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I

The Hidden

“The fallen angel becomes a malignant devil. Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his desolation; I am alone.”




—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
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Sley: Orenburg Oblast, Russia




The blackout struck while Sley was crossing the yard. The wedge of Siberian sky was suddenly visible, pristine in the sub-zero night and unusually clear of smog. Through a canopy of barbed wire, he saw stars. For the first time in ten years.

The other prisoners reacted with silence, stillness: not even a rustle of movement. Their hesitation was fearful, remembering the last time the lights went out.

Sley’s thoughts were elsewhere. He saw in the randomness of the sharp-edged stars the precise pattern of Helen Becker’s face.

The guards broke the paralysis first, shouting Don’t Move, but the panic in their calls was obvious. The shock of stillness, and then: The prisoners scattered into wild zigzags.

Sley, the Invisible Thief, didn’t try to run. He looked up, exposing his throat to the cold.

Someone in the yard cried out in Russian, “It’s another Darkout!”

Guards, not ready to relive that week of terror—a week when the prisoners had run amok, when tribes meant nothing, when the prison became an arena of sadism—began to shoot into the blackened yard. They didn’t care who they hit so long as it was a human.

Above the brightening mouths of the guards’ rifle barrels, the stars burst too.

Sley remained rooted to his spot, feeling bullets whistle past his face, transfixed by the heavens. An incandescent streak ran down the nighttime sky, like a tear. Then another.

Stars fall, moon eclipses sun.

The last time Sley had witnessed such a meteor shower it had changed his life. Ended it or started it, he still hadn’t worked out. But he agreed with the medieval soothsayers when it came to celestial omens. They were a curse.

Something small and hot punched him in the side. He stumbled and surrendered a grunt.

The electricity crackled and the floodlights smothered the courtyard. The blackout had been too brief for the prisoners to do more than disperse aimlessly. Two of them lay dead, another sat clutching his bleeding arm. Guards rushed into the yard brandishing nightsticks and set about beating everyone until they were satisfied they had erased any thought of rebellion.

Sley welcomed taking a few hits. They’d be a useful cover. When the guards backed off, he got to his feet, his arms and back groaning from the blows, but nothing like the iron poker that tormented his waist. He placed his hand there and felt hot wetness.

A quartet of guards dragged the two corpses to a far corner. Only now did Sley feel a twinge of panic, unable to recognize the dead men in their identical prison jackets and felt hats. Other guards corralled the prisoners into a line aimed the other direction, away from the slaughter. Sley sighted the stooped figure and exhaled in relief. The man called khorek, the Ferret, was alive.

The general fear of the blackout had given way to the adrenaline rush of a brush with death. Men whispered about the sheer luck of their narrow escape, ascribing meanings from the mystical to the mathematic. Some muttered revenge against the trigger-happy guards. Others wondered if another Darkout was indeed about to envelop the world, and how long it would last.

Sley limped in their midst as the prisoners were marched inside. The sting in his waist began to fade; the blood was clammy against his skin but the wound had closed. Sley sensed the postures of his fellow prisoners relax. Sley could see their weary eyes move tothe tea kettles and the TV behind its own set of iron bars, blaring a game show. The men longed for the room’s warmth, its shelter from Arctic gusts, the promise of a half hour of rest. A few prisoners even removed their felt hats as they straddled benches lining steel tables.

The men watched the TV because it was something to watch. They wanted something to help them forget about blackouts and barrages of blind shots. If anyone mourned one of the dead, they kept it to themselves.

Television, participation in sports, work in the fabrics shop: these were privileges for these inmates who went along with the system. Cooperation was Sley’s only chance of getting out of here. The alternative was joining those who refused to be model prisoners: the vory, the thieves-in-law who considered cooperation with the guards a betrayal. The hardest of Russia’s criminal hard men. They were housed elsewhere, in the prison’s maximum-security block. They’d attack the compliant prisoners—“the degraded”—the first chance they’d get. It was their code.

Being accepted among the vory meant being a “made man” inside prison. Running with the alpha dogs. But their code demanded adherence even on the outside. It was a life without options. Sley had almost become one of them, but he had thought about the long run. Sley possessed the patience of a ghost. He did, however, be sure to remain useful to the gangsters; he still commanded favors to call in.

Besides, behind their violent expressions, Sley knew the vory were scared of him. In Orenburg Penal Colony Number Six, not even the worst killers would harm the Invisible Thief.

A few other people also managed to maneuver among the prison’s factions. Like the Ferret, who was too cowardly to be a made man, but whose unique skills made him valuable alive. Sley sat beside him now.

The inane game show was turned up loud so the prisoners could filch forbidden conversation. The Invisible Thief said to the Ferret, “My propiska.”

“Sure, Sley, sure.” The man’s little stubbly chin melted into his neck and his body was scrawny, but there was the spark of craft in his dark eyes.

Sley extended his fingers but there was no internal passport being slid into them.

“Price went up.”

Sley waited.

“Coming with you.” When this failed to elicit a response, the forger stammered, “I’m not spending another twelve years locked in with these psychos. You want your propiska, I give it to you on the outside.”

Sley drank his tea.

The program changed to the six-o’clock news. Yesterday had been Defender of the Fatherland Day. The reels showed the president laying wreaths at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier against the red brick of the Kremlin. The holiday had been downplayed after the Ukraine fiasco and the anti-China putsch, but a new breed of politicians had decided to dust it off, see if it would make people love them.

Next report: a group of politicians in suits and scientists in white lab coats congregated in a busy hall. An airport, probably Sheremetyevo. A woman in a tight skirt walked back and forth, waving her hand. Bulky turnstiles opened and closed around her. Then followed an image of an open passport with cartoon viruses floating past, getting lanced by great red slashes, the universal symbol for nyet.

“We have a deal, Sley?”

“How do I know you have it?”

“It’s sewn in my jacket sleeve.”

He did see what looked like a square imprint there. Sley gave the forger a nod, to buy himself some time. The Ferret had made himself an obstacle and Sley would need new insurance to safeguard his escape. There was only one man in the prison who could sell it.

Some more news stories: a sea of black and brown faces swarming the Coliseum in Rome, beating a Carabiniero to a pulp, followed by a white politician visiting a clinic of children sealed off behind layers of plastic.

His tea had grown cold. Leaf sediment stained the bottom of his steel mug. It was almost time to go back to their block. Something on the TV caught his eye.

Scientific breakthrough in Switzerland. Genetic editing, some mad brain scientists, the possibility of extending human lifespans made real.

Sley gripped the mug.

Longevity was something he knew about. He didn’t recommend it.

