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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the OG: Ada Lovelace.

She wrote the world’s first computer program, so long

ago that computers were only theoretical and computer

languages didn’t even exist. Our entire world is built on

the dreams of a young woman who had a cool idea and

invented the future. Don’t let anyone tell you

that you can’t be just as great.





ONE


Mario Fortino Alfonso Moreno Reyes High School was lit with a swarm of beautiful floating lanterns: solar-powered LED lights attached to large Mylar balloons, neutrally buoyant so they hung in the air, and just barely smart enough to maneuver back to their designated spot if an errant gust of wind came by and blew them out of position. Or, Marisa supposed, if an errant high school boy came by and jerked them out of position on purpose. Which was probably more likely. She was seventeen herself, and prided herself on knowing everything she possibly could, but if there was one thing she’d never understand, it was high school boys.

“How much do you think those cost?” asked Marisa’s father, looking at the lights through the window of their autocab.

“It’s a special night,” said Marisa. “It’s the science fair.”

“It’s called STEAM Power,” said Pati, Marisa’s twelve-year-old sister. You could hear the capitalization in the way she said it. “Science, technology, engineering, art, and math. It’s everything.”

Gabi snorted. “It’s just a science fair.” She was two years older than Pati, and much harder to impress. “Why are we even here?”

“Your brother has a nuli in this science fair,” said their father. “None of you have ever built a nuli.”

Marisa rolled her eyes. “It’s not a competition, Papi.”

“Of course it’s a competition,” he said. “There’s a prize and everything.”

“I mean between your children.”

“It’s not a science fair,” Pati insisted. “It’s a robotics show and a hack-off and Gama said there was going to be a nuli fight—”

“It’s not a hack-off,” said Gabi. “The school’s not going to let people just hack into stuff on school property.”

“Mari does it all the time,” said Pati.

“She’d better not,” said their father.

“Ay, que niña,” said Marisa, “cállate.”

“Apologize to your sister,” said their father.

“Yeah,” said Marisa, “apologize.”

He scowled. “I meant you, morena!”

Pati looked at Marisa smugly. “We don’t say ‘cállate,’ remember?”

“Fine,” said Marisa, “I’m sorry. In Spanish: lo siento. In Chinese: bi zui.”

Marisa’s father gave her a suspicious look from the corner of his eye. He didn’t speak Chinese, so he didn’t know she’d told her sister to shut up, but she could tell from his eyes that he suspected.

“There’s not going to be nuli fights, either,” said Gabi. “It’s just going to be, como, fifty boys standing next to some dumb little robots they made.”

“And fifty girls,” said Marisa.

“Who cares about them?” asked Gabi. “I’m only related to one of the boys, which leaves forty-nine who want to tell me all about their projects.”

“High school boys,” said Marisa with disgust. “You can have ’em.”

“I intend to.”

“My ears!” shouted their father. “Can you at least wait until you’re out of the car?”

The autocab pulled to a stop by the curb, and slid its doors open with a rickety clatter. Normally they wouldn’t have bothered with a cab at all, but their father was still recovering from surgery—a liver replacement—and while he could walk well enough, the doctors didn’t want him doing so very often. So, the cheapest possible autocab it was. Marisa climbed out, adjusted her T-shirt—the Intruders, her favorite new Nigerian metal band—and looked at the school. Her school, though she studied from home more often than not. She braced her metal arm against the doorframe, and reached back in with her flesh one. Her father took it, and she hauled him to his feet with a grunt. The joints and servos in her metal arm—a slim, elegant prosthetic—handled the exertion with perfection but left a row of tiny divots in the cab’s flimsy roof. Whatever. She shook her head and helped Gabi pull the medical nuli out as well.

“Triste Chango,” said her father. “I hate that thing.”

The phrase meant “stupid monkey,” more or less, but it had become the family’s name for the medical nuli. Marisa smiled and patted its top. “It’s keeping you alive, Papi. You don’t want to pop a stitch or get infected, do you?”

He shook out a foldable cane and started walking slowly toward the high school doors. “I don’t need a babysitter.” Triste Chango followed eagerly after him, emergency equipment at the ready.

Pati and Gabi climbed out of the cab, and Marisa blinked on the payment link in her djinni UI, a soft glow the computer implant displayed around the edges of her vision. She didn’t have much in her own account, but their mom had given her enough to cover the autocab fare. It asked for a tip, which she gleefully declined, and drove itself away with a high-pitched squeal somewhere in the engine.

