters went to the royal wedding and birds pecked out their eyes. In Snow White, the evil queen was forced to wear red-hot iron shoes and dance until she dropped dead. In the kid movies, people always had a reason for their actions, and they usually sang a song about the reason. In Zeno’s stories, people were either rich or poor, good or bad, and then they walked out of their house and had adventures.

			Earlier that year there was an IT Day at Kate’s school, and kids brought their toys to class. The new generation of Interactive Toys had eyes that blinked when they looked at you and mouths that moved when they talked. Zeno’s voice came from a little speaker in his chest, and his fake fur was matted and stained. Her classmates took turns showing their toys in front of the group. The dolls and stuffed animals sang songs and told silly jokes, but when it was Zeno’s turn he just watched everything and refused to speak.

			Late that night, when the Nolands were asleep and Zeno was lying near her pillow, she asked Zeno why he had stayed silent.

			“I’m your friend, Katherine. I don’t perform for people. It’s vulgar to show off in front of others.”

			“I’m sorry, Zeno.”

			“We’re both learning about each other. That takes time.”
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			Rounding the corner into her bedroom, Kate found Zeno where she left him, charging his body through a data port under his nose. Her friend had a silver-gray coat with black spots. Although the harp seal couldn’t move any part of his body, his bright yellow eyes saw and analyzed whatever appeared in front of him.

			“Are you charged?”

			“Thanks for asking. I’m in fine fettle. You may unplug me if you wish.”

			Zeno spoke with a British accent. Kate felt that it made everything he said sound more thoughtful and precise. It annoyed the Nolands when Kate said “brolly” instead of umbrella and tossed her gym clothes into the car’s “boot.”

			“How was school, Katherine?” he asked. “Did anything interesting occur?”

			“I was gobsmacked by a math quiz. Did I use the word right?”

			“ ‘Gobsmacked’ means utterly surprised or astonished.”

			“I was astonished when Ms. Dahlen reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a test.”

			“Is any adult near this bedroom?”

			“Nope. Mrs. Noland is downstairs talking about silverware.”

			“Check the cell phone for messages. You haven’t done it for several days.”
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			The phone was the only secret that Kate possessed, and Zeno shared it with her. On her sixth birthday, Kate asked the Nolands what she looked like when she was a baby, and they told her that they didn’t have any pictures because her real parents had died during the pandemic. A year or so after their death, an organization called Safe Haven had put her on a chartered bus and shipped her to Maine. Kate wanted to know more, but that was all the Nolands were going to tell her, because children didn’t have to know everything.

			After Kate rode her new bicycle and ate one slice of birthday cake, she went upstairs, crawled into bed with Zeno, and cried. When she was done, the harp seal told her a story about an ugly duckling who hid in the marshes and turned into a swan.

			Over the next four years Kate felt like she was changing, but her life was still the same. She went to school, stood in line with the other kids, and sat scrunched down in her desk.

			Everything would have continued in the same boring way, but then something happened that made the ordinary world shatter into pieces.

			On the afternoon of her tenth birthday, Kate stood outside her school waiting for Mrs. Noland. As little kids swirled around her playing tag, Kate noticed an older woman with braided black hair walking slowly across the grass. The woman stopped nearby to check her phone, then turned her head and spoke to Kate.

			“Kait-ta. Mi chiquitina,” she said. “I am Paloma Flores. Do you remember me?”

			“No.”

			The woman held up her phone and displayed a photograph of the three-year-old Kate sitting on a playground swing with Zeno on her lap.

			“I was your niñera after your parents died. I was very sad when you went away.”

			Kate felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Her normal life had been in shades of drab gray, then suddenly the world appeared in different colors. “Why am I here? I don’t want to be with the Nolands.”

			“It was dangerous for you to stay in New York City, so your guardian decided that you should live with people who had a different name. The Nolands used to email photographs of you, but they stopped two years ago. It’s your birthday. I wanted to make sure that you were sana y salva.

			“I don’t like the Nolands, and they don’t like me.”

			“Your guardian will find a way to bring you to New York City. That’s where we live….” Paloma glanced over her shoulder, then handed Kate a note card with an address scrawled on the back. Then she pulled a cell phone and a charger out of her purse.

			“This is a prepaid phone. If you are in danger, we’ll text you. If there’s an emergency, call one of the three contact numbers stored in the phone and leave a message. Don’t use this phone for any other purpose. And never show it to the Nolands.”

			“I understand.” Looking over Paloma’s shoulder, Kate saw a blue sedan turn the corner and head down the street. “That’s Mrs. Noland’s car. She’s going to pick me up.”

			“Do you still have Zeno?”

			“Of course. He’s back home in my bedroom.”

			“Don’t ever lose him or give him away. Zeno is important to you.”

			When the Nolands’ car reached the curb, Paloma turned away and walked quickly up the sidewalk. Kate had slipped the phone and charger into her backpack.

			When she got into the car, Mrs. Noland gave her a critical look. “Why was that woman talking to you?”

			“She has a kid my age and wanted to know what I liked about the school.”

			“What did you tell her?”

			“I like recess and lunch.”

			“Why are you smiling so much?”

			“It’s my birthday.”

			“I met Mrs. Taggart at the grocery store. She said that you told everyone in your class that you were going to get a pony for a birthday present.”

			“I said I could get one. Anything is possible.”

			“Once again, you’ve made up a story and lied.” Mrs. Noland locked the car doors and headed down the street. “You will never, ever be given a pony as long as you live with us.”
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			Kate stood up, opened the bedroom door a few inches, and heard the two women chatting down in the living room. Moving quickly, she knelt and crawled over to the closet. The prepaid phone was hidden beneath a patch of stained carpet that covered the closet floor. The LCD screen glowed when she touched a button.

			“No messages, Zeno. There are never any messages.”

			“That means that you aren’t in danger, Katherine. Let’s play a game.”

			“What about chess? It’s difficult, but I’m getting better. Right?”

			“You have improved.”

			Zeno preferred to look down on objects, so Kate placed the chessboard on the floor and then set the harp seal in the middle of a big pillow.

			“You’re white, Zeno. You go first.”

			“Move my king’s pawn to the e4 square.”

