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EPIGRAPH

Nature teaches me that my own body is surrounded by many other bodies, some of which I have to seek after, and others to shun. And indeed, as I perceive different sorts of colors, sounds, odors, tastes, heat, hardness, etc., I safely conclude that . . . some are agreeable, and others disagreeable, [and] there can be no doubt that my body, or rather my entire self, in as far as I am composed of body and mind, may be variously affected, both beneficially and hurtfully, by surrounding bodies.

—René Descartes, 

“Of the Existence of Material Things and of the Real Distinction Between the Mind and Body of Man,” 

Meditations on First Philosophy (1641)





PART ONE
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Skylar

sleeping beauties

I ADJUSTED THE scarf around my head.

Only my eyes were visible.

I stepped into the crush of tourists heading inside. A great canopy stretched over us, blocking out the cold winter sun. The floor was polished marble, and it shined so clean and new it was slick as ice. To my right, people emerged from the lobby of the tall, glittering hotel, with its carefully trimmed topiaries lining the entrance.

All around me were voices.

They were speaking in languages I didn’t understand. I wished for an App to translate what they were saying and then almost laughed. It seemed like a lifetime ago that Apps were a part of everyday life. An entire world away from the one I was in now. Literally.

I concentrated on the man next to me as we inched forward under the canopy. He held the hand of a woman, maybe his wife. They were nearly the same height, both shorter than me, their hair black as ink, their eyes almond-shaped. I listened to the sounds coming from their mouths, their accents, the tonal cadence of their words. Even with all my gaming and paying attention in Real World History, I couldn’t translate the meaning, but with a little effort I could recognize the language.

They were speaking Japanese.

I listened to the others milling around me now, all of us trying to get closer to the main attraction, the reason we’d come. In the span of five minutes I heard a total of seven different languages. First there were the young men speaking in French, and then a large group of people shuffling along whispering to one another in Chinese. There was the tall blond couple talking intimately in Dutch, and another nearly shouting in Spanish. I heard snatches of Italian but I couldn’t tell from which direction they’d come, and the same went for the female voice speaking in German. Even more languages swirled in the air around me that I couldn’t quite place.

People had dressed for the occasion.

Many of the women had chosen smart skirted suits, spindly heels on their feet and lavish thick coats to protect them from the cold, jewels dropping from their ears. But there were also a few in colorful saris and even more with veils that revealed only their eyes. The men seemed to have coordinated with one another, all of them donning formal black suits and boxy wool coats. The world’s wealthiest had spared no expense, traveling from far and wide for this momentous occasion. My flight from the ball and the fire on the opening night of the Body Market had certainly made a dent in my sister’s plans, but in the end it had only delayed the inevitable.

Moving forward was all that mattered.

That’s why I was here.

Rain didn’t think it should be me, fought me on it. He thought it was too dangerous given my relationship to this place and its founder. But it was because of that relationship that it needed to be me. And then, Rain wasn’t high on my list of trusted advisors at the moment. He’d hidden from me the truth about my sister, and he’d openly lied about Lacy.

He didn’t get to tell me what to do anymore.

The full extent of the exhibits was a winding labyrinth that covered entire city blocks and extended down, down, down under the earth. The tourists were anxious to get started, excited for the preview they’d been promised. The priciest merchandise had been trotted out to entice and seduce, the rest of it stored away in the underground caverns, waiting and ready. An entire city’s worth of goods. We shuffled along together, slowly moving forward in the line. Some people had their heads buried in a map, trying to pinpoint where we were in relation to the various displays.

Finally, we rounded the corner.

At the end of the aisle, someone had constructed a dais made of gleaming white marble. A set of stairs covered in lush red carpet led up to the star attraction. People stood within the space marked out by velvet ropes to get a closer look. I got in the back, and soon dozens more tourists took their places behind me. At least thirty minutes passed as we snaked our way through the maze. By now I could see the ends of the long glass box. It was illuminated from the inside, to highlight the preciousness of its contents.

The two tourists ahead of me—a man and a woman speaking Chinese—talked excitedly as they strode forward. I watched as they circled the box, whispering, pointing things out to each other. They glanced back at me and nodded, just before funneling through the velvet ropes toward the exit.

Then it was my turn.

I stepped up to the box and forced myself to look at what lay before me.

At who.

Jude was trying to punish me for my escape.

And she’d done an excellent job.

I pressed my hands against the glass, even though the sign warned me not to. I took in the delicate limbs, the elegant fingers painted a pale pink for the occasion. The way the chest gently rose and fell, shifting the covering that lay across the lower and upper halves of the body. Lips painted red and eyes closed peacefully. Long blond hair that fell across the forehead and down along the shoulders and arms, curled and impeccably styled to show off its lustrous shine. The skin was smooth and unblemished, or nearly so.

A tiny scar curved underneath the elbow.

You had to know it was there to see it.