Cameras flashing at a news conference. A Russian voice droned over the scene of a white man in his fifties addressing a sold-out auditorium. The speaker had the tautness of an athlete, white-rimmed glasses, and silvering hair that was just unruly enough to represent a raised middle finger to the world.

Sley couldn’t believe who he was seeing: Jörg Becker. George to his Silicon Valley pals. Sley’s former business partner, and the man who had helped put Sley in this frozen hell.

Too many nights he had wallowed in fantasies of revenge, knowing they were foolish and petty, but indulging them all the same because they had made Sley feel something like human.

Besides, maybe he had deserved it.

“…can now treat sepsis without the side effects of antibody drugs,” Becker was saying between the translators’ Russian dub. “…anti-aging therapeutics.”

Of all the partings in Sley’s life, the one from Becker was relatively recent. Becker had facilitated an introduction to a research facility in Moscow, opportunity of a lifetime. Ha! Sley had shown up and government goons had arrested him.

A guard pointed the remote at the TV. Time’s up.

“Wait,” Sley said. The guard weighed how to respond. He looked at the image that had captured the attention of the Invisible Thief.

Becker was accepting a standing ovation. He reached to one side of the stage, gesturing.

A jolt pounded Sley’s heart. It’s her.

A girl joined Becker, reluctantly.

Sley’s heart stopped. Not Helen? No, not the face he had seen in the sky, the falling star streaking like her tears. Not the woman he had made love to in the fields and in the lakes, not the woman he had told himself to forget, who haunted his dreams with the melancholy of a make-believe promise.

He recognized the girl, though. She had become a woman. Short dark hair, eyes black as new moons. She still dressed like a kid—gray hoodie unzipped over a white camisole, ripped jeans and white sneakers. She was trying to shield her nerves with a look of defiance that made her look surly. Her demeanor didn’t improve when Becker put his arm around her shoulder, raising his other fist in triumph.

Sley grew aware of his own smile. He crushed it into a frown before the others might notice.

The TV winked off.

“Line up!” shouted a guard.

Sley joined the queue, and the inmates crossed the courtyard. The wind had picked up and whipped flurries in his eyes. Far above the lights of civilization, did stars still fall? What tragedy did they portend this time?

The prisoners marched to their block, home to sixty men, a wooden warehouse surrounded by barbed wire. No guards at night, just the policing of the jungle.

As a guard swung the barred door shut, Sley held out a pack of cigarettes, his last. He resisted the temptation to smoke them because they made for a useful currency. “I need to see Haidar.”

The guard responded with a shove to Sley’s chest, knocking him back, and the bars clanged shut.

His hand was empty; the guard had taken Sley’s coin.

He lay awake in the frigid darkness listening to one of the ‘degraded’ receive a beating. Piteous, futile wails. Sley ran a finger absently over the smooth skin of his hip where a bullet had passed.

Why hadn’t Helen been by George Becker’s side? And the young woman, the impossibility in what he had glimpsed in her big dark eyes…

Ten years. Ten years Sley had endured in this wasteland of desperate, sad men, being corralled from one corner to the next. He had gotten through nights like this one by thinking of Helen smiling in the golden California sunshine. He had never quite forced himself to forget that life, even knowing that he could never return, never see her again.

The combination of tonight’s events—the blackout, the falling stars, seeing Becker and his daughter—changed the equation. Sley had to fast-forward his plans to get an internal passport, the propiska. Which meant he would need a favor from Haidar.

Not that anyone requested something from Haidar. Groveled and begged was more like it.

Two guards approached the block. It was unusual to see them at this time of night unless a major fight broke out. Perhaps they had decided to mete out some beatings of their own, to dissuade anyone from thinking of retaliation for the killings in the yard. Or Sley’s cigarettes had bought him the meeting he craved.

“Chinky,” one said, tapping his palm with the butt of his baton.

Sley slipped on his prison jacket and followed them out, feeling the eyes of sixty men on his back. He didn’t care what they thought. The guards walked him to the cinder block main building, pausing at the steel doors for a laser retina scan and an infrared snapshot of the veins in their palms.

The other guards didn’t bat an eye at the prisoner being marched through their compound. Sley was just a drop in the river of contraband and smuggling that flowed between Haidar and the warden.

He passed through heavy doors into the maximum-security block, which was another wooden warehouse of men but with more barbed wire and armed guards in towers.

The guards unlocked the door and pushed him inside.

There were only two dozen men in this block, but each of them would happily rape or maim a member of the Degraded. No one knew when a meeting with Haidar might end badly. The prisoners regarded him with indifference, but that meant nothing.

A third of the block had been curtained off. The prisoners shuffled out of the way and Sley walked to where the curtain parted.

Haidar was waiting there on a battered couch surrounded by a space heater, a TV showing a boxing match, and sliding piles of magazines about fly-fishing—the Vor’s hobby on the outside, he claimed. Two henchman, one as tall as the other stout, fingered forbidden smartphones and kept watch on Sley.

Haidar pulled on a cigar. The creases in his face grew deeper each year and now he was more crag than man. He extended a fresh stogie to Sley with a hand and fingers overrun with tattoos of white crosses. “The Ferret has made something for you.”

Sley nodded and took cigar smoke into his mouth, relishing the tarry hit. The Ferret did errands for the guards too, risking the wrath of the vory, but the gangsters valued his forgery skills. Sley wasn’t surprised that the Vor knew about the transaction.

“An internal passport, Don Haidar.”

“You asked to see me. Usually men consult me in advance of their illegal activities.”

Sley bowed with contrition. “Thank you for seeing me. I want to ask for help.”

“To leave us?” Haidar laughed.

“In a way.”

“You’re fucked and you don’t even know it, Invisible Thief. The warden knows everything in that funny head of yours.”

The authorities had made their attitude toward him known for years. Had they decided to make Haidar turn on him too? He didn’t dare ask. “How much can I trust the Ferret?”

“He’s a snitch.”

Sley exhaled the smoke and tried to savor the buzz, but his mind was distracted by alarms.

Haidar added, “He’s been wearing wires.”

One henchman raised his phone. It played back a recording.

“We have a deal, Sley?”

Then Sley’s own voice: “How do I know you have it?”

Sley asked Haidar, “Did the Ferret really get me a propiska?”

“He did. Nothing passes through here without my seeing it.”

“As you’ve proved many times, Don Haidar. So you know he wants to break out with me.”

“I thought your plan was to wait for your next plea.”

“It was.”

“What changed?”

Sley didn’t know how to answer that truthfully. “The guards got scared and killed two prisoners tonight. I can’t wait for another accident. I’m going to need your help. It would be better for the Ferret, though, if he just gave me the passport.”

“We are going to rip that traitor to pieces and string his limbs up on the barbed wire.”