“That’s why teenagers don’t care about anything,” said Marisa, taking Pati’s hand as they followed their father into the school. Pati, like Marisa, was dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt. “Like, a hundred people just saw us get out of that thing, and if I cared what they thought I would literally die. Not caring about things is the best.”

“Ugh, you’re so stupid,” said Gabi.

Marisa smiled at Pati. “See?”

The LED sign over the big front doors had been modified for the fair, and announced the name “STEAM Power” in bright yellow letters. The hallway inside was lined with trophies and news articles—most of them about sports rather than science—and several people waved at them as they made their way to the cafeteria where the projects were on display. Los Angeles was huge—the largest city in the world, in surface area if not in population—but Mirador was a tight-knit community, and most people were at least passingly acquainted with everyone else. Thanks to their restaurant, the Carnesecas were even better known than most.

“Buenas tardes, Carlo Magno!” An older man waved jovially at Marisa’s father, and put his hands on his hips as if appraising a cut of beef in a butcher shop. “You look good. Recovering well.”

“Thank you, Beto.” Carlo Magno smiled, and Marisa saw the genuine gratitude on his face as he stopped to talk. He liked to pretend he was a picture of health, but tonight was going to put him flat on his back.

“Come on,” said Pati, and pulled on Marisa’s hand. “Let’s find Sandro! Have you seen his nuli? It’s amazing!”

“I’ve seen it,” said Marisa, “Our bedrooms are right next to each other.” Still, she let herself be pulled forward. Gabi had already disappeared.

“Wait!” said Carlo Magno. “Don’t leave me here alone!”

“You’re not alone,” said Marisa, “you have Triste Chango.”

“Excuse me?” asked Beto.

“It’s the nuli,” said Marisa, “not you!” But Pati was already pulling her through the doors into the cafeteria. The tables had been rearranged from long lines into a network of triangles, though Marisa couldn’t immediately see how that made the drab room any nicer to look at or easier to navigate. Each triangular island was covered with STEAM projects, some with posters—the obvious overachievers—but most with simply a nuli or a robot or a monitor showing off some fancy new software. The wall screens had been set to display generic footage of animals and wilderness: the Serengeti, or the Amazon, or the ruins of Old Detroit. The theme of this year’s fair was “City in the Wild,” and most of the projects focused on some aspect of nature, or of LA’s unique symbiosis with it.

Gabi was standing at a nearby table, wearing her best vest and pleated miniskirt, listening raptly while Jordan Brown explained the new garbage collection algorithm he’d developed for a groundskeeper nuli:

“It can identify not just more kinds of waste, but it can sort them more efficiently into recyclable categories: food and organics, paper, and even metallic material such as one-sided foil. . . .”

Marisa left them alone and wandered deeper into the room. Jordan was cute enough, she supposed, but he was also a senior with a handful of incredible scholarship offers. Gabi didn’t stand a chance, but why ruin her dreams?

A message popped up in her djinni, a little picture of her friend Bao bouncing cheerfully in her field of vision. She blinked on it, and read the text message:

Three minutes.

“Chamuco,” she murmured.

“What?” asked Pati.

“Apparently Bao’s here,” said Marisa, looking around. Bao was one of her best friends in the world, and one of her most frequent partners in crime. Sometimes literally.

“Omigosh,” said Pati, her eyes going wide. She’d had a crush on Bao for years. “Do I look good? I didn’t even try to look good—Gabi looks good but I look like I slept under a bridge, what do I do?”

“You look fine.”

“I’m wearing a training bra,” said Pati. “Can you tell? Do you think he’ll notice?”

Marisa laughed. “Bao is way too much of a gentleman to notice a twelve-year-old’s boobs.”

“But that’s what they’re for!”

“Ay, Pati, cálmate. Bao loves you—like a sister.”

“I won’t be twelve forever.”

“You’ll be five years younger than him forever.”

“And when I’m twenty that won’t matter anymore.”

“Fine,” said Marisa, looking back at the crowd. “When you’re twenty and he’s twenty-five, you have my permission to marry him.”

Pati frowned. “Why do you keep looking all around?”

“It’s a game Bao and I play,” said Marisa. “He gave me three minutes to find him.”

“Split up,” said Pati, suddenly laser focused. “We can cover more ground. Go!” She turned and raced into the crowd.

Another message popped up: No fair using your sister to help look.

Marisa scanned the crowd again—wherever he was, he was watching her.

Did you hear what she said? she sent back.

No.

Thank goodness.