You had to know it was there to even look.

I stared at the body of Inara, my best friend, on display for all the world to see.

To admire. To envy.

To covet and to buy.

Trader had failed in his attempt to help her escape, and soon Inara would be sold to the highest bidder.

The Body Market was open for business.
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Skylar

the will to live

I WAS TAKING too long.

The crowd in line behind me began to whisper, impatient hisses erupting among the people waiting—Body Tourists, they were called. New Port City was the Real World’s newest and therefore most popular site for Body Tourism, following on the heels of Beijing, Moscow, Paris, Buenos Aires, and a few other smaller, less cosmopolitan cities. They could sanitize the words for what was happening all they wanted, but deep down everyone knew what was really going on at this market.

Human trafficking.

They’d even tiered the sales. Starting today they’d offer only the least desirable bodies, those that had been deemed the lowest tier in value, and little by little, they would work their way up to the most valuable bodies, the prettiest ones, the most handsome, the ones that would fetch the most capital. The Body Tourists had to wait for those. It was a method for building demand, I’d heard one man say.

“Move along,” the guard said to me. He sounded bored, immune to the display, barely aware of the precious merchandise to his left.

But I didn’t move. I didn’t want to leave Inara. 

Her presence here was all my fault.

It’s supposed to be me, my mind taunted. In two weeks’ time, the Body Market would begin to hold the special auctions for its priciest wares and Inara would be gone, and quickly.

The guard turned.

I felt his eyes.

“Move along,” he said again, this time a little less bored, this time with more force.

I pulled the scarf tighter around my head.

I retracted my hand from the glass and gave Inara one last look. Then I descended the dais, the carpet thick and soft under my feet. I wound my way through the market toward the exit and I was nearly there, I could see the way out through the crowd, I could see the signs of the city streets that lay beyond the market’s walls, when something else stopped me cold.

Someone else.

In the back-right corner of the market was a cluster of bodies, also in glass boxes, displayed under a long red banner that matched the color of the carpet on the floor. The sign read:

HEALTHY HEARTS, Good for Parts!

A man was standing underneath it, the smile on his face more of a sneer. His eyes were laughing, but in a way that made my skin crawl, that showed how proud he was of the sick rhyme he’d come up with to advertise his merchandise.

He saw me watching. “Would you like to get a closer look, my dear? I can sense your interest all the way over here.”

I swallowed. He was right.

I was interested.

And I did want a closer look.

One body in particular had caught my attention, and I went to it. I studied the face, the hair, the mouth.

I wasn’t mistaken.

It was her.

My stomach churned.

“She’s a strong one,” the man said, his voice oozing with the anticipation of a sale. “One of the first to be taken off the plugs without incident. She’s not going to go cheap, but I’ll make you a good deal.”

I could feel him next to me, smell the sweat coming off him despite the cold, nearly hear the way his heart pounded because of my interest. Maybe I was the first to show any. I hoped I was. I felt so helpless. I wanted to be sick. I knew I should leave, that I should get out of here as quickly as my legs could carry me, but I couldn’t seem to budge.

Finally, I managed a few words. “If you hang on to this one until my return, I promise I’ll give you more for her than you could possibly dream of getting.”

“You like the look of her that much? She seems kind of plain to me,” he added under his breath.

Never once in our conversation had I taken my eyes from the girl before me.

Sylvia.

It was her. I was certain. After all this time wondering what had happened to Sylvia, her body taken before she could unplug on her own, there she was. I stared at her body, lying there, and my heart sank as I thought of how Zeera would feel when I told her this news. Would it be all horror, or would there be a sliver of relief, to at least know where to find her?

At least Sylvia was still alive.

At least Sylvia was . . . still, technically, Sylvia.

“You want her or not?” the vendor asked, his voice growing impatient.

I dug around in the pockets of my coat and pulled out nearly all the capital Rain had given me. Just in case you need it, he’d said. We both knew what he’d meant. Just in case I needed to buy a body or two. “I’d like to put a deposit on her,” I told the man. The capital was piled high in my outstretched hands. There was a lot of it.

He stared like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, like his dreams were finally coming true. But then he recovered and managed to tear his eyes away to look at me again. “A deposit?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m not in a position to take her today. I need to make arrangements.”

He was already shaking his head. “I don’t know. . . .”

I dug around in my pockets and pulled out the rest of the capital, adding it to the pile. “Is this enough to convince you?” I shoved it toward him and he took it. “There’s a lot more where that came from if you keep your word.”

The man stuffed the capital into the pockets of his coat. “All righty, miss, if that’s what you’d really like to do,” he said, then turned to a couple that were waiting for him to finish with me, that sneer of a smile on his face again. “How can I help ye today? In need of a new set of lungs? Perhaps a liver?”

“I’ll be back for her soon,” I said, but the man was already engrossed in conversation with his new customers.