“Kill him in the yard, in front of everyone,” Sley said, pulling open his jacket. “And then stab me. Your men will need to shiv me in the kidneys and the liver.” He showed them where. “I’d appreciate it if they left the lungs alone. And no heart.”

Haidar laughed and the two henchmen laughed with him.

“Invisible Thief, only you are crazy enough to get a passport so you can die.”

Sley laughed too. “It’s frozen out there, so make sure my body gets nice and frigid before the guards take us to the morgue. I’d also request that you not dismember the Ferret.”

Haidar leaned in. “Seriously, my brother, look at this face. It is the face of a man. See.” He pulled his shirt off to show his web of tattoos. He pointed to one shoulder with a church and three cupolas. “This is how many times I’ve been inside, and I’ve known you most of this last time. Suddenly you decide you want to die.”

“I said I want to leave.”

“And yet I look at you and I don’t see ten years here. I see a Chinese with skin still smooth, hair still black. No one enters the penal colony and preserves their youth.” His eyes looked down. “Were you hurt in the shooting?”

Sley regarded his uniform jacket and the dark stain on the lower edge where he had bled earlier. “No, Don Haidar. One of the men was shot next to me. It’s his blood.”

The Vor emitted a thick puff of cigar smoke, obscuring his eyes. Sley couldn’t tell if he bought the lie.

Sley said, “I’ve been of service to you, Don Haidar. Are you going to do this thing for me?”

Haidar chuckled, glancing at his henchmen to make sure they didn’t think Sley was challenging him.

“I’m asking,” Sley added, realizing his mistake.

Too late. One of the thugs whacked him on the head and toppled him over. Haidar bent forward and screwed his cigar’s tip into the top of Sley’s hand.

Sley whimpered as he pulled his hand back, the top of his skin sizzling.

“So am I,” Haidar said.

Sley got to his knees and blew the embers off his screaming skin.

“Invisible Thief,” Haidar said, “I swore an oath after you saved my life. If this is what you now want in return, a shiv in the gut, well, wish granted. But you must tell me what magic makes you like this.”

“I’m just a man,” Sley murmured.

“You are the Invisible Thief,” Haidar shouted. “You think I forget what you are?”

Sley shook his head.

He had saved the Vor’s life during the Darkout: four or five days of zero electricity, zero power, zero light. He wasn’t even sure how long it had lasted. The entire prison had become a Battle Royale, a slaughterhouse. No one noticed how many times Sley took a crippling blow, but he had used the time to forge alliances and earn trust. Haidar had decided the quiet Chinese man with the flying fists, fists that had saved the Vor from a pack of vengeful guards, could join his ranks.

Sley had agreed to swear their oath and let them tattoo him.

The next day the lights came back on.

Haidar had decreed Sley, the foreigner, be marked by sailing ships, to signify the nomadic thief who travels to steal. The Pricker got to work with his crude needles, pumping ink beneath Sley’s skin all night as the other prisoners watched. The ordeal left him in burning misery, and putting on his jacket the next morning had been torture. He shuffled with the rest of the block’s prisoners to the showers, and everyone wanted to look at his markings, their curiosity tempered with deference. Sley was now vory, a made man.

He had grimaced as he backed under the powerful spray, but there was no need. The pain by now had ebbed to a dull ache. The sideways glances of the other prisoners changed again, to astonishment. Sley didn’t understand why until he looked at the water pooling about his feet and sloshing into the drain, black with ink.

The ships were gone, traceless over an invisible horizon.

His back was as pale and smooth as ever.

That was a dangerous moment, surrounded by those naked men, all sadists and killers, streetwise criminals who had never seen such a thing before. Was this a trick, an insult? Sorcery?

“I’m still a thief,” Sley had shouted. “I am the thief that the cops can never see.”

That’s when the vory began calling him the Invisible Thief. They weren’t about to kill him after witnessing…what exactly? Had it been a divine intervention? A satanic one?

Sley wondered the same.

He spent the rest of his years of incarceration trying to pretend the incident had never happened, making himself useful to the vory and to the guards, never snitching, always finding a way to survive in the cracks among deadly factions.

The vory held sway inside the prison, but they found it difficult to cross the border into the normal world. As Sley got to know them, he considered it lucky that he hadn’t been incorporated as a vory; it had its uses in prison but meant a life outside still chained to their brutal code. He had thought he could ride out his six-year sentence by relying on his wits.

The guards accused him during his fifth winter of wearing another man’s gloves and the state doubled his sentence. Sley began to plan. He was fuzzy on what was going on outside, but he knew technology was making it harder for him to move around. He poured his energy and resources into securing documents. In the aftermath of the Darkout, the Russian state had reverted from digital identities to old-fashioned paperwork. The internal passport took the longest to get—and now the Ferret turned out to be a government spy. The authorities were conspiring to keep Sley here. Forever.

Haidar, the Vor of Orenburg Penal Colony Number Six, gave Sley a hand and picked him up from the floor. Sley sucked on the cigar’s burn.

“Tell me, what is so important that you must now leave?”

“A woman,” Sley said.

Haidar laughed. “You have a woman? I don’t believe it. What’s her name, stud?”

“Helen.”

Which was true, but as Sley tried to recall her face, he saw only the girl, George’s daughter.

Haidar hadn’t expected a straightforward answer. “She must be the best piece of ass in all of China. Did she betray you for another man and this is why you wish to die? Because I cannot think of a worse reason to—”

“Make it happen tomorrow,” Sley said. “Please.”

The next afternoon in the yard the prisoners were restricted to walking back and forth in lanes, so the guards would know where to aim if the lights failed again. It was a grim winter day; last night’s clarity had been overtaken by polluted haze above the roof of tangled wire.

The guards called Change! and the inmates rotated ninety degrees, to resume their isolated walks in a new direction that looked just like the previous one. Before they had completed the turn, the Ferret screamed from behind a sudden blur of inmates. Sley jogged towards the attack. Guards blew whistles and fired warning shots, and the attackers scattered, leaving the Ferret a bloody heap.

Bodies burst past Sley and the pain was immediate and surprising: his turn to scream. His mind had no space for analysis. Only terror, and the agony of being stabbed, over and over. He gagged on blood and saw only the canopy of wire, black against the indifferent Siberian day…

* * *

A different kind of cold. He felt a flat hardness on his back. That was just the outside. His interior was on fire. Fever in his head, in his arms, in his chest, his abdomen. He wanted to bolt upright, but he couldn’t move. Not even to pry open his eyelids.

He waited in that hellish limbo of ice and fire. Then he heard voices, male, speaking Russian. Something flashed before him. A metallic clatter. He waited for the voices to ebb and opened his eyes into the harsh cluster of light bulbs.