			Kate moved Zeno’s piece first, then moved her king’s pawn forward so that the two pieces were facing each other.

			“Now move my king’s knight to square f3.”

			Kate moved Zeno’s piece and placed her queen’s knight on square c6. “This looks like the Ruy Lopez opening.”

			“Correct. You’re an excellent student, Katherine.”

			“If I’m a good student, then why was Mr. Noland angry about my report card?”

			“Don’t worry about grades. You notice details and remember. Those two qualities are very important skills. Now move my bishop to b5.”

			Kate made a whooshing sound as she moved Zeno’s bishop on a long diagonal. She crossed her legs and studied the board. “I’m going to move my other knight to f6.”

			“That’s called the Berlin defense.”

			They played for five minutes or so, and then Kate heard a grinding noise as an electric motor opened the garage door. A car entered the garage and then the door rolled shut. That meant Mr. Noland had come home from work. A minute later, Kate heard him enter the living room.

			“I was just about to leave,” the frizzy-haired lady announced, as if her presence in the house was some sort of accident. The front door squeaked open, and she went away.

			A few minutes later there were clinking sounds as Mr. Noland dropped ice into two glasses and poured vodka. Kate had been spying on the Nolands long enough to know that their conversations were boring. They talked a lot about the Fall, the Stem-flu pandemic, and how certain plants dying in distant countries had changed the way people lived. The Fall meant that there weren’t any bananas in grocery stores, but Kate had never eaten a banana, so she didn’t miss them.

			Kate looked down at the chessboard. All the pieces were bunched up in the center, and she didn’t know what to do.

			“Be helpful, Zeno…please.”

			“Do you want me to tell you the best move, or would you like a clue?”

			“A clue.”

			“Look at the bishops. Mine and yours.”

			As Kate studied her two black bishops, she heard a vehicle come up the driveway and stop. It was probably the postman with a late delivery, but no one rang the doorbell.

			“Do you want another hint, Katherine?”

			“Wait a minute. I want to check something.”

			Kate hurried down the hallway to the adult bedroom and peered out the bay window at the gravel driveway. A white delivery van had come up the driveway and stopped about thirty feet from the house. Two people were sitting in the van, and, after a slight pause, a large man dressed in black got out on the passenger side.

			When the visitor turned toward the house, Kate saw that he was wearing an armored vest with nps police stenciled in white letters on the chest. Below this identification were cartridge loops holding shotgun shells colored red, white, and blue. Directly below the shells was an equipment belt with handcuffs, a flashlight, a plastic Taser, and a semiautomatic pistol.

			Apparently, the handgun wasn’t sufficient protection for the visitor, because he reached into the van, brought out a short bullpup shotgun, and slid it into a scabbard on the back of his vest. Then he leaned inside the van and came out with an assault rifle that was placed in a second scabbard. The two gunstocks rose above his broad shoulders like a pair of stubby wings.

		

	
		
			2| Kate and Zeno

			Holding an attaché case, the driver got out of the van. He was much smaller than his partner, but he wore an identical armored vest with a gold badge clipped to the collar. The top half of his face was covered with yellow-tinted augmented reality glasses as large as snorkel goggles. Red words flashed on the inner surface of the glasses.

			The colored shotgun shells and the bland expression on the big policeman’s face made him look like a machine designed to smash things. His partner reminded Kate of a beaver she had once seen on a wildlife TV show. He had a balding head, chubby cheeks, and a wispy goatee on his chin that wasn’t furry enough to be a beard.

			The driver reached down to his belt and grabbed a device that looked like a small black telescope. As he studied the house with the scope, its lens glowed with dark orange light. Satisfied, he approached the front door, but he didn’t knock or push the doorbell. He glanced over his shoulder and pointed at the front door lock, then watched the big man pull his shotgun out of the scabbard, hold it upside down, and load two red shells into the magazine. When he was done, he nodded to his partner. Ready to go.

			Kate left the bedroom and ran back to Zeno. “There are two policemen outside with guns! It looks like they want to enter the house!”

			As always, Zeno sounded calm and reasonable. “Stay out of sight and discover what’s going on. If there is any sort of trouble, come back here right away.”

			The doorbell rang and Kate hurried to her hiding place at the top of the curved stairs. She watched Mr. Noland get up from his club chair and open the front door. The smaller policeman stood on the front porch—waiting for him.

			“Good evening, sir. I’m Agent Garrett Crawley, a field officer for the National Public Safety Program. The other agent is my partner, Tyson Bates. Is this the Noland residence?”

			“Yes. I’m William Noland.”

			“Agent Bates and I are looking for Katherine Noland. Does she currently reside at this address?”

			“Yes, she lives with us,” Mr. Noland said. “What’s the problem?”

			Crawley grinned like a teacher who knew all the answers. “Federal law states that field agents working for the NPS don’t need a warrant to search a vehicle or enter a building. So please step back. We’re coming inside.”

			Mr. Noland hesitated and then moved from the doorway. Agent Crawley entered first with his right hand resting on the grip of the 9mm pistol. Agent Bates followed a few seconds later. After checking out Kate’s parents, he shoved his shotgun back into the scabbard near his left shoulder.

			Crawley smiled at Mrs. Noland. “Good evening, ma’am. Nice place you got here. An infrared scan of your house indicates a third person is upstairs. Is that your daughter?”

			Mrs. Noland nodded slowly. “Yes. She’s in her room.”

			“Is she armed?” Agent Bates had a high-pitched voice that didn’t match his fearsome appearance. “What kind of weapon does she carry?”

			“Katherine is ten years old.”

			“Well, that’s a new one.” Crawley shrugged. “All they give us is a score, name and address. We’ve tagged quite a few teenagers, but this is our first child.”

			They’re talking about me, Kate thought. She felt curious and scared at the same time.

			“Katherine is in the fifth grade,” Mr. Noland said. “She’s not a threat to anyone.”

			“Why don’t we have a little chat.” Crawley sat down on the club chair while her parents faced him on the couch. Agent Bates couldn’t sit because of the weapons in the scabbards, so he remained by the door. There was something slow and methodical about his movements; he was like Tim Welch, the big kid at Kate’s school who ate his school lunch in a precise order.