A shiver passed over me. My body shuddered with it.

My right hand reached up and curled around the back of my neck.

I was being watched. I could feel it. Without looking back, I raced away, my heart hammering in my chest, desperate for the fresh wintry air of the city. I neared the market’s exit, where guests were streaming in and out of the nearby hotel, bundled up against the cold, chattering excitedly about the day of window-shopping ahead, so many glass boxes to see, to peer into, bodies to inspect and evaluate for their worth. It wasn’t until I stepped beyond the market’s walls and until I could no longer sense the hotel rising up behind me that I could breathe.

There was talk that my sister had installed herself in the penthouse.

What if she was at her windows at this very moment, surveying her city? Would she look down right onto the spot where I stood? Would she set her guards upon me again?

I straightened up. Shook off this eerie feeling.

No one was watching me.

Not my sister. Not anyone else.

I was imagining things.

I started to make my way toward the edge of the city where Rain’s car sat hidden, parked where I left it. My thoughts turned to the task of coming up with a plan to get Inara and Sylvia out of there, not to mention everyone else. My mind was whirring with ideas, when suddenly there was a little stirring in my brain, like a tiny warning light flashing red.

I stopped and looked up.

Slowly, I turned my head to the left, then to the right. The feeling that someone was watching me was there again, but then it slipped away.

The red light disappeared and everything grew quiet.

I carried on, hurrying, until my breaths grew even. I paused once, trying to gain my bearings, locating the familiar Water Tower in the sky, the way it loomed above New Port City and reflected its oceans all around. Today, it glowed a deep, dark blue, to match the gloom and mood of the sea in winter. When I picked up my pace, I felt something cold and wet smack my cheek. I reached up a hand to touch my skin, and my fingers came away icy. I studied the sky.

Snow.

My jaw fell open.

It was snowing.

I’d walked through snow before, run through it, played in it, built a snowman and a snow woman. An entire snow family in the park across from Singles Hall. But that was in the App World.

This snow was real.

I had a single memory of it from when I was a child, of my mother calling me to the windows to see the winter wonderland that had appeared outside overnight while we slept. Of how she took my hand and led me out into a world of white, how we’d gathered the snow into our arms and laughed.

My mother.

Where was she now? I took a deep breath and let it out. Then I held up my hand and watched as each individual flake drifted onto my palm and melted away to water.

For a second, for one glorious instant, I felt a sense of beauty and magic that has only ever seemed possible in the Real World. Ironic, since the App World is spun out of so much technological fantasy, designed to make sure we are never bored and never without something new and exciting to watch, to play, to enjoy. But the fragility of the Real World always trumped the manufactured, the coded, the virtual. This I’d learned quickly. The fragility itself, the randomness of each thing’s existence, no matter how small, was what spun this world’s beauty. Memories of downloading the Blizzard App with Inara when we were little, sipping hot chocolate by a warm fire, watching the snow blur the City, rushed through me, pushing away all other thoughts.

My shoulders slumped.

Inara wouldn’t marvel at the real snow today. Neither would Sylvia.

The snow came down harder.

A thin blanket of white already covered the ground.

I started forward again, the icy flakes swirling around me. The others would be worried I wasn’t back yet, Adam, the Keeper, and Rain—Rain especially. But ever since I’d learned about his lies, ever since I’d learned the truth about my sister, lived that awful night at the ball, I couldn’t seem to root myself anywhere, couldn’t seem to get my bearings. Now, I focused on the snow. It pushed away my dark mood as it fell down heavier, muffling the city of its typical bustle. I felt protected by it, hidden.

Then a sound, a loud guttural roar, broke through the silence and the beauty.

Was that . . . a motorcycle?

Yes. A motorcycle was coming up the street, fast. It stopped at the corner, the sound cutting out. In a city where cars were nearly nonexistent, where Rain’s was a precious and wild luxury, to see it there was strange. I couldn’t stop staring at it—and the boy riding it. Anger rolled off his body in waves, his mouth twisted and scowling. He was dressed in a thick black leather jacket and black gloves, snowflakes skittering off the sleeves and down along black pants and thick black boots. His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses even though the sun had not shown itself in days. A black-and-white checked scarf encircled his neck, rising to cover the bottom of his chin. The boy didn’t seem cold, despite the weather and the fact that he was traveling in the open, wintry air unprotected.

“Hello,” he said.

Even though there was no one else around, I turned to look behind me, to see if his hello was meant for another person.

But we were alone.

“Yes, you,” he said. His voice was as steady and blank as his face.

“Hello,” I said back, uncertainly.

He got off his bike, pressed the kickstand down with his boot, and walked toward me. He didn’t stop until he was right there, maybe a foot away. That warning light in my brain flashed maniacally, a frantic red, telling me to go, go, go now, but I didn’t move. I didn’t even look away.

What was wrong with me?