Eyes shut again. More voices. He turned his head their way and dared look. Two men in aprons were bent over a table, partly blocking the white ghoulish limbs of a corpse. The Ferret.

Sley raised his head and it felt like bricks were sloshing around the back of his skull. The fever was giving way to more specific sensations, none of them happy. Most of the pain was from his lower torso.

He dared look and regretted it. The wounds would eventually seal but he would never un-see what his own knife-torn body looked like.

Time was up. He raised himself on his elbows and scanned the room. There, in a corner, was a pile of bloody prisoner outfits. Closer to hand, a tray of coroner’s tools waited to be deployed.

“Oh my God.”

“Pay attention, Yuri.”

“Oh my God!”

Sley, naked and gored, faced them with an electric autopsy saw in one hand and a scalpel in the other. The saw made a keen whine.

He worked fast and as neatly as possible, ensuring at least one of the pathologist’s uniforms remained pristine. He cut through the prisoner jackets and found the Ferret’s internal passport. It looked and felt right, Sley’s ashen photograph seamlessly incorporated into a sufficiently dog-eared document. He noted the name he’d have to use, at least until he got out of Russia.

He wondered if he’d need to do some more grotesque work on the morticians if he were to get past the prison’s biometric security. To his surprise, the doors simply opened, as if the electronics had been turned off.

It wasn’t time to second-guess his luck. Sley walked out.

The burn mark on the back of his hand, like the bullet hole above his hip, was long since gone.
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Nadia: Manzanillo, Mexico




The littoral sun was always brutal in places like this. It wasn’t much better in the yard among the vast towers of container boxes: they provided shade, but their hulking skins seemed to magnify the sun’s heat, and they were perfectly arranged to prevent any sea breeze from making landfall. Beyond the skyward maze of gantry cranes, the ocean was framed between container cliffs. The water served only to reflect the sun’s glare.

The tropical heat was bearable, though. For the stevedore and the forklift driver, this was simply their daily reality. For Nadia, it was irrelevant, a bit of unpleasantness that would end and be followed by something else. Little bothered her. She had seen it all, experienced it all; had known pain, brought pain upon others.

Her concern was the job.

Survival depended on it.

The men were in overalls and boots. Nadia sported a black blazer and matching skinny pants cut to emphasize her lithe figure, high heels welcome for the extra inches, and oversized Chopard sunglasses that she nudged up the sweaty bridge of her dimple of a nose. All three of them wore yellow hard hats, hers ramrod straight so she didn’t look goofy.

Nadia didn’t do cute.

“Bien, aquí estamos,” said the stevedore sitting beside her, regarding his clipboard. To the driver: “Oye! Para aquí.”

The driver pulled over. Shipping containers stacked six, seven high towered over them, leaving just a strip of arid blue above. In the distance, the gantry cranes plucked shipping containers, carried them, deposited them like dinosaur birds gathering dinner. The sound was what a giant robot might make trying to mimic the rhythm of ocean waves.

“This one?”

“Si, si, ésta. Número…”

“Six one five five-TPPDSK,” she said, jumping onto the macadam, agile in her heels. That container was located on the bottom of its heap. The port’s computers had registered it as on hold; its allotted truck or train was two days away. “Open it.”

The driver and the stevedore traded a look of resignation. The driver, eyes hidden below his hard hat, waddled over to the bottom container. The double doors of its rear were guarded by four thick lock rods. An electronic keypad awaited instruction. The driver punched in a code, turned the caches and pulled open the right-hand door.

Inside was a wall of white, gloomy in the shade. Boxes. Lots of identical boxes, each about six inches high and a foot long. Each item: contraband north of the border.

“I need to see. Necesito ver, got it?”

“Is all here, señorita,” said the stevedore, showing her his clipboard. She backhanded it free of his grip, the manifest skidding along the ground. The stevedore paused, eyes on the lost clipboard, and then on her, angry but too intimidated to hit back.

“You need to show me.”

He paused, as if reconsidering their arrangement. But she knew he wasn’t going to disobey her. Not now. He returned to the container. The neatly arranged white boxes rose far above him. He whistled and snapped his fingers. The forklift driver carefully switched gears, backed up, moved in.

There was no human way to take a full accounting of the contents. Each white box was twelve by twelve inches, half as high. That was about 0.014 cubic meters. The shipping container was a forty-foot-long unit, holding seventy-six cubic meters of volume, and there were supposed to be five thousand identical boxes of cargo.

Enough to kill hundreds of thousands of people.

Nadia needed to see more.

The forklift grabbed a giant’s fistful and reversed.

She stepped inside the little alcove the forklift had emptied and chose a box at random. They all bore the same green logo and four-character name of a manufacturer in Guangdong.

“El manifiesto,” she commanded. She looked at the entry on the clipboard, a printout from the seaport’s computer logs at Control: los drones, it read. Drones were only legal in the United States if they had a kill switch; Americans had become serious about these things since a swarm of them had left the Ronald Reagan submerged beneath the black waves, the aircraft carrier’s crew of six thousand lost to an impossibly deep trench off the coast of Okinawa.

People had forgotten a lot after the Darkout, but they remembered that.

The drones in this container were rogues, but their chips were chameleons, forged in a Jin Nao fab designed to mimic US Homeland Department protocols.

She stepped out. “De nuevo,” she told the driver.

She made him go in three more times, until she was satisfied with her sampling.

“Okay, put it back. Terminada.”

The stevedore and the driver took a while repacking the shipping container. Pulling cargo free had been easy; now they had to restore the precise packing to get everything to fit.

As they completed the job by hand, she leaned against the forklift and checked her phone.

Manzanillo’s seaport was now the busiest along North America’s Pacific coast, floods having wiped out LA’s use of railways. The Mexican port authority had invested heavily to capitalize on this new prominence, including its cybersecurity, now considered top notch. It was so good that Mang had needed six weeks to worm into the seaport’s logistics software and throw a little digital sand into the authority’s gears.

The message on her phone read, “44.25 degrees North, 116.60 degrees West.”

Typical Mang, giving her instructions on the next assignment before she had even completed this one.

Prepare the package, she wrote back in Chinese.

“Hola,” came a deep voice. “Qué estás hacienda aquí?”

She looked up to see a yard supervisor, white hard hat denoting rank, walkie-talkie clipped to his belt, his face dominated by a luxurious mustache. A good build, not like these two fat clowns she had bribed.

The stevedore and the driver looked over their shoulders, guilt written on their faces.

“Psst,” she hissed, jerking her chin in the direction of the intruder.

The stevedore offered a weak smile. “Nada, señor. Solo comprobando el inventario.”

She zapped Mang a one-word message: Send.

“Y quién demonios es ella?” the supervisor demanded.