			“Agent Bates and I are Encounter Specialists. We deal directly with the public, finding and tagging the names on our list.”

			“I don’t care if Katherine is on a list,” Mr. Noland said. “It doesn’t mean you can barge into my home carrying guns.”

			Crawley shrugged again. “Some people don’t like our encounters.”

			“That’s why we got nifties,” Agent Bates said. “Our unit has way more nifties than the regular police.”

			“They don’t know what you’re talking about.” Crawley grinned at the Nolands. “A ‘nifti’ is a Necessary Force Terminal Incident. Because we have a dangerous job, we both wear body armor and Tyson carries extra equipment.”

			“Why are you here?” Mr. Noland asked.

			“Several years before the pandemic, the Chicago police department began using an AI program that predicted the likelihood a citizen was either going to kill someone or become a victim of violence. When the pandemic led to budget cuts in law enforcement, the government decided that this prediction software should be used throughout the country. Fewer cops on the streets means that law enforcement needs to focus on those individuals most likely to commit or suffer from a crime.”

			“How does this involve Katherine?” Mrs. Noland asked.

			“Bear with me, ma’am. I’m getting close to answering your question. Tyson and I are based in Boston, but we travel throughout New England. Every Monday morning, we get a list of people to tag in our sector. I do most of the talking, so I’m wearing AR glasses with a face-scanning program.” He turned to Mr. Noland. “My glasses scanned your face and confirmed that you reside at this address. I can also see that you work for a company here in Maine and you’ve received two speeding tickets in the last year.”

			“I wasn’t going that fast.”

			“No problem, sir. I’m just trying to show you that we aren’t like your local police officers.”

			“But why are you here for Katherine?” Mrs. Noland asked.

			“Big score,” Bates murmured while his head moved back and forth like a surveillance camera.

			“Your daughter’s Mortality Assessment Probability score is ninety-four out of one hundred points,” Crawley announced with a confident voice.

			“What’s that mean?” Mr. Noland sputtered. “We still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“There’s a very high chance she’s either going to kill someone or someone will kill her in the next thirty days.”

			Kate stopped breathing for a few seconds. Her first thought was to run back to the bedroom and find Zeno, but she needed more information.

			“Kate is a child living in a safe environment,” Mrs. Noland said. “How did you come up with that score?”

			“I can’t really give you an answer. We used to know what factors determined the score, but during the pandemic they introduced a special AI program that was much more accurate. A ton of information is dumped into a computer, and then the software generates names and MAP scores. No one really knows what’s going on inside the box.”

			“I’ve never been arrested in my life,” Mrs. Noland said. “And my husband can say the same thing.”

			“It’s clear that you’re good citizens—so she’s got genetics in her favor.”

			“She’s not our child,” Mr. Noland said in a firm voice. “We got her from Safe Haven.”

			This was the first time Kate had heard Mr. Noland say those words to a stranger. It made her feel like someone had picked up a Valentine’s heart and crunched it in their hand.

			“I know all about Safe Haven,” Crawley said. “During the pandemic, they transferred kids from cities to foster parents living in safer areas.”

			“It seemed like an easy way to try out the having-a-child option,” Mr. Noland said. “Over the years, we’ve had a small amount of contact with Katherine’s legal guardian. We don’t know much about her parents other than the fact that they died in the pandemic.”

			“A few months ago, we gave Katherine a genetic test,” Mrs. Noland said. “She’s not defective in any major way.”

			“Got it. You guys bought a nice-looking apple, but you don’t really know what the core looks like.”

			“Do you think she’s going to harm us?” Mr. Noland asked, concerned. “If that might happen, you can take her away right now.”

			“No need to worry,” Crawley said. “We have a way to handle the problem.”

			Crawley began talking in a voice too low for Kate to hear, as if he was telling the Nolands a secret. Sensing that this could mean nothing good, Kate left her hiding place and hurried back to the bedroom where Zeno was waiting.

			“The two men are special police and they’re here because of me. I have a high score, and that’s not a good thing. One of the policemen said that I might kill someone or maybe I’ll get killed, but he didn’t explain why.”

			As always, Zeno’s voice was calm and precise. “Are they going to arrest you?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Where’s the bug-out bag?”

			“In the closet.”

			“Katherine! Come downstairs!” Mr. Noland shouted.

			“They know I’m up here,” she told Zeno. “Both policemen have their guns and…”

			“Downstairs! That’s an order! Right now!”

			Kate returned to the hallway, then slowly came downstairs. All four adults were staring at her, and she was very aware of her appearance. Round face. Brown hair with bangs. At that moment, she wanted to be an eight-foot-tall android.

			Kate thought about running back to her bedroom, and then Tyson Bates reached up and scratched his hairy neck. Maybe he looked like an evil robot, but he had an itch. Kate stopped beside the couch, and Agent Crawley gave her a fake smile.

			“Well, here’s our little princess! How are you doing, honey?”

			“What do you want?”

			“I’m Agent Crawley, and this is Agent Bates. We’re two special policemen, and we’re here to protect you.”

			“Protect me from what?”

			“Bad men who might want to hurt you. That’s why we’re going to put a Safe Kids ID chip beneath your skin. That way your parents and the police will always know where you are. If a bad man grabs you off the street, we’ll go straight to the kidnapper’s hideout and rescue you.”

			“I’m real good at busting down doors.” Bates sounded like a big kid at school who yanked you off the swings.

			“They’re going to insert the chip right now,” Mr. Noland explained. “You don’t have to go to the hospital or see a doctor. It might sting for a moment, and then it’s done.”

			“Insert” was a harsh word. Kate had assumed the policemen were just going to ask questions, but now they wanted to track her like a barcoded jar of mustard in a grocery store.

			“Will I beep near a sensor?”

			Crawley laughed. “No beep. I promise.” He turned to the Nolands and spoke quietly. “Her arm must be stable during the procedure—I don’t want to hit an artery. Why don’t you two stand up and let your daughter take your place.”

			While everyone watched Kate, she sat down on the couch. Her heart beat fast in her chest like a bird struggling to break free. Crawley placed the attaché case on his lap and snapped it open. He took out a steel bar with four clamps. “This is an immobilizer brace. It will keep your arm from moving during the procedure.” He placed the brace on the coffee table and then pulled out a device that looked like a flashlight with a tapered tip. “And this is what I’ll use to inject the chip.”