What had happened to my instinct for self-preservation? Had it been dulled or even deadened? It had seemed sluggish the last couple of months, too weak to do me much good. Or was there something else going on—something to do with this boy that refused to let me leave?

He took off his sunglasses and for the first time I saw his eyes. They were dark and strange, vigilant but empty, and framed by long lashes. He narrowed them. “I know who you are,” he said.

“So?” I said, trying to sound as impassive as he did. “Who am I then?”

He put out his hand, as though we’d just been introduced at a party and he was trying to be polite. “You’re the most wanted girl in all of New Port City.” The right side of his mouth curled into a menacing half smile. “And I, a lucky bounty hunter.”

There was a moment, a pause between those words and what happened next, long enough for the fear to sear my insides like a firebomb, but not long enough that my gaming instincts could save me. They eventually kicked in and I was about to run, my brain automatically calculating the distance between me and the dark alley nearby, but I was too late.

I felt his hands on me.

They were strong. He was strong—stronger than he looked for his size.

“Don’t worry, Skylar,” he whispered. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise,” he added, then he gripped my middle and pulled me onto his bike like I weighed nothing. Before I could even shout, he’d cuffed my wrists so that my arms were around his waist, my body pressed into his back. There came a great roar, and suddenly we were moving.

No, we were flying.

My scarf was ripped away from my head and floated up into the air, taken along on the wind. The cold was so fierce it burned, the snow like tiny sharp blades against my skin. I found myself gripping the boy tighter, pressing my bare cheek against the cold leather of his jacket.

If I didn’t, I’d fall, and in truth, I didn’t want to die.

I don’t want to die.

I don’t want to die.

These words repeated themselves again and again inside me as we sped through the city, my eyes tearing from the storm and the harsh wind beating at us on all sides.

As we headed across a bridge and the snow subsided for a moment, I took advantage of the reprieve and peered over the boy’s shoulder. I studied his face, reflected in the mirrors on the bike. His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses again, his mouth a straight, inexpressive line, as though he was carrying innocuous cargo, having just stopped at the store. Yet in taking me, threatening me, this boy had jolted me back from the dead. I’d been sleepwalking through existence for the last several months. Aside from wanting to see Inara, to save her, out of love, and out of guilt, I’d been adrift. Floating from one day to the next, without much purpose or will.

Not anymore.

I wanted to live.

I was going to live.

For the first time in months I felt things.

The boy moved right then, only slightly, his chin shifting a bit. His mouth was still a tight, thin line, but I could tell he was watching me, too, through the mirror, that he was doing so with interest.

With a curiosity not unlike mine.

For a second, I felt sad.

I’m not sure how or why, if it was my gaming instincts alerting me that something was happening, but I knew this boy was going to become important to whatever came next in this world and my part in it.

And the sadness, well, it was on his behalf.

I’d killed before and I’d do it again.

If my survival was at stake, I would do it without a second thought.

“Hang on,” he shouted over the roar of the engine and the wind.

So I did. I buried my face once more in the smooth cold leather of his jacket and let my thoughts turn to nothing. It was easier that way. For now.





3

Rain

helpless

I LOST HER.

Skylar was gone.

Maybe for good this time.

The railing was cold and hard in my hand, as cold as the air and the snow coming down outside the mansion. My palm wanted to bend it. If I was still in the App World I could find a way to mold it to my wishes, but here, in the real body, I was powerless to do such things.

“Rain?”

It was early morning, and the training floor was empty below the balcony where I stood. I’d come to be alone for a while. To think. To wallow, perhaps. To wonder where Skylar was and how I could get her back. I sighed. “Lacy,” I said, turning around. “How did you sleep?”

She twirled a lock of long red hair around her fingers. It stood out against the blue of the concrete wall behind her. “You’d already know the answer if you’d joined me last night.” Now she was the one to sigh. “Or any night.”

Her soft green eyes were tired. I preferred the muted colors of Lacy’s real self to the bright, harsh ones so highlighted and drawn out in the virtual version I’d grown used to over the years. Lacy felt differently, believed her real self was too literally pale and unremarkable in comparison to the virtual her, but I wondered if someday she would come around and see things the way I did.

“I know and I’m sorry,” I said. The Lacy Mills of the App World I never could take seriously. Or fall for in any true way. But the Lacy Mills of the Real World was another story. I found myself thinking that maybe I could be hers. Maybe I could finally give her what she’d always wanted from me. I put out my hand and watched as her eyes came alive at the gesture.

Slowly, she wove her fingers through mine. “I could be yours,” she whispered. “Again.”

“Lacy.”

Her eyelashes fluttered. “Yes?” She sounded so hopeful.

It nearly broke my heart. Lacy had a reputation of being cold and hard and conniving, but I knew better. Deep down, she was as vulnerable as the next person, full of longing and plenty of loss. She was just good at hiding it.