So he was close enough to see but not hear. Where was he? The ceiling was low, with no balconies or other elevated positions to give him a long-range sight line. Give me a clue.

I just did, he sent, followed by a picture of a cartoon cat sticking its tongue out.

Bao was unique among Marisa’s friends in that he didn’t have a djinni—the supercomputer installed directly into your brain, wired seamlessly into your senses and nervous system, and through which you interfaced with almost everything in the world. If he’d had one, she could have simply fed her GPS app his ID and let it lead her straight to him, but without one he was practically a ghost. And that’s the way he wanted it, because he supported his family picking tourists’ pockets.

She walked as casually as she could past all the nearest tables, but found no smirking Chinese boys hiding under any of them. Where, then?

She checked her clock: one minute left.

He could have already moved deeper into the crowd, staying hidden by staying ahead of her—

Don’t just stand there, he sent.

He was still watching. He had to be nearby. . . .

Or maybe not. What better way to stay hidden than to stay out of the room altogether? She looked up again, running her eyes along the edge of the ceiling, and found it: a little black security camera. She made a gun shape with her fingers and pretended to shoot it. Found you.

With thirteen seconds to spare.

You broke into the principal’s office?

You make it sound so criminal, sent Bao. I didn’t break in, I let myself in. It’s different.

That’s not a difference most cops would be willing to consider.

I prefer that cops don’t consider me at all.

Then maybe you should stop letting yourself into places.

And leave all this incriminating footage of me just sitting on the server? I don’t think you’ve thought this through.

What footage?

Footage of me breaking in to delete the footage.

Marisa laughed. Your logic is unassailable.

I agree, sent Bao. I’m done, though, so I’ll meet you in a minute. Sandro’s table?

Sounds great. And one more thing.

Yeah?

Please say something nice about Pati when you see her. She sent the message, started walking, and then almost tripped herself sending a sudden, urgent follow-up: But not about her . . . shirt! Don’t mention her shirt.

Is something wrong with it?

Don’t say anything either way. I’d die of embarrassment.

You’re the boss. A pause, then another message: A weird boss who I don’t understand, but a boss nonetheless. See you soon.

Marisa looked at the crowd; it seemed like everyone in Mirador was there, but finding Sandro would be easy—he had a djinni. She blinked on her guidance app, and a blue line appeared in front of her, leading her through the crowd. She followed it with a smile. Other kids on every side were hawking their projects like vendors in a street market: this girl had a nuli that cleaned pollution from solar trees, improving their energy transfer rate; that boy had a small-scale factory robot with a new kind of joint that required less maintenance. Marisa stopped by one of the tables and read through her friend Rosa’s new code for a ranger nuli—the kind that followed endangered species around and protected them from poachers. Rosa Sanchez, eighteen years old and living in the barrio, had modified the AI to start actively hunting the poachers instead of just passively shocking them anytime they got too close. It had the potential to change the entire balance of power between poachers and rangers.

Everything in the room was amazing, and Marisa felt a swell of pride for her friends and neighbors. This was the future, right here and now. A hundred kids with big ideas, and a room full of people telling them yes instead of no. It was the greatest thing Marisa had ever seen.

She found her brother Sandro by the back wall, telling the crowd about his forestry nuli. He had a poster, because of course he did.

“Just like animals, plants can get sick,” Sandro was saying, “and when they do, it can spread through an ecosystem like wildfire. A single parasite, like the blight you see in this image, can destroy an entire orchard or forest in weeks.” He held up a screen with a picture of a tree; massive patches of the leaves were shriveled and black, almost like they’d been burned. “This is called Fire Blight, and it’s caused by a bacterium called Erwinia amylovora, which targets fruit trees. We can spray for it, but the spray is poisonous and gets on everything—the sick leaves, the healthy leaves, and even the fruit. My nuli can sense this bacteria and dozens of other plagues and parasites, and spray for them precisely—with no collateral damage. It patrols its area 24/7, and the precision also means it uses fewer chemicals than traditional methods, so it’s cheaper.”

The small crowd applauded, and Marisa whooped more loudly than anyone: “Ándale, Sandro! Lechuga!”

“You know he hates that nickname,” said Bao, suddenly standing next to her. Marisa hadn’t even seen him approach.

“Why do you think I use it?” she asked, and then started chanting the name loudly: “Le-chu-ga! Le-chu-ga!”

Sandro looked at her as the crowd moved on to another project. She wanted him to sneer or roll his eyes, but instead he simply raised his eyebrow; he was one year her junior, but always treated her like the younger one.