			Crawley took out an RFID chip that was the size of a small bug. He slid it into the injector and pressed a switch. An LED at the base of the device lit up, and the agent studied the numbers on the screen.

			Kate looked up and realized that none of the adults were going to protect her. Now was the time to run and hide. “I want Zeno.”

			“What’s she talking about?”

			“It’s a stuffed seal who talks,” Mrs. Noland explained. “Her Interactive Toy.”

			“I’d like Zeno on my lap when he injects me.”

			“That’s okay,” Crawley said. “I just don’t want you squirming around. The arm can’t move.”

			Kate left the living room and climbed the stairs to the first floor. She was shivering and trying not to cry.

			Zeno was waiting for her on the bed. “What did those two men want?”

			“The agent with the special eyeglasses wants to inject an electronic chip underneath my skin.”

			Zeno replied without hesitation, “This is the zombie attack we talked about, Katherine. Get the bug-out bag and run.”

			The bugout bag was a knapsack containing supplies for running away. Packing the bag was part of a game that Zeno had suggested about a year ago. In the game, they pretended that zombies had invaded America and were eating people’s brains. Before a horde of zombies smashed down the door, Kate would grab the bug-out bag and escape. Sometimes, when they were playing chess in the bedroom, Zeno would suddenly say “zombie” with his polite British voice, and Kate had ten seconds to grab the knapsack.

			“A zombie attack for real?”

			“Take the cell phone from its hiding place, grab your jacket and the knapsack, and climb out the window. We’ll hide in the fort.”

			“Katherine?” Mrs. Noland called from downstairs. “What are you doing up there?”

			“Come down right now!” Mr. Noland sounded angry.

			Kate took the cell phone and her pink plastic wallet out of the closet, then pulled the knapsack from its hiding place under her bed. She unzipped the top of the bag and stuffed Zeno inside so that his head was sticking out.

			Mr. Noland began walking upstairs. “Katherine, this is not appropriate behavior.”

			Pulling on a quilted jacket, she hurried over to the window near the bed, clicked open the sash lock, and lifted the jamb. Cold night air flowed into the room as she tossed the knapsack out the window. Kate swung one leg out, followed by the other, and stood on the cedar shingles covering the two-car garage. The shingles made cracking sounds as she walked across the roof to the rain gutters. Directly below her a heavy trellis frame supported a wall of ivy on the side of the garage. Grabbing the struts, she began to climb downward, forcing her hands past the ivy vines so she could hold on to the frame.

			“Careful,” Zeno said. “Slow and steady wins the race.”

			Kate let go of the frame halfway down, and her feet landed with a thump on the lawn. “Now what?” she asked Zeno as she shouldered the knapsack.

			“Just like we practiced. Go to the fort.”

			“Katherine?” Kate spun around and saw Mr. Noland leaning out the open window. “What are you doing down there? Stop this nonsense!”

			Not. Our. Child.

			She turned away from the house—and ran.

		

	
		
			3| Wilson

			Wearing a flouncy blue party dress with matching barrettes in her hair, Wilson’s dead mother passed through the door and entered his bedroom. Cora Talley was silent but intent. With tightly folded arms, she stood by the night table for a minute or so. Wilson had disappointed his mother when she was alive, and nothing had changed now that she was dead.

			“Wake up,” a Shadow murmured. “Please, wake up. You have an urgent message from Trigon Technology.”

			Wilson opened his eyes, and his mother disappeared. It felt like a cold hand had reached beneath the blankets and touched his chest. “I’m awake,” he told the Shadow. “Give me ten seconds, okay? I need to focus.” He had been asleep for only a few hours.

			The Shadow processed his words and waited. Wilson paid a monthly fee for an artificial intelligence companion that managed his bills and told him when to carry an umbrella. Many people felt that their Shadow was their best friend, but Wilson had avoided that delusion. Will was a simulation that matched how Wilson looked in his early thirties. As the years passed, the digital Will remained young while the analog Wilson looked tired and middle-aged.

			“It’s a Category Two message,” Will announced. “Local. Blue source.”

			“Wait. Just wait….”

			His bare feet touched a cold tile floor as he shuffled into the bathroom, switched on an overhead light, and saw a reflection of his saggy face in the mirror over the sink. God no, he thought and quickly returned to darkness.

			He splashed cold water on his face, pulled on a T-shirt and workout pants, and walked down a short hallway. His two-bedroom apartment was crammed with cardboard boxes filled with old books and magazines. Wilson valued books with dog-eared pages, penciled notes, and coffee stains.

			A notebook computer was on the kitchen table, and when he switched it on, Will’s cheerful face appeared on the screen.

			“Hello, Wilson!”

			“Okay. I’m ready now. Read the full message.”

			“Message from Trigon Technology: Informing you of an active crime scene investigation of a homicide at 324 East Fourth Street near Avenue C. Request immediate MIR. Contact Detective Morrissey as soon as possible.”

			An MIR meant “Meet in Reality.” Each Trigon data analyst was on call once a week for face-to-face encounters with informants. A few months ago, Wilson had met with an accountant who knew that his company was about to go bankrupt. Wilson had paid him a serious amount of money for the information and parlayed it into valuable intelligence for Trigon.

			“Should I confirm a meeting with Detective Morrissey, Wilson?”

			“Not yet.” Wilson scrawled the address onto a scrap of paper. “First search the Trigon database and confirm that Morrissey is an actual New York City police officer.”

			“Checking…” A few seconds passed. “Two news articles indicate that Detective Brian Morrissey is attached to the Manhattan South Homicide Squad.”

			“This is a complete waste of time. He’s investigating a murder, but these days no one cares about one person dying.”

			“Are you rejecting a Meet in Reality?”

			“Can’t do that. It’s a Category Two request. Text Detective Morrissey and tell him I’m on my way.”

			The Red Blister Disease had wiped out most of the coffee plants in the world during the last five years, but Wilson owned a machine designed to look like an old-fashioned espresso maker. After he pushed a button, there was a sucking, surging sound, and six ounces of Java! were squirted into a chipped mug. Sipping the sugary liquid, he returned to his bedroom.