I couldn’t lie to her now. “I’m grateful you’re willing to help with my plans, both the ones from before . . . ,” I said, unable to articulate further which before I was referring to, pained by the mistakes I’d made, mistakes that came with a cost I could never pay out, no matter how much I offered Skylar. I squeezed Lacy’s hand. “And the new ones. I know how much you’ve given up for me and . . . how you feel about me. I never meant to lead you on, or give you false hope. I never wanted to hurt your feelings.”

Lacy’s green eyes dimmed. She slipped her hand from mine and hid it behind her back as though she couldn’t trust it. “Apparently, hurt feelings are your specialty.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I wasn’t referring to myself, Rain.”

I breathed deeply. “I know.”

“She’s never going to forgive you,” Lacy said. “Not really. It’s been months and she still doesn’t trust you. That sort of damage is difficult to repair. It’s like . . . she lost her way completely after that night.”

“Wouldn’t you?” I asked, unable to keep the frustration from my tone.

Lacy’s eyes flashed. “What? If I suddenly found out the sister I gave up everything to see was willing to sacrifice me like I meant nothing? That everyone around me knew the entire time and didn’t say a word to me about it?” She laughed bitterly. “I’d say so, yes. I almost feel . . . sorry for her.”

I closed my eyes.

Lacy was right. This was my fault. All of it. The before and the now, which seemed to involve Skylar going missing again. Or worse, running away from us. In the middle of a storm.

And I let her go.

Like an idiot.

Skylar’s bright-blue eyes had lost their light that terrible night, and her only interest became finding Inara and getting her back. She’d been like a ghost walking these halls. Even the sea, which she loved, couldn’t wake her. The Skylar I knew during her first months in this world had vanished.

I wanted her back.

I’d thought that if she went to the Body Market to case the place, it might breathe life into her again. I’d even lent her my car when she asked for it.

“What are you thinking?” Lacy asked.

I opened my eyes. I’d nearly forgotten Lacy was standing there. She watched me strangely. “Why?” I asked.

Lacy hesitated. “You just . . .”

“Finish your thought,” I said when she trailed off. “Please.”

“You look . . . lost,” she said.

I raked a hand through my hair. I tried to wipe away whatever it was that showed on my face, trading it for something more benign. I used to be so controlled, and now it seemed that I revealed everything to whoever happened to be nearby. “Oh?”

Lacy nodded. “It’s not a look I’m used to on you,” she said. Her face grew pained. “It’s her, isn’t it? Skylar, Skylar, everything is always about Skylar. You can’t let things go, even when all signs tell you that you should!”

“You’re wrong,” I lied. “Skylar is merely important to our interests here, on many fronts, including my father’s. You know that already. I’m only worried about what her absence means for our plans. You’re letting your jealousy get the best of you.”

Lacy nodded her head. “Right.”

“I made a mistake, that’s all,” I went on. “I shouldn’t have let Skylar go yesterday, never mind alone, and when a storm was brewing.”

“But you did let her go,” Lacy observed, her exact meaning unclear.

I looked away. She was right.

And regret was making me pay dearly for my mistakes.
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Skylar

blizzard

“PEOPLE WILL COME looking for me,” I said.

The boy turned away from the closet where he’d hung up his jacket, though he hadn’t yet shed his scarf. He laughed, but the laughter was dark and edged with something sharp. “You’ve got that right. People have been looking for you for months. Your sister made sure of that. She put quite a price on your head.” He sounded so pleased.

I shifted in the chair where he’d sat me down. It was hard and wooden and uncomfortable, and pressed up against a small table. We were in a tiny kitchen, open to an equally tiny living room with a battered gray couch, a thick blanket thrown over the arm of it, and shelves on the walls that were full of books. There was a rug on the floor, old and worn and faded. At the center of everything was a short, black iron stove, a thick round pipe reaching up and through the low ceiling. The boy threw wood into its belly and soon a fire roared red and orange inside of it.

“I meant other people,” I said.

He regarded me. “Even better.”

I shivered, my coat heavy and wet, trying not to let my teeth chatter. I hadn’t felt cold like this maybe ever, and certainly never in the App World. Even when I downloaded the Snow App, my virtual self was bundled in puffy jackets, a hat, a scarf, and mittens, and the temperature stayed at a balmy and comfortable seventy degrees. I longed to be warm, longed for a download that would flow through my code and burn my insides like the sun.

The boy took a step toward me, then another, the old wooden floorboards creaking under his feet. Thick round knots dotted it. “You’re freezing,” he said.

Sympathy crept into his voice, but his eyes showed nothing of it. He left the kitchen and went into what must be his bedroom, and came back with a pile of dry clothes. A T-shirt, a pair of jeans, a thick cabled sweater, so thick a yearning rose in me at the thought of so much warmth.

He pulled out the only other chair at the table and set the pile onto it. “You should change or you’ll get sick.”