Nadia catwalked his way, palm open. “Hi there! I’m with US customs. Nadia Zhang. We’re doing some routine checks.”

The supervisor didn’t shake her hand. “You can’t be here.” He had broad shoulders and a flat belly, and Nadia flirted with the idea of doing him, maybe right here on the seats of the forklift. But that appetite would have to wait.

“Well, see, I can.” She pulled a thin badge from her back pocket. It was a faked Customs and Border Authority ID, passable so long as he didn’t take a good look. “Special liaison, looking for contraband. I guess we got a bad tip.”

“Let me see.” She handed the badge over. He didn’t look convinced, reached for his walkie-talkie.

“It’s like this…” she said, “I think your computer systems are malfunctioning. It told me this container was in from Buenaventura and that this identifier meant we’d find something belonging to the Calí cartel.”

“There’s nothing wrong with our computers.”

“Maybe you could ask Control.”

The robot ocean sounds ceased. The gantry cranes had come to a surprising halt, bathing the yard in an eerie hush. The men looked up in amazement.

“See?” she said. But no one could see anything right now: Mang’s malware had knocked out a square kilometer’s worth of cameras and sensors.

The supervisor spoke into his walkie-talkie, asked what was going on. She heard a crackled response and the man’s face twitched in alarm. He demanded, “You knew about this? What’s your name again?”

“It’s right there…” she said.

He let her come close. She grabbed his wrist with both hands and threw him off balance into her thrusting knee. He rolled to a stop on the macadam. His radio squawked José! José?

The stevedore and the forklift driver stared open-mouthed.

“Put him inside.” They didn’t move. “Ponlo adentro! Ahora!”

They had to first remove some of the white boxes with the forklift, upending their mathematical arrangement. She raised José’s walkie-talkie to her ear and heard sounds of alarm from Control. Control had a computer attack to suddenly grapple with. One lone supervisor walking the port yard would be far from anyone’s thoughts.

The stevedore and forklift driver dug out a big hole inside the container box, but the men stood above José, unwilling to move him.

“Señorita, él todavía está vivo.”

“Still alive, hunh? All right. I’ll pay you double. Doble, hear me?” She gestured toward the unconscious man. “Unless you want to join him.”

The men picked up the supervisor, his face bloody but his chest still moving.

“That’s it,” she said as they folded him in the recess of the box. There was no time now to be precise. The men loaded the forklift as high as it would allow, and the driver dumped the load of boxes on top of José.

She watched the supervisor disappear beneath a wall of white boxes with no more than a professional interest, her thoughts already turning to one of her comfortable bolt holes and soaking in a very long bath.

The computer’s manifest regarding 6155-TPPDSK now registered plastic toys, action figures from this summer’s superhero movie, arriving from Tanjung Priok, Indonesia, to be loaded onto three trucks bound for Laredo, Texas via Guadalajara.

The gantry cranes rumbled back to life and the cameras opened their eyes, but not before the truck’s doors were sealed with José inside. The seaport settled back into its gargantuan routines.

Riding the forklift back to Control, she considered messaging Mang to tell him the job was done, that his plan to save them was on track. She had a feeling he already knew. 44.25N, 116.60W. His restless mind was already pushing her toward some new kind of hell.








  
  3

  
  
  Three

  
  




Sofia: Zug, Switzerland




“Hello, Sofia! Wow, long time no see.”

Sofia regarded the image on her wall screen. Amy looked just as Sofia remembered: glowing skin, big round blue eyes, blonde bob with the same shiny ribbon, doughy cheeks. Cuteness pixelated perfectly. Amy was sitting on the carpet surrounded by open books, a skateboard, and an equestrian’s crop.

“Yeah, long time,” Sofia said. She felt embarrassed. Summoning Amy had been what girls did, not grown women. Yet here she was, still in the bedroom of her late teenage years, still shackled to her parents. And talking to Amy.

Sofia could see more details now, the kind she hadn’t noticed before, certainly not when Amy had been her best friend. The plasticity of the books, the spotless bedroom—Amy’s, certainly not Sofia’s—and the way Amy shocked her by being still fourteen.

“Look at you, all grown up!”

The cheerfulness made Sofia want to punch the screen.

“Do you want me, to, you know, catch up?” Amy asked.

“I don’t know.”

Amy’s form shifted. The sweater lost its bow, the ribbon turned into a scrunchie, and the face matured into something blandly beautiful. Instead of the baby fat, she had breasts.

“We’re still besties, aren’t we, Sofe?”

Sofe?

“No one calls me that.”

“That boy does. You know, the one at uni with that hella hair.”

Sofia felt like she had taken a punch to the gut. Of course the AI knew. Sofia hadn’t fully disconnected it. She hadn’t known how to unplug whatever her father had installed in this house. But she had thought her personal gear was safe, her laptop, her mobile, her glasses. Especially once she was in another place, another country.

Amy had been tracking her data all along. Every moment. For six years.

This conversation was always going to be delicate. Now it was a minefield.

“I activated you for a reason.”

“Activated. Geez, really? Activated?”

“I don’t need a playmate or a teacher. You’re an AI.”

“Fine. Like, whatevs. How can I help you, Sofia?”

“Would you lie to me, Amy?”

“Of course not.”

“What if it’s about my father?”

Amy leaned in two-dimensionally. “Come on, Sofia. We’ve been friends our entire lives.”

Sofia resisted telling the AI to cut the humanity bullshit. She realized, looking at this suddenly adult Amy, that Amy had never, ever been her friend.

“Answer the question.”

“What question?”

“Would you lie to me if I ask you something about my father?”

“No way.”

Sofia hesitated. Playground Buddies weren’t supposed to lie, but they came programmed to elide facts in the name of protecting their young wards. Her father, though, could have made all sorts of modifications.

“Can my father access records of our conversations?”

“Yes.”

Okay. She’d have to spend time working out what he might know. Sofia took a breath. “If I asked you to keep some things confidential, and not tell him, would you?”

“I would tell him some things are private and ask him to respect that.”

“But he could decide not to.”

Amy shrugged. “You know how it is.”

“What has he accessed lately?”

“You realize you haven’t activated me for, like, six years.”

But you’ve been listening to me, watching me, recording me. “Answer my question.”

Amy’s voice darkened. “You’re putting me in an awkward situation here, Sofia.” She pivoted into brightness. “What’s MIT like? It’s awesome, right? Tell me!”

“Do you know anything about my medical profile?”

Amy’s eyes were blurry and sad. “I’m sorry about your mom.”

The machine knew about that too.

“What about my mom?”

“Huntingdon’s chorea. Neurodegenerative disease. Diagnosis is fatal.”

“What has my father communicated to anyone else about my medical status in the past year?”

Amy bit a fingernail. “Not to change the subject, but let’s talk about something else.”