“Thanks for coming,” he said.

“Claro que sí, hermanito. Your presentation was perfect.”

“You think?”

“It was great,” said Bao. “Do you have a video to show it in action?”

“It’s on the tablet,” he said, gesturing with the screen in his hands. “I’m keeping the presentation short for now, but I’ll show it to the judges.”

“Pop quiz,” said Bao, glancing at Marisa. “What do you call a reptilian ferret with wings?”

“Those are called MyDragons,” said Marisa. “There’s ads for them all over the city. Why do you ask?”

“Correct,” said Bao. “If you’ve ever wanted to see one in person, La Princesa has one right over there.” He pointed, and Marisa’s mouth fell open as she looked. There she was: Francisca Maldonado, La Princesa de Mirador, with a bright purple MyDragon perched on her shoulder.

“They’re here?” asked Marisa. It wasn’t just La Princesa, it was the whole Maldonado family: Omar, Sergio, and in the middle of the group was Don Maldonado himself. The richest man in Mirador; the head of a massive crime family that ran the neighborhood like a personal kingdom. Don Maldonado and Marisa’s father hated each other with an old but ever-burning passion, and that feud had shaped much of Marisa’s life. Worst of all, they refused to even tell her how the feud began.

Hey, Mari. It was a new message, bouncing at the edge of Marisa’s vision in a window she never closed: a private conversation with her best friend, Sahara. Don’t look now, but your favorite people are here.

Just saw them, Marisa sent back. And with a frakking MyDragon. Just to let us know how much richer they are than the rest of us.

I’m wearing a bouquet of flowers on my shoulder, sent Sahara. Franca’s wearing a gengineered custom pet.

I drove here in a taxi so old it still had a steering wheel, sent Marisa. They look like they were carried here on a palanquin while someone waved palm fronds over their heads.

“Earth to Marisa,” said Bao. “Are you volleying insults with Sahara again?”

“I applied my own makeup in under five minutes,” said Marisa out loud. “She looks like she has a closet full of 3D-printed faces, and just swaps them out whenever she goes somewhere.”

“Don’t compare yourself to them,” said Sandro. “You’ll just make yourself feel bad.”

Why are they even here? sent Sahara.

Pati and Carlo Magno walked toward them through the crowd, with Triste Chango following behind like a box-shaped puppy.

“I couldn’t find Bao but I found Papi—” yelled Pati, and then stopped instantly when she saw that Bao was already there. “Hi, Bao! Good to see you! Did you see Sandro’s nuli? Isn’t it awesome?”

Marisa smiled. At least Pati wasn’t shy.

“I saw it,” said Bao. “It’s the best one here by a mile and a half.”

“For all the good it’s going to do him,” said Carlo Magno, angrily shaking his cane toward the knot of people that had formed around the Maldonados. “Do you know why that chundo’s here?”

“I was just wondering that,” said Marisa, but she felt her stomach sink as she realized there was only one possible answer.

“He’s the judge,” said Carlo Magno, confirming her fears. “Don Francisco Maldonado is picking the winner of the science fair, and handing out the check with his own filthy hands, and do you think he’s ever going to pick a Carneseca?”

“I think he’ll let the work decide,” said Sandro, but their father cut him off with a loud bah.

“You’re a fool,” said Carlo Magno. “A genius, but a fool as well. He hates us, and he always has, and no science project is ever going to change that. No matter how brilliant.”

Marisa realized that she was clutching her metal arm with her human one. She’d lost the arm in a car accident when she was two years old, and the mysteries that surrounded that one event seemed to permeate every aspect of her life. The basic details were well known to everybody in Mirador: Don Francisco’s wife, Zenaida, went for a drive—actually driving herself, like people used to do before self-driving cars were the norm—and got into an accident. Nobody knew where she’d been going, or why, and since she’d been thrown from the car and died on impact, no one had ever been able to ask her.

But that’s where things got weird. The first people to arrive on the scene had found three children in the car with her: Jacinto Maldonado, their second child, very nearly dead as well; Omar Maldonado, their fourth and youngest child, completely unharmed—and Marisa Carneseca, who had absolutely no reason to be there whatsoever. Her arm had been severed just below the shoulder.

Why had Marisa been in that car? Why had Zenaida been driving it manually? And why did any of that cause Don Maldonado and Marisa’s father to hate each other so intensely?

Great. Holy. Handgrenades, sent Sahara. That’s not just the purple MyDragon, it’s the iridescent purple MyDragon. They only made three of them!