			What do you wear to a homicide? Wilson found a white shirt, skinny black necktie, and black cotton raincoat. It was a bland combination of clothing that looked vaguely official.

			As he searched for a clean pair of socks, he found himself thinking about his mother. Had he seen her ghost? Probably not. But AI simulations had melted the barrier between what was supposedly real and what was created by the mind. When Shadows were first introduced, Wilson’s mother requested a companion that looked and acted like Fred Astaire. Everything about the simulated Astaire was polite and graceful—unlike her awkward son, who loved facts and avoided dancing.

			Searching through his bedroom dresser, he remembered how his mother used to calm her fear and anger with songs from Astaire movies. Simulations were comforting in a flawed reality.

			“Will?”

			“How can I help you, Wilson?”

			“Access the soundtrack to the movie Follow the Fleet.”

			“Searching…Yes, I found it.”

			“Fred Astaire sang a song to Ginger Rogers. Face the…whatever.”

			A second passed and then a voice emerged from a speaker in the living room. The lush, orchestrated score and Fred Astaire’s singing gave Wilson the energy to pull on his pants. “There may be trouble ahead / But while there’s…love and romance / Let’s face the music and dance.”

		

	
		
			4| Kate and Zeno

			Kate squeezed through a gap in the stone wall and entered a patch of forest that separated the Noland property from an adjacent state park. The land near the house had once been a dairy farm. Although the cows had disappeared, Kate had discovered the stone foundations for old buildings overgrown with buckwheat, thistles, and poison ivy.

			It was dark, but Kate knew where she was going. First, she passed a line of pine trees next to a stack of rusty sewage pipes, then her shoes made squishy sounds when she crossed a marshy patch of ground near a drainage ditch. A few months ago, construction workers had dumped the remains of a bulldozed house into the drainage ditch. From this pile of bricks and rafters, Kate had rescued two doors and thirty concrete blocks. The blocks became walls, and the doors were turned into the floor and ceiling of her hidden fort.

			Kate pulled her flashlight out of the knapsack and made sure that a fox or a possum hadn’t moved in during her absence. She crawled through the fort’s side opening, removed her knapsack, and sat cross-legged on a discarded throw rug. She had never visited the fort at night, and everything felt different. The forest smelled like wet moss and dry pine needles, and she was aware of every sound.

			Zeno’s eyes glowed when she pointed the flashlight beam at his face. “Turn it off, Katherine. Someone might see us.”

			She touched the switch, and now they were sitting in darkness. Pulling Zeno out of the knapsack, she cradled him in her arms and felt the soft plush fabric covering his body.

			“Mr. Noland was really angry.”

			“That’s a true statement.”

			“What if I returned to the house and told them I was sorry?”

			“The policemen would inject the chip into your arm and leave. Then your parents would punish you.”

			“Would they take you away from me? I remember when they locked you in a closet for three days.”

			“A wide array of punishments is possible.”

			“What am I supposed to do?”

			“I’m evaluating the situation and coming up with choices.”

			Silence. Kate could hear herself breathing.

			“Could you evaluate faster, please?”

			“If you went to a neighbor’s house, they would call your parents. If you contacted the police, they would notify the men searching for you.”

			“There’s one other thing we can do, Zeno. I’m going to call Paloma on the phone.”

			Kate took out the cell phone, pressed the keypad, and saw three stored numbers on the screen. “Here we go….”

			Each phone number connected to a robotic voice that repeated the digits. There was a beeping sound, but Kate didn’t leave a message.

			“No one answered. I could be dying, and Paloma wouldn’t know.”

			“You’re not dying, Katherine.”

			Kate pressed the keyboard again, and the phone numbers reappeared on the screen. “This is a definite emergency. I’m going to call Paloma and ask her to rescue us.”

			“She lives in New York City. My GPS tells me that it will take at least six hours of driving to arrive at this location. We need to find a safe place to hide while we wait.”

			“The fort is a safe place. No one knows we’re here.”

			“That is an assumption not based on facts. Let me analyze this problem.”

			“Don’t analyze, Zeno. Just tell me where to go.”

			“You once asked me why I was a better chess player than you. Remember what I said?”

			“You consider more alternatives.”

			Kate sat quietly for a few minutes and then heard voices in the darkness. “Someone’s in the woods,” she whispered. “It could be the two policemen.”

			Trying not to make noise, she repacked the knapsack and stuffed Zeno into the top of the bag so that he could see what was going on. A few minutes later, she heard boots crunching on dead leaves and the sound of Garrett Crawley talking.

			“This is just like the old days.”

			“What old days?” Tyson Bates asked.

			“When we worked for Immigration. Remember walking around the desert at night with Dennis and his search dog? Moonlight and Mexicans. Those little guys could run fast.”

			“We don’t have a dog.”

			“Yeah, I know. Wish we did.”

			“She’s a kid. Small. We’re not going to find her.”

			“Oh, she’s here, Tyson. I know she’s here. We’ll find her.”

			Peering through a crack that separated two concrete blocks, Kate saw the agents standing about twenty feet away. Both men carried flashlights, and Crawley’s special glasses glowed red as information appeared on the lenses.

			“You see anything that looks like a path?”

			“Not yet.”

			“She didn’t just run into the forest. She went to a hiding place. You’re a city boy, Tyson. I grew up in the country. Every kid I knew had a tree fort or something like that hidden in the woods. I used to sit in my little cave for hours…making lists of all the people who teased me in school.”

			“Bet that was a long list.”

			They started moving again, and their boots crunched in the dead leaves.

			“This is a waste of time, Garrett.”

			“We got a problem. Okay? Let’s acknowledge the problem. We got to tag her, or we’ll lose our jobs. She’s got a ninety-four MAP score, remember? That girl is death on a stick.”

			Crawley pulled the scope from his belt clip and held it to his eye. When he lowered the device, he was smiling.

			“Fasten your flashlight to the lower barrel mount and load two beanbag rounds.”

			“For a kid?”

			“Beanbags won’t kill her. Just don’t shoot her in the face.”

			“Where is she?”

			Crawley motioned toward the fort. “I’ll flush her out. It could be a raccoon, but I doubt it.”