The word sick automatically conjured an image of my former teacher in the App World, Mrs. Worthington, the way her face used to twist when she’d teach us about the many different ways that being in the real body led to death, one of her favorites being sickness. I’d been here for many months and I’d yet to experience such an affliction. I wondered if it was as terrible as she always made it sound, if it made a person feel as awful as the cold racking my body now.

I looked up at the boy. “I’m not changing in front of you.”

His eyes flickered away. “I’ll go in the other room. I was already going to go in the other room,” he added.

I glared. “Oh, such a gentleman you are.” I raised my shackled wrists from my lap. “Be a real gentleman and unlock these.”

He slipped a key from his pocket and with a simple twist my hands were free. I rubbed my wrists, inspecting the deep-red circles etched into my skin. The boy was already heading across the room, not looking back.

“Aren’t you worried?” I asked.

He stopped and turned. “Worried?”

I stood and faced him, my eyes darting around the room, taking in every detail, the placement of every window, the door, the entrance that led into his bedroom. “That I’ll escape.”

“No.”

The abrupt simplicity of his answer surprised me. “All right. Then maybe I’ll just leave.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He went to one of the windows and pulled back the curtain. The snow was so thick it was nearly impossible to see through the panes of glass. The wind shrieked as it swirled around the house. “We’re far away from civilization out here, and you would freeze to death before you even managed to travel a mile.”

I knew he was right, but I couldn’t help making the threat. This place, a cottage more than a house, really an old beach shack, was perched along a remote and barren hillside that overlooked the sea. On his bike as we skirted the cliff, the waves roaring and angry to our left, I’d thought about the ice on the road and how one simple slip would send us tumbling into the frigid waters.

For some reason, my arms were raised now, my hands reaching out, maybe toward the boy, or maybe just toward the stove, with its roaring fire, a source of warmth I honestly didn’t have the desire to leave. A wave of exhaustion hit me. They hit a lot lately. Exhaustion would yank me under like the strongest of currents, as strong as the tide surely pulling at the sea right now.

“At some point, the snow will stop,” I said to him. “And then what will you do? Cuff me to a piece of furniture?”

The boy shrugged, peering through the center of the glass, the only spot on the window that wasn’t covered in snow. “I don’t have to worry about that yet. This storm is going to go on for days, at least two, maybe three.” He turned to face me once more. The right side of his mouth curled up in that half smile. “This, Skylar Cruz, is what we Real Worlders call a blizzard.”

The wind howled all afternoon.

I sat there alone in the kitchen, the wooden chair pulled close to the stove, as close I could get without burning myself. The boy had hidden away in his bedroom ever since he left me alone to change. At first I didn’t want to put on some stranger’s clothes, and worse, those of a boy who’d snatched me off the street and cuffed me while we sped off on his bike. But then I got so cold my entire body was shaking with it, and the thought of becoming weak with sickness in the middle of nowhere was far worse than peeling off my wet clothes and exchanging them for something dry and warm. I draped my coat, shirt, pants, and socks along the edges of the stove and the back of the other chair. Maybe by nightfall they’d be dry.

The fire snapped and popped, the flame rushing against the little window on the door of the stove, then retreating just as quickly.

I went to work exploring every corner, every nook, everything in this cottage in an attempt to get to know my surroundings, to study them, so when the time came for me to leave, I could do so easily. There wasn’t much to see other than the small kitchen open to the living room and a bathroom off to the side with a shower barely big enough to stand in. The only other place I had left to explore was the room where the boy slept.

He’d been right about the storm. It wasn’t going to let me go anywhere at the moment. I hated to admit it, but Rain was right, too. It had been stupid of me to go into New Port City seeking Inara. It was too risky, and now I was paying for my recklessness. Then again, a small part of me liked that as my absence stretched on, it would become clear that something had happened, and not something good, and this would make Rain worry. Maybe he’d think he’d lost me for forever, and regret as cold and empty as this stretch of coast would overtake him.

No. Who was I kidding?

Rain wouldn’t feel like he had lost me for good, but that they’d lost me for good. His cause and everyone involved in it. I’d originally thought I was part of their rebellion, that I would have an important role in it. But Rain had kept so much from me, he’d lured me in and played me so well, like he’d been gaming me forever. And I just let him. I let my guard down because of a stupid crush.

Stupid.

Even more pathetic, I was trapped by some bounty hunter while my sister got ready to sell my friends, I had no idea where my mother was, and I was still mooning over Rain Holt like some pathetic jilted girlfriend.

I got up and went to the window for the tenth time in the last hour.

The storm had grown even fiercer, the sky darker. From the little I could see, it whipped the ocean into a frenzy, great waves rising up and crashing closer and closer to shore, the water nearly white with churning, the surface covered in an angry swirling foam.