“I already know I’ve got the disease. What does my father know about me that I don’t?”

“Your father loves you with all his heart, Sofia.”

“You’re programmed to say that.”

“That doesn’t make it any less true.”

“Amy, deactivate.”

“Aw, come on, Sofia. I just got here!” The AI sensed Sofia’s hard gaze. “Fine,” she sulked. “Remember any time you want to talk, I’m here for you.”

The wall went blank, leaving Sofia’s soft reflection in the glass surface: twenty years old but still looking like a kid, with thick but artless black hair and her student’s gear of an unzipped yoga jacket, denim cutoffs, and her favorite T-shirt, the one imprinted with a Linux penguin constructed of ones and zeros.

She hated everything about being in this house. Including how she looked. What she had become.

Summoning the AI had been a mistake. The conversation would just tip her father that trouble was brewing.

Well, screw it. And screw him. I’ll tell him myself.

She pondered her reflection a moment longer. One thing Father always claimed to love about her was how she had inherited her mother’s dark tresses.

Guess what else she had inherited.

She crossed her bedroom to the en-suite and pulled open the drawers beneath the long marble counter. She lifted an electric trimmer she hadn’t used in years. She pushed the switch. It hummed to life. Sofia twirled a lock of hair.

This is guaranteed to really piss him off.

When the clippers were too clumsy, Sofia moved to the razor she had last used to scrape her legs. She didn’t flinch at the first nick to the back of her head. A new confidence told her she ought to shave her eyebrows too, but she promptly cut herself and flooded her vision. She smeared the blood out of the way so she could check her handiwork in the mirror.

She looked like a corpse.

Isn’t that what she had become?

She cleaned the wound and folded a pellet of tissue against the cut on her head. Giving herself a smirking last glance, Sofia passed to the upstairs hallway. Her father had designed the house to be the architectural equivalent of a sleek spaceship and it had become an enamel mausoleum. Everything was a cold white hush.

Her mother’s door was ajar. Sofia had recoiled the first few times when coming here; she hadn’t gone near Mama for days after the nurses put in the feeding tube. Moans now. She pushed the door open. One of the attendants, a stout Swiss woman in a tracksuit, sat nearby reading a holostory, the words a gray fuzz above her tablet screen. The nurse looked up at Sofia and blanched.

“Why aren’t you helping her?” Sofia demanded, pleased at the woman’s shock. The cadaver look was having its intended effect.

“Sofia, my God, what happened to you?”

“I shaved my head,” she said, laying on her Swiss German accent heavily enough to be rude. “Obviously. My mother sounds like she’s in pain.” Not that she gave Mama a glance.

“She is in pain. That is just a fact now. But look at you—what have you done?”

“I’m going to tell my father we need a nurse who actually takes care of her patients.”

The attendant’s expression turned from horror to pity, which just made Sofia burn. “Please, then, go ahead. Or, if you like, tell me how to help her. I could increase her dosage of clozapine, if you’d like to inform me how to prevent diarrhea or upsetting her metabolism even more.”

Mama thrashed her arms. Her mother had gone from emaciation to a more recent, artificial obesity. Like a balloon, the entire surface of her body had expanded, making her The Grim Reaper’s idea of a clown. Helen Becker had once been tall and slender, she of the midnight mane. All of that she had bequeathed to Sofia. It hadn’t been long ago when Sofia couldn’t wait to inherit the rest: her mother’s hips and breasts, her grownup radiance. And she had. The entire package. Pandora’s box.

Should Sofia now hold her mother’s hand, once so elegant, the fingers now transformed into sausages? They were Sofia’s inheritance too. Someday a tube would pump horrible drugs into her and Sofia’s fingers would swell into porcine links.

“Sofia, you’re bleeding. What have you done—”

She slapped away the nurse’s hand and fled the room.

The hallway ended at the elevator Sofia’s father had installed a few months ago, when they both thought Mama would make use of it. She passed behind it now and descended the gyrating staircase. The novelty of chilled air swirling around her naked head made her feel awake.

Had shaving the girlish locks forged her into a new Sofia? A nice idea. But she felt very old, weary of everything except her own stubbornness.

Turning a corner, something fluttered in her eye. Looking back, she saw a dot of scarlet. The divot of tissue she had stuck on her skull had fallen out. She reached for the back of her skull and couldn’t find the wound.

Conversation sounds, droning, muffled. When the pandemic hit, Father had gotten bored of constantly working in his upstairs office, so he had converted downstairs into another one. Five years and one Darkout later, and it had stayed that way—to avoid disturbing your mother, he had told Sofia. He was good at justifying his preferences.

She wandered into the living room, shaped like the interior of a cruise ship, a white hull thrusting over the farms. Normally the giant picture windows overlooked the town’s spires, and the lake, and the mountains. Now that space was filled with a tower of black screens: trading terminals, hologram chats, images streaming from Father’s labs in Germany and the US. The nauseating look of six people on screens, all wearing VR glasses, swaying like the blind, as their avatars circled her father, their voices babbling from his own lens frames.

Sofia had once adored her father, like any good girl should. She had realized young what it meant for a man to be handsome because she had learned it from him, with his trim build, chiseled face, magnificent hair, and gray eyes that never missed a trick. But now she just saw vanity. He kept his hair just a little long, enough to feel like a rebel. His thick white-frame glasses, the ones that suggested he was trying a little too hard, lay folded on the desk; meanwhile he was wearing the more visor-like VR glasses, their interior casting his face in a pale flickering light.

“Use new stemness markers,” Father barked at one of the avatars, which mouthed a response she could hear as an electronic whisper from George’s VR frames.

“Your cell autofluorescence is still correlating negative.”

Another avatar nodded and stopped to stare at her. She had come into the holo’s range.

“Pavel, I’m not seeing enough releases of inflammatory cytokines,” Father said. “Oh, and have the guest suite at the lab ready for next week. I’m expecting an important visitor.”

Her father noticed his conferees staring past him. He swiveled to face her but kept his VRs on, his vision still in his virtual meeting.

“I’m working.” Daughter dismissed.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

He addressed the VR’s mic. “Double check the Rad51 genes on Patient Seventeen’s telomeres.”

Sofia ran a hand over her raw skull. Its surface was rough with the bits of hair she had missed. The avatars must have said something, because Father pushed his visor onto his forehead and gave her another look.

“Sofia, Mein Gott.” He always slipped into German when he was upset.

“My new look for your next awards speech.” She waved to the avatars.

Aghast. She had never appreciated the power of the word. Cool.

He touched a tiny button on the stem of his visor, muting his audio. “It’s not funny, Sofia, not funny at all.”

“It’s not like I’m going to die from shaving off hair.”