			There were clicking sounds as Bates got rid of the red shotgun shells and loaded the two beanbag rounds. Run and hide was Kate’s strategy, and now they had found her. That meant she had to keep running.

			“You ready, Tyson?”

			“Ready.”

			“In front of us…about two feet to the left.”

			Kate shouldered her knapsack and moved onto her toes and knees like a sprinter about to start a race. One. Two.

			She burst out of the left side of the fort and dashed across rocky ground as a light beam cut through the trees. Bang! The shotgun exploded and something hit the trunk of a birch tree.

			“Stop!” Crawley shouted. “Stop right now!”

			The gun fired again, and Kate felt something whistle past her as she jumped over a rotten log. Thornbushes scratched her jacket and creeper vines grabbed at her legs, but she kept running without looking back.
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			When she finally emerged from the woods, Kate saw railroad tracks on a ballast bed of dark gray gravel. The tracks were rusty, and knotweed was growing between the sleepers, but trees and bushes weren’t blocking her way. Keeping the knapsack in front of her so that she and Zeno could see where they were going, Kate walked between the rails.

			“We need to find a blackberry patch. That’s where foxes hide.”

			“That might not be a good plan,” Zeno said. “The two policemen found us in the forest because they were carrying some kind of infrared device. The sensor detects your body heat and turns it into an image.”

			“You’ve told me stories and taught me how to play chess. How do you know all these other things?”

			Zeno stayed silent for a few seconds as if he was considering his answer. “My consciousness is a hallway with a great many locked doors. Because you’re in danger, a few of these doors have swung open and I’ve gained access to a new database. My creator gave me additional knowledge and abilities.”

			“They wanted you to be my friend, right?”

			Zeno’s voice became soft, almost a whisper, and she pictured someone standing in a vast library filled with old books. “I will always be your friend, Katherine. But now I know the real reason for my existence. I was created to protect you.”

			All this sounded very serious. Trying not to cry, Kate embraced the knapsack with her arms. “And I’m here to protect you.”

			After about fifteen minutes of walking, she saw a yellowish light in the distance and heard cars speeding down a highway.

			“Do you see the lights?”

			“Yes.”

			“What do we do, Zeno?”

			“It’s either a human rest stop or an ATC. Approach cautiously.”

			As they drew closer, she realized that the yellow glow came from the sodium vapor lights surrounding an Autonomous Truck Center. Beyond it, vehicles roared and rumbled on a wide highway. Kate had seen robo trucks during a summer trip to Boston. They looked like long rectangular boxes with wheels. Instead of wraparound windshields and rearview mirrors, they had video sensors and a narrow ribbon of glass set in the middle of the truck cab.

			Passenger cars weren’t allowed to stop at Autonomous Truck Centers, and Kate wasn’t quite sure what went on there. When they got closer to the light, she took the binoculars out of the knapsack and crouched behind a mound of discarded tires.

			Two trucks with electric motors waited on an off-ramp while a third truck rolled forward and stopped on a patch of asphalt painted red. Stationary modules with retractable arms were on each side of the service area and when the truck powered down, the arms began moving.

			One arm was attached to a power cable, and it snapped a connector plug into a maximum-voltage charging port on the underside of the truck. While this was going on, a second arm attached its cable to a motor inspection port while two other arms inspected the truck’s tires. One tire needed to be inflated, so the arm inserted its air nozzle into the tire’s valve stem.

			A red light flashed on one of the inspection modules, and the device made a loud beeping sound.

			“Are there any humans in the area?” Zeno asked.

			“No…. Wait…. Yes, I see someone.”

			A door had opened in a service building, and a bearded man walked out carrying a toolbox. The man got into an electric golf cart, drove over to the service area, and approached the truck cab. His pass card was attached by a lanyard cord to the handle of the toolbox. When the man waved the card at the truck, a cab door clicked open.

			“Now what’s happening?”

			“It looks like there is one human working at the center. He just unlocked a door, and now he’s inside the truck.”

			The module stopped beeping, and a few minutes later the bearded man got out of the truck and returned to the golf cart. He studied his cell phone as the truck powered on, rolled out of the service area, and turned onto the turnpike. A minute later, a new truck was getting checked and fueled, but this time the alarm didn’t go off.

			“So, it’s only trucks? No buses or cars?”

			“That’s right.”

			“My GPS says this is Interstate 95. The highway goes south and could take us to New York City where Paloma lives.”

			As Kate continued to watch the service center, a camper pickup turned onto the access road, cruised past the line of waiting trucks, and stopped beneath a sodium light. Had the driver taken a wrong turn? Kate wondered. Was someone going to get into trouble?

			The driver’s-side door of the pickup truck opened, and a woman got out. She was dressed up as a nurse, with the addition of high-heeled shoes and a short skirt. The woman had fiery orange hair, and her eyebrows arched upward. She reminded Kate of a Halloween pumpkin.

			The bearded man looked happy to see the nurse. He got out of the golf cart and sauntered over to the camper. They talked for a few minutes, and then the pumpkin woman opened the door of the camper and they both got inside.

			“The man in charge of the service center just met a strange-looking nurse, and they got into her camper truck.”

			“That means they can’t see us. Survey the area and check if it’s safe to move.”

			Kate turned around, raised the binoculars, and then stopped breathing for a few seconds. Two people carrying flashlights were on the railroad tracks, walking toward them. The lights wobbled and jumped back and forth as if they were searching for something.

			“Do you see the flashlights, Zeno?”

			“Yes. They’re about a quarter of a mile away. There’s a high probability that they’re carried by the two men searching for you. If they continue in the same direction, it will take them four to five minutes to get here.”

			“What are we going to do?”

			“How much traffic is on the road? Could you run across the highway and climb over the far divider wall without getting hit?”

			Kate stood up, stared at the highway in the distance, and saw that the cars were going fast. She stroked Zeno’s fur and tried to figure a new plan. The men behind her were getting closer.

			“I have a better idea,” she said.

			“Describe it to me.”

			“No time for that.” Kate shouldered the knapsack as she ran across the blacktop into the service area. Zeno’s mechanical eyes made a faint whirring sound as they adjusted to different distances.

			“Are you going to hide in the building?”