Jude must be livid. I’d spoiled her plans once, and now the weather was conspiring to do the same. I bet the Body Tourists were stranded in their hotel. Would the market be shuttered until the snow subsided? That would be at least one small consolation. But then, where were Inara and Sylvia now? Had they been spirited away to somewhere safe? Had the others, too? Or would they lie there freezing, snow drifting across glass boxes and lush red carpet?

There was a rustle to my left and I looked up.

The boy appeared in the doorway of his room. His dark hair stood up on top of his head, the sides short, nearly shaved all around. He wore jeans and a thick braided sweater like the one he’d given me and no shoes, but the checked scarf, worn and nearly in tatters, still encircled his neck. Maybe he slept in it. He stretched his arms high and yawned.

I glared. “You kidnap me in the middle of a storm, and then nap all afternoon?”

“Are you hungry?” was all he replied.

I was. My stomach had been growling for the last two hours. But I crossed my arms and turned my back on him, the fire roaring and crackling next to me. “No.”

He let out a loud breath. “Fine,” he said. “Have it your way.”

In bare feet, he padded across the carpet, then scuffed along the wooden floor, until he reached the kitchen. I watched as he took out a big silver pot and filled it with water, then put it on the stove to heat. Next to it was a block of cheese, which he grated, and what looked like a slab of bacon, which he sliced thinly before chopping it up and throwing it into a saucepan. The smell of it sizzling soon filled the cottage, the comfort of something so basic and elemental as cooking combating the sounds of the storm. Between the warmth of the fire and the anticipation of something delicious to eat, the cottage almost seemed . . . cozy.

If I hadn’t been kidnapped, I could even see myself liking it here.

Pasta bubbled in the pot.

My mouth watered.

The boy glanced at me, his strange eyes flashing, that half grin curling up the side of his mouth. This time it seemed less menacing. “I made enough for two. You should eat. Besides, I’m a good cook and you look . . . so very hungry.”

I left my place at the window and walked over to the couch, sat down in a heap, and tried to block out the smells of the food. The sky had grown completely dark, and now that I wasn’t near the stove, I grew cold. I grabbed the blanket hanging over the arm of the couch and pulled it around me. I thought back to my first days in the Real World, when I’d woken up in the Keeper’s house, when she’d cooked for me, how I wasn’t allowed outside then either. But the Keeper wanted to protect me, unlike this boy, who planned to turn me over to the one person in this world who hated me most. I was so lost in these thoughts that I didn’t hear him approach, didn’t notice his proximity until his face was bent close, peering straight into mine.

“Come and eat,” he said.

I stared back at him. “Not unless you answer some questions.”

“It’s going to get cold.”

“I don’t care.”

“Fine,” he said. He stood there, watching me, that unreadable look on his face, that scarf of his still circled loosely around his neck. “Ask away.”

I blinked. “Are you a New Capitalist?”

“No.”

“Were you ever?”

“No.

“What about a Keeper of bodies?”

“No.”

“A Keeper of something?”

“No.”

“So a bounty hunter. That’s all. Nothing else? That’s who you are in this world?”

“Yes.”

I sighed. “Do you ever give more than one-word answers?”

His eyes flickered a little, and he shifted his head toward the kitchen. He was trying not to smile. “Is that it?”

I got up from the couch and stood in front of him, so we were eye to eye, and his eyes went vacant again, as though he could retreat behind them and disappear at will. I wanted to show him I wasn’t afraid. “If you’re a bounty hunter, then why take me here? To where you live?”

“This wasn’t exactly the plan,” he said. “I didn’t intend to entertain you as a guest for a few days. But opportunity struck when I saw you there and it happened to strike at the beginning of a blizzard. So I improvised.” His fingers stretched at his sides, then relaxed. “I’m going to eat. You can join me or starve.”

He walked into the kitchen and piled pasta into a chipped white bowl. It was still hot enough that steam rose from it. My body reacted in that involuntary way that virtual selves never do, that way I was still getting used to, my stomach growling. Each time food enticed me I couldn’t help but think of the Sachs family and one of the last conversations I’d had at their dinner table.

And Inara. Inara most of all.

“I can hear your stomach,” the boy said.

But I refused to move.

He was already eating, lustily slurping the spaghetti, when I finally gave in, heading to the kitchen and filling my own bowl. I didn’t sit with him at the table. I picked up my food and sat on the couch again, my back toward him, and ate hungrily.

Once in a while, though, I could feel his eyes.

My instincts, awake again, alert and watchful, told me this.

By the next morning, the storm had grown worse.

I stretched my arms high, my body still heavy with sleep. The wind moaned and whistled and the cottage groaned and creaked in response. The fire had died during the night and the air had cooled so much I could nearly see my breath. I rose from the couch, pulling the blanket around me, and walked over to the iron stove. There was a pile of wood stacked in the corner of the kitchen and I grabbed one of the thick split branches and added it to the embers still smoldering orange. I’d seen the boy stoking the fire with the long metal rod that leaned against the wall and I did this now, poking at the wood until it started to burn. Soon I felt the warmth and relief of it.