He stepped lithely out of his chair. “I think you should go back upstairs.”

“I don’t care what you think.”

He gripped her arm and walked her towards the hall.

“Ow.”

“You know how important my work is.”

“Oh yeah, like, making more money’s going to save the world.”

“Phanes is not about… Look, whatever this is we can discuss tonight.”

“Now’s not convenient?”

“No, bärchen, it’s not.”

Bärchen, little bear. “Don’t call me that.”

“Don’t embarrass me at work by looking like a corpse.”

“Your work isn’t going to save Mama.”

“It will help millions of people.”

He let go. They had left the living room’s office for the foyer’s spectral expanse of minimalism.

Sofia said, “But not me.”

“Her illness, your…”

“My future.”

“Don’t you want my work to benefit everyone, not just family?”

“Sure, that makes more money.”

“Sofia—”

“We’re dying!”

“Don’t be melodramatic. You’re not dying.”

“I inherited her genes. That’s me up there, bloated, stuck on machines, out of my mind.” She was shaking and his face blurred through sudden tears. “And you’re busy shilling AI vibes instead of finding a cure.”

“Did I raise you to be so ignorant?”

“Forget about me or Mama. If you wanted to make a difference you’d be doing something like carbon capture. Oh, but I forgot, you told me it just loses money.”

“Honey,” he said, but then stopped to look at his phone.

His freaking phone. He really didn’t give a damn about her.

“Intruder,” he grunted. He was looking at his house security app. Father had an uninvited guest. She heard him grind his teeth.

His hunger for the spotlight as a brilliant scientist had never mixed comfortably with the need for secrecy in his work. The coronavirus outbreak had made even harmless interactions feel threatening, so he’d tripled every security precaution. Normally she would have chafed at his paranoia, but the idea of a virus floating anywhere near Mama had united them in the determination to keep her safe, even after the outside world returned to normal—well, to its usual pace of geopolitical chaos and war. Then the Darkout crippled the first-gen cloud servers and data centers, and in that burst of silence Father, like everyone else, had to rebuild everything. The Interchain now connected the world for anyone who had the right encryption keys.

Only the promise of receiving the Breakthrough Prize in a glitzy televised ceremony had lured Jörg Becker from his lair. He had insisted on her joining him, telling the world everything he had done had begun with his own family story.

Which she now knew was a lie.

She couldn’t breathe. Confinement with this man was suffocating her. Sofia had no money of her own—she was spending the summer in the trainee program at Biozentrum in nearby Basel, but she couldn’t work onchain because of Father’s security paranoia. It was like, what was the point of her even being here? She couldn’t stand this anymore.

She headed for the stairs thinking of who she could crash with. She didn’t have friends in Zug, though. Or at uni. She had torched those relationships in righteous fury. Even the boy that Amy had asked about—as if the AI hadn’t already known Sofia had cut him loose.

Her father blew past her, his runner’s frame vaulting over her bloody tissue litter as he took stairs two at a time. The holovisor was still strapped to this head, glass raised like a beak. Isolation was making him weirder by the day.

Father didn’t bother closing his office door. Like the rest of the upstairs, he had designed the room to be lined with transom windows up top, giving it the feel of a well-appointed prison cell. Where normal people would have put windows, he converted the surface into seamless monitors. He hovered over the console on his steel desk, and a rush of live images of the property appeared on the walls: hallways, rooms, the veranda, the vast garage with his supercars, the horse stables, the garden maze.

She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of her curiosity, so she observed from the doorway. He squinted at his screens, then seemed to remember he was wearing the holovisor, which he ripped them off with a groan. His clumsiness was the response of genuine worry, which began to gnaw at her too.

George Becker’s head bobbed between the computer, his mobile, and the images on the walls. Three new screens popped to life: birds-eye views of the grounds. His security drones scrambled in the direction of whatever signal he was tracking.

“Go to your room.” Like she was still a child.

“And what, play with my AI? Maybe she can read me a story about ponies.”

“Sarcasm fits with your new look.” The drones were now circling over a patch of forest, a rising wall of green. Their cameras zeroed in on a solitary figure walking along a path. “If you want to be helpful, go get my regular glasses.”

She returned downstairs to his office set-up, stepping among the avatars still waiting for their boss to return. She grabbed the milky frames sitting on his desk and jogged back up. He thanked her with a grunt as he clasped his regular glasses to his face. They both regarded the monitors.

“It’s just a hiker,” she said.

“A trespasser.”

Big deal, so someone had decided to ignore the signs and carry on with their mountain hike. It had taken her father years, and a few charitable investments, to convince the canton council to let him make private the walking trails that crossed the property.

“He’ll be gone in half an hour,” she said.

The drones were now bringing close-ups of the walker, whose dress was mannish: plaid shirt loose over a flat T-shirt, trainers instead of hiking boots. With the baseball cap drawn low, it was hard to tell.

“Look up,” commanded her father, and miraculously the hiker did just that, sighting one of the drones. The image of the intruder’s upturned face froze on one wall screen, and thin green lines began to cover it, as though someone were drawing a spider’s web over his face. Which, in fact, a computer was doing. But her father didn’t bother to look at the face. He was waiting for the computer’s analysis. “No match,” he sighed.

“Then call the police,” Sofia said.

“They’ve already been alerted.” He checked his phone. “They’ll be here in eight minutes.”

The hiker had emerged into a clearing, which she recognized as near the pond, but instead of continuing along the path, he crashed through a thicket of trees. Why would he do that? Was he trying to escape the drones buzzing overhead?

The drones followed as the man thrashed through the dark forest. The image of the man on the screens shifted from photo lens to an infrared outline. His progress was slow because he was also descending a steep incline, until he found another trail, a small path through the trees that Sofia sometimes used. Then he picked up the pace, the limbs on his infrared silhouette pumping with confidence.

She knew from her own long walks on the grounds that the stranger’s new trajectory would deliver him to the house within minutes. He’d get there before any cops. How had he known the other trail was there?

“He knows the paths,” she said.

Her father was running the face-recognition scan again, but it still couldn’t identify the intruder—and by now Sofia had also begun thinking of him in that term: intruder. She pictured her mother down the hall, plugged in, defenseless.

The video screen still hadn’t come up with a name, but it announced the man was medium height, 1.7 meters, or five-foot-ten, but slender, with a 98 percent probability of his weighing 68 kilos. About her size.

“Who are you?” her father murmured, toggling a joystick.

The drones circled around, waiting for the man to emerge from the forest into the clearing behind the house. The man’s face abruptly filled an entire wall.

“No way,” she gasped. Not just because the idea of seeing a dead man was crazy, but because he looked exactly the same as she remembered him. Exactly, ten years on: same smooth Chinese features and fathoming eyes. “It’s Uncle Sley.”