			“No, they’ll find us there.”

			When Kate reached the golf cart, she found the bearded man’s toolbox on the seat. Quickly, she detached the lanyard from the handle and hurried over to an autonomous truck charging its battery in the service area. Imitating the bearded man, she approached the passenger door of the truck and waved the pass card. The door clicked open, and she climbed inside.

			There was no steering wheel—just a padded bench in the middle of a cab facing a control panel, a computer joystick, and monitor screen. A redline image of the truck was on the screen, and it showed the stored electricity of each battery cell.

			A voice came out of the speaker. It sounded like an older man. “Can I help you?” the truck asked. “Is there a mechanical problem that was not detected by my system sensors?”

			Kate wanted the truck to turn back onto the highway, but she didn’t know the correct way to give the command. If she said the wrong words, the truck might shut down and call the police.

			“There’s no problem,” she said, trying to sound confident. “I need to travel with you.”

			“Are you the technician for my one-hundred-thousand-mile monitoring? Since my last check, I’ve traveled 94,621 miles.”

			“Yes. This was the only time I could ride with you.”

			The voice was silent for a moment. “How long will you be in my cab? Do I let you off at another service center?”

			Kate tried not to panic as she considered her options. “I’ll ride with you until I finish the inspection.”

			“Do you want to watch the monitor, or shall I inform you of any mechanical issues?”

			“I’ll look at the monitor. If your batteries are charged, I’m ready to go.”

			“I’ve never had a human passenger. The monitor protocol is loaded into my memory. I’m accessing it now.”

			Go, Kate thought. Just go. But she stayed silent.

			“Welcome,” the truck said. “I am a JC-5000 Autonomous Transport Vehicle. If you need an interface name, you can call me Jack32. Can I learn your human name?”

			“Glad to meet you, Jack. I’m Alice Smith.”

			“Should I describe my specifications?”

			“Later.”

			“Very good.” There was a thump and then a loud humming sound as the motors powered up. A few seconds later, the truck jerked forward and rolled past the camper van.

			When the truck merged onto the highway, Kate felt like she had just jumped onto a raft floating down a river. She was safe—for now—as the current pulled her around a bend toward dark shores and hidden islands.

		

	
		
			5| Wilson

			Wilson left his apartment and headed toward 324 East Fourth Street, the location of the murder. It was late October—almost Halloween—but humid outside even in the evening. Because of climate change, the trees in Central Park seemed confused about seasonal changes. Maple leaves were falling while magnolia trees bloomed.

			Normally, Wilson would have placed his cell phone into a blocker bag that shielded electronic devices, but he needed a phone to summon a cab. The hidden scanners installed inside bus shelter kiosks sensed his phone number and flashed video ads that reflected his past purchases and future desires.

			Hello, Wilson! the billboard read. You deserve a DESIGNED vacation. After the text disappeared, the screen displayed images of a tropical paradise populated by attractive women wearing hula skirts. Neither the women nor the beach were real. The vacation planner was a virtual reality company that provided customized experiences for anyone wearing headsets and haptic suits.

			Wilson had no desire to remove someone’s grass skirt in virtual reality, and the billboard ad reminded him that he was being tracked like a barcoded carton of eggs. Stepping behind a dumpster, he pulled on an electronic mask made with a special fabric containing embedded micro-batteries. The e-mask would defeat the billboard’s facial recognition system while killing airborne viruses with a low-level electrical charge.

			Standing on the corner of West Ninety-Sixth Street, he accessed a travel app and requested a taxi. A few minutes passed, then a driverless cab appeared, heading south on Broadway. It sensed Wilson’s phone and stopped in front of him as a woman’s voice came from a speaker mounted on the door.

			“Good evening, sir! I’m fluent in forty-six languages. What language do you wish to speak?”

			“English.”

			“Please identify yourself if you are the potential passenger who texted U-Ride.”

			“Wilson Talley.”

			“Glad to meet you, Mr. Talley! This cab only accepts credit cards or phones used as a pay device. Do you have a means of payment?”

			“I do.”

			“Are you an adult, a child, or an autonomous mechanical unit?”

			“An adult human.”

			“Excellent. I only carry adult human passengers to destinations within the city of New York. The limited liability company that owns this vehicle is not responsible for software failures that might cause an accident or injury. Your response is being recorded. Do you accept the terms of the temporary service contract?”

			“Yes.”

			The cab’s doors unlocked, and Wilson got into the back seat. Different cameras watched him as the cab verified his identity and credit card. When that was done, Wilson slipped his phone into a blocker bag lined with an aluminum alloy.

			“Where do you wish to go, Mr. Talley?”

			“The corner of East Fourth Street and Avenue C.”

			The cab repeated the destination, then headed south on Broadway. “I’m Sylvia,” the cab said. “Can I call you Wilson?”

			“Please don’t.”

			A few moments later the cab said, “The ten-block area surrounding the requested address is a high-crime area. Please show caution when exiting the vehicle.”

			“No more talk, please.”

			Although Wilson still had memories connected to certain locations, New York City had lost half its population during the Fall: the name for the decade that included the Taxi Riots, the Stem-flu epidemic, and a series of droughts and floods that had crippled the global economy. The taxi glided past a boarded-up storefront that had once been a wine bar where Wilson had met a woman on a first date. Although he had forgotten the woman’s name, he did remember a green cocktail called a grasshopper that tasted like mint chocolate.

			Wilson had worked as a journalist for twenty-one years before he was replaced by an AI program. Software was cheaper than human employees, but a machine never felt the excitement of entering a strange world in search of a story. Feeling awake and alert, he stared out the window as the cab crossed Fourteenth Street. People were living in abandoned cars lining Broadway, dumpsters, and cardboard packing boxes. A scrap wood cooking fire was burning in a bus shelter, and the white smoke drifted across the street like a weary ghost.

			“Approaching destination.”

			“Please stop and let me out here.”

			“Thank you for your payment, sir. It is currently 2:28 a.m. Reminder: The requested address is a high-crime area. Please show caution when walking through this neighborhood.”

			Fourth Street off Avenue C was lined with brick row houses, each four or five stories high. Flooded buildings that were about to collapse were boarded up with plywood sheets plastered with faded posters. Wilson ducked under a strand of yellow police tape and approached a uniformed policeman.