I stood there, holding out my hands.

And I realized something.

I wasn’t afraid. There was a kind of peace about being here during a storm, this place in the middle of nowhere. 

And for once, nothing was required of me.

There wasn’t a revolution to wage or someone I needed to run from or to or anything I had to fix right this minute. There was literally nothing else I could do aside from just being, just existing. I couldn’t even attempt to escape. The blizzard forbade it. There was only the waiting out of things, until the storm subsided and let us slip from its cold and firm grasp, back to the way things were, the way they are, to the reality as icy and harsh and unforgiving as this weather.

But that time was still a ways away.

It was strange to notice how glad this made me. I hadn’t realized until this moment that I’d needed a vacation from this world and the responsibilities it had handed me ever since I’d unplugged. I almost laughed for having applied the word vacation to my situation, but it was true, it kind of felt like one. That the force of the weather stopped all things, revolution, resistance, maybe even the commerce of the Body Market, was stunning to contemplate.

I almost wanted to give thanks.

I glanced up from the stove toward the boy’s bedroom. He was still asleep, I supposed. His door was shut, and I didn’t hear any movement behind it. As the wood snapped and shifted, I wondered about him, the way he lived alone out here, about his choice of profession, whether it really was a choice or if, like for so many people in this world, it was something he did merely to survive and because there were few, if any, other options. Where was his family? How long had he been by himself? How does a boy nearly my own age go from being only a boy to becoming a bounty hunter? How do any of us go from being children to becoming the axis around which a revolution in two worlds is turning?

The door of the cabin seemed to bend with the pressure of the snow and wind, grunting and sighing. I went to it, decided to open it a crack, just to see what the outside world was like, if it was really as bad as it sounded. The urge to be in the middle of that kind of natural power, a force that was real and had nothing to do with an App, was irresistible.

I slid aside the bolt. Turned the knob.

Big mistake.

Snow and ice, a shocking amount of it, blew inside the cottage, the harsh wind slicing through the opening, angry and wild. The door flew wide despite my efforts to push it back, using all my strength to try and shut it. I stepped away in shock. 

“What are you doing?”

Suddenly the boy was in the room, staring at me like I was crazy. He flew to the door and threw all of his weight against it. When the latch clicked, he bolted it shut. His hair was disheveled, sticking up at odd angles, his clothes crumpled, his T-shirt slightly askew. Ice covered one of his arms.

And he was glaring. At me.

“I just . . . ,” I started, and stopped. I took a step back. There was something about the look on his face that made me remember our reality: he’d kidnapped me, I was imprisoned here, he was willing to end life as I knew it by handing me over to my sister. The beauty and power of the storm had lulled me into a comfortable stasis, but now my heart skidded frantically. If he decided to hurt me, there was nowhere I could run, nothing I could do but fight back—and a fight in this small space would be ugly. Bloody. Maybe even deadly. I took another few steps away from him, mentally going over where I’d seen the kitchen knives.

The boy’s expression softened. “I told you,” he began. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m really not.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, taming the spikes. “You were saying something. You just . . . what, Skylar?”

My heart slowed, or at least it began pounding out something else, something unfamiliar. “I was just curious. About the storm. I only wanted to see what it was like to be in it. It’s so . . . real.”

The boy stared a bit longer, then he started to laugh. He threw back his head with it, his whole body shaking, like he’d been waiting for just the right moment to finally release all of this emotion. “And what did you discover?”

I walked over to the mess on the floor. There was a slanted pile of snow, a triangular arch that nearly reached the dark wooden legs of the couch, and I bent down to touch it. “That it’s cold and icy and strong and violent.” I looked up at the boy again. Traces of laughter still graced his lips and eyes. He was a different person with so much expression, someone I could see myself liking, who might become a friend, like Adam. I hadn’t seen someone laugh like that since I had left the App World, well before Jonathan Holt announced he was closing the borders. But then I remembered how this boy had grabbed me off the street, and I remembered the cold I saw in his eyes sometimes. I was still staring at him when I spoke again. “Kind of like you,” I added.

The expression on his face went dormant. “The storm is dangerous. We need to protect ourselves from it. Not invite it inside.”

I stood, passing him on my way to the kitchen looking for something to clean up the snow and the puddle it was making on the floor. It was melting fast now that the wood in the stove was burning brightly and filling the cottage with heat. I found a bucket and a pile of washcloths. “Danger doesn’t frighten me.”

“Lucky you.” He extended a hand and lifted one of the washcloths from my arm. “It frightens me.”

I glanced at him while I mopped up the icy water. “You don’t seem like someone who’d admit that.”

He pressed a towel into the floor. “Fear is a normal part of living in the real body. It’s healthy
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