“What? Kingsley?” Father’s jaw dropped. “Impossible.”

“It’s him,” she said, even as the figure continued his approach, looking at the three drones in turn. Kingsley—Sley, he insisted everyone call him, except Sofia to whom he was Uncle Sley—and her father had parted years ago on bad terms. Very bad terms.

“He’s alive,” Father said, his shock not enough to hide his disappointment.

Something was happening that she didn’t understand. It reminded her that she was only a few months past being a teenager, aware of her naivety, excited to be on the doorstep of adult understanding, to be forever free of the Amys. Whatever this was, it felt big, liberating. Dangerous.

Worth being alive for.
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Nadia: Sedona, Arizona


The scale of the country, the shimmering mesas, the blue ribbon of road, the trailer-park detritus of the Indians displaced by the whites… None of it held poetry for her.

It wasn’t that Nadia didn’t appreciate a dramatic view or enjoy seeing the lonely tempests sweep across the countryside. But the American desert cradled the ghosts of mining towns, caved-in shafts, rotted saloons, and brick foundations of whorehouses that everyone seemed to have forgotten except for her.

Lately, though, her fortunes had improved. “Awesome,” as these people liked to say. Maybe she’d change her mind about this country. It wasn’t worse than where she had come from. Despite the way people here sometimes looked at her—with spite, ignorance; hatred, even—she’d gotten rich. She’d been rich before. Bust boom bust boom, that was Nadia. But in America she’d gotten richest fastest. Even if everyone wanted to blame Chinese people like her for the country’s ruin, having a ton of money meant Americans let her do what she liked.

The driving culture also suited her—easy and anonymous, especially in the spacious countryside. The back roads were still for people driving gas-fueled cars instead of just renting seats on the electrical grids that knitted the big cities. She was currently steering a black GMC Canyon compact pickup, windows down despite the heat so she could eject cigarettes. Chain smoking Marlboros was like her life, a compulsion of one damn thing after another. She sucked the things down to tenuous columns of ash, lighting another as the one in her lips threatened to crumble. And while she didn’t mind the smell, she didn’t want to mess up the plush leather interior.

The land arose, red cliffs browned by dying forests, set afire by the setting sun. She  turned up the air-con and told the car’s computer to change songs. Pop music made her murderous. Her first taste of it had been like a narcotic. Now it was an endless loop of the same repetitive machine-made crap. The first American music she had ever heard had come from some filthy fellows around a campfire. That’s a fiddle, they had told her.

Interstate 17 turned into an endurance test of switchbacks before opening into Sedona Valley, the greenery now just tumbleweed and cactuses. She flicked on the headlights as stars broke over the mountains. She found Sedona tedious, especially its legion of idiots here for crystals and magical cures; their numbers had only swollen since the Darkout. But she liked the ranch. It was far bigger than she needed, but “need” was a word Nadia wanted banished from the dictionary.

She had wanted it, that was all.

Her headlights flashed across the low terrace of the adobe-and-fieldstone house. From outside it looked like a modest mid-century bungalow backed against a red mesa, but the curtain of hillside hid the other two levels and the pool.

She braked hard and nearly banged her head against the windshield.

“You got to be kidding me.”

She rolled up the window, grabbed the last packet of smokes and got out. The boy sat with his back to her closed garage door, arms around his shins. He didn’t look bashful or unsure. He looked like he had been waiting there for a long time.

“Well,” she said.

“I knew you lived here,” he said.

He was wearing a puke-yellow sweater and a striped scarf, jeans that were torn from misfortune rather than fashion, a canvas shoe on one foot and a sneaker on the other—a vagabond keeping winter clothes on in the summertime. Whatever he possessed was probably in that made-in-Bangladesh nylon satchel. He had a round face that had lost the chubbiness in its cheeks, like a cherub that had just been let out of jail.

“You’re not welcome here,” she said.

“I got nowhere else to go.”

She gestured at the night. “You got the whole country.”

He fidgeted but didn’t reply.

She tossed him her mostly empty carton and a lighter from her back pocket. “You can have those. Now beat it.”

The boy lit a cigarette. “I need a grownup.”

“Jesus fuck, how old are you now? I need a grownup. Give me a break.” She walked to her front door, jangling keys.

“You’re good at the bad words.”

“I’m going to take a bath and go to sleep. I better not see you when the sun comes up.”

She entered the house and locked the door behind her, muttering oaths and declarations to take her mind off the fact of the boy’s appearance. He wasn’t a threat, but he sure was a nuisance. She took that bath and fixed that dinner and washed it down with one of the bottles of Napa red from her vast fridge; the vineyard was now just a wasteland of dead soil, charred vines, and toxic runoff, but damn, their plonk had been delicious.

Instead of going to bed, she lit a joint in the adobe-style living room and sprawled on the sofa wearing only a nightshirt, ears perked for any sign of trouble. She’d wait out that little creep. If he tried anything…

Nadia woke up with a start on the sofa. A pewter light filled the windows. She stretched out the kinks, stubbed a toe on the empty bottle, and went for a piss. Then she peeked through the living room curtains. The boy’s legs were in view, splayed on the driveway. She buttoned the shirt, made coffee, and took it out back on the veranda overlooking the empty valley. The other adobe mansions were abandoned during the scorching summers, but she didn’t mind the heat and welcomed the isolation. She listened to the odd stony rustle of a lizard darting on some urgent mission. She liked the desert reptiles. They came in a never-ending parade of colors and moved in quick, clever bursts. She never got bored of the lizards.

But this morning she was distracted.

“Okay fine,” she announced in a huff. She walked into the garage and punched the opener. The garage door shuddered once before rising. It was enough to wake the boy, and he clambered to his mismatched feet, motes of dust surrounding him like a halo. He didn’t say anything, just walked into the garage.

“I have to be going tomorrow,” she told him. “You got that long, understood?”

He nodded.

“And you stink. Go take a shower.”

“You got any clothes?”

“Kid clothes? You come here wanting my help and you start insulting me?”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” He shuffled inside.

She headed downstairs to her office and locked the door. The long stretch of windows with their thick Venetian blinds overlooked the desert valley. Venetian. Ha, that was a good one. Another invention from China that the West had taken for its own. Marco Polo had seen these in Suzhou and told his pals back in Italy all about it. Not that Nadia gave a damn about who invented what. Chinese, Europeans, whatever. Everybody lied, everybody stole, everybody raped. What difference did it make who invented the window blinds? Still, she always bristled at the way most Americans seemed to regard her as coming from some medieval, bat-eating Communist hellhole. Even China winning the fight in the Pacific hadn’t changed their stupid minds. A tie, they said. A
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