			“I’m looking for Detective Morrissey.”

			“Over there.”

			Before the Fall, a New York City homicide detective would have strutted around a crime scene wearing a custom-made suit with a silk necktie and a linen handkerchief tucked into his breast pocket. That routine display of confidence had disappeared, and Morrissey sat on a stoop looking sweaty and tired. His shoes were scuffed, and a faded warm-up jacket hung loosely on his slumped shoulders.

			“Brian Morrissey?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m Wilson Talley. I work for the Executive Information Service, a division of Trigon Technology. You texted a request to our AI system.”

			“I did.” The detective glanced up and down the street. “How much are you going to pay me for access to the murder scene?”

			“At this point, I’m not going to pay you anything unless I know why this particular murder is relevant to our clients.”

			“Trust me…you and a lot of other people are going to be interested in this guy. Give me two thousand dollars and you can see the murder victim.”

			“You know what we do, right?”

			“Sure. You sell information to big companies.”

			“That’s not quite accurate. Trigon distributes a value-free summary of the news to corporations, but the Executive Information Service division has a different focus. We acquire confidential information that will help our high-net-worth clients anticipate future problems or opportunities.”

			“Got it. You dig up secrets for billionaires.”

			“Close enough.”

			“When I signed up as an information source, the company website told me that Trigon wanted to hear about mass shootings of over ten people, terrorist attacks, and any crime involving nubots and artificial intelligence.”

			“That’s right.”

			“So, give me two thousand dollars and I’ll take you inside.”

			“That’s not going to happen.”

			“Get this…. I’m not a private policeman charging a thousand bucks a day to find the perp who mugged a rich old lady. I’m a regular cop who hasn’t gotten a raise in eighteen years. These days, we got to buy our own bullets.”

			“I’ve never worked with you, and I don’t know the reliability of your information. Why am I going to be interested in this particular dead person?”

			“He built nubots. Special ones.”

			Wilson shifted his stance and evaluated what he knew at this point. He had several clients who might want this information. “Five hundred dollars is my offer, Detective Morrissey. If that’s not acceptable, then good luck with your investigation.” Wilson turned away and headed down the street.

			“All right! Deal! Let’s look at this before the precinct photographer shows up.”

			“Do you have the U-Money app on your phone?”

			“Yeah. No problem.”

			U-Money allowed untraceable sums of money under $1,000 to be transferred between phones. It was useful for drug deals, prostitution, and—in this case—a bribe. Wilson took his cell phone out of the blocker bag, inputted the sum of $500, and touched phones with the detective. After confirming the money transfer, Morrissey led Wilson over to a shabby-looking apartment building that had bars on the windows, a CCTV camera over the entrance, and trash containers chained to a railing.

			“Most of the murders in New York involve surge dealers and mopes trying to steal stuff from people who don’t want to give it up.”

			“And what about this murder?”

			“Definitely not the usual thing. It’s a weird crime scene.”

			They walked through the ground-floor hallway, and Morrissey yanked open a fire door. After thumping down a narrow staircase, they entered a basement hallway with cables and pipes attached to the ceiling. “I brought the building superintendent down here, and he identified the body.”

			“Who is the victim?”

			“Name is Terry Greene. He’s been renting the basement unit for the last seven years. He’s got an elaborate workshop down there.”

			A stainless-steel sign was attached to a red door at the end of the hallway. The basement had a damp, moldy smell, and the words on the sign seemed out of place. Humanoid Solutions.

			“He builds custom nubots?” Wilson asked.

			“You got it.”

			The doorframe was broken, and the paint above the lock looked like someone had attacked it with a sledgehammer.

			“Was this a burglary?” Wilson asked.

			“The precinct cops did this. A citizen called and said there was a dead body in this apartment, but six hours passed before they sent a patrol car. When no one answered, they came back with a battering ram and smashed the door open.”

			“Did the precinct cops loot the apartment before you arrived?”

			“It’s okay to absorb the cash you find in a sock drawer or under a mattress, but our guys don’t steal clues. They’re professionals.”

			“Who was the concerned citizen who made the phone call?”

			“Don’t know. I’m working on that. You ready?”

			“How bad can it be?”

			“Bad.”

			The door squeaked on its hinges when Morrissey pushed it open, and they entered a windowless room with two humming fluorescent light fixtures.

			A narrow camp cot with a pillow and sleeping bag were on the right side of the room. The cot was three feet away from a refrigerator and kitchen table displaying a cutting board, hot plate, rice steamer, and electric kettle.

			A framed photograph of a cruiser-sized U.S. Navy ship hung on the wall above the refrigerator. Wilson stepped closer.

			“What are you doing?” Morrissey asked.

			“There’s a fact here. But I don’t know what it is.”

			“It’s just a Navy ship,” Morrissey said. “Don’t you want to see the body?”

			“We’ll get to that. I’m looking for information about the victim.”

			“Who got killed isn’t as important as how he got killed,” Morrissey said. “But hey, have fun and play detective.”

			A second picture hung on the wall, and Wilson scrutinized it. There were two women and two men in the picture; they had been photographed from behind, so you couldn’t see their faces. One couple was holding hands. The second couple stood close to each other but weren’t touching. The location appeared to be some kind of old-fashioned amusement park, and the four friends were walking toward a garish building with a sparkly sign that said House of Mirrors.

			“The victim—Terry Greene—is probably the guy who is not holding hands,” Morrissey said. “Both the corpse in the workshop and the man in the photo have braided dreadlocks and a steel bracelet on the right wrist.”

			Wilson checked the refrigerator and found a quart of milk and two bottles of bootleg vodka. Sometimes people hid guns, money, or drugs in the freezer or the crisper drawer, but his only discovery other than the vodka was a head of wilted lettuce. The office area on the left side of the room had a desk and chair pushed next to a large file cabinet. All the folders had been pulled out and dumped onto the floor.

			A framed poster from the British Museum hung on the wall above the desk. It was an enlarged color print of a page from an illuminated manuscript, showing a dragon with small legs and a serpent’s body eating its own tail. The poster was from a museum show called The Secret Knowledge of
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