Yeah, sent Marisa, and closed the chat window. She didn’t feel like gossiping anymore.

“Good evening, Mr. Carneseca,” said Bao, trying valiantly to cut the tension that had silenced the group. He reached out to shake his hand, and Carlo Magno absentmindedly shook back. “It’s good to see you up and moving around.”

“I’m doing my best,” said Carlo Magno. “Well enough I don’t need this stupid thing.” He kicked feebly at Triste Chango, and it beeped cheerfully in response.

“We couldn’t afford one of the really good livers,” Marisa explained, “or even a midrange one. The cheapest ones come with a ten-week nuli rental to make sure nothing goes wrong. Hospital subsidy to help prevent lawsuits.”

“Way to clip the coupons,” said Bao.

Carlo Magno sneered at the Maldonados. “My wife couldn’t even be here tonight because we can’t afford to close the restaurant, and he brings his entire family.”

Bao smiled. “I always forget how much like Marisa you are.”

Carlo Magno and Marisa looked at each other, neither one certain if they liked that comparison.

“Not the whole family,” said Pati. “Not Jacinto.”

“Jacinto hasn’t left home since the . . .” Carlo Magno looked at Marisa again, then gave another loud bah.

“Here comes another group,” said Sandro. “Give me some room, I’m going to do my presentation again.”

They moved to the side, away from the Maldonados, and Marisa found her father a bench to sit down on. Triste Chango scooted in close. “Your heart rate is approaching the upper limits specified by your doctor. Please take deep breaths as follows: in, out. In, out.”

Carlo Magno hit it with his cane.

Another message popped up from Sahara, and Marisa leaned her forehead against the wall. Why wasn’t anything ever easy? Sahara sent a second message, and then a third, and the icon started glowing faintly red. Marisa blinked on it, and the messages exploded across her vision.

Omigosh.

Are you seeing this?

MARI, ARE YOU SEEING THIS?

Marisa frowned, confused, and sent a response. Seeing what?

Look at Don Francisco!

Marisa snapped her head around, searching through the crowd, but there were too many people. She craned her neck in various directions, trying to get a look at whatever Sahara was freaking out about, and finally just stood on the bench next to her father. A space had cleared around the Maldonados, and a woman was talking to Francisco.

A woman holding a badge.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Carlo Magno. “Get down from there before a teacher sees you.”

“It’s a cop,” said Marisa, still wondering what exactly was going on. “Don Francisco’s talking to a cop.”

“He talks to cops all the time,” said Carlo Magno. “They’re practically his own private army. His son’s the captain of the local precinct!”

“But that’s not a Mirador cop,” said Marisa. “I know all the locals. She’s not in uniform, either. And she’s not happy.”

“Off duty?” asked Bao.

“She’s showing him her badge,” said Marisa.

Found her, sent Sahara. I ran an image search through the LAPD database—her name’s Kiki Hendel, and she’s a homicide detective from downtown.

Why is she here? sent Marisa.

How am I supposed to know?

“Maybe they finally got him,” said Carlo Magno. “Maybe they finally caught him on some charge, and he’s going to prison—taxes, maybe. That’s how they got Al Capone.”

“Who?” asked Pati.

“Tā mā de,” whispered Bao, standing on the other side of the bench. “She’s taking him away.”

“What?” asked Carlo Magno. He stood up so fast that the bench unbalanced, and Bao and Marisa had to jump clear to keep from falling. The bench clattered to the ground, and Carlo Magno raised himself to his full height. “Are they arresting him?”

“It didn’t look like it,” said Bao, trying to stand the bench back up again. “Just . . . leading him outside.”

What the what? sent Sahara.

I know! sent Marisa.

I’ll see if I can get Cameron outside after him, sent Sahara, and across the room Marisa saw one of Sahara’s small camera nulis rise up above the crowd and race toward the door.

“Look online,” said Marisa, blinking on her djinni. “All of you—look for everything you can. What’s in the news, what’s going on here or downtown or at their estate in Mirador, what’s going on with any of their investments or their enforcers or anything at all.” She started running searches on the internet, going through all the local news blogs.

Hold up, sent Sahara. What was his wife’s name again?

Zenaida, said Marisa, but you’re not going to turn up anything on her, she’s been dead for fifteen years—

Are you sure about that?

Marisa froze.

The LAPD found her . . . hand, sent Sahara. At a crime scene in South Central. Her left hand, severed at the wrist, lying on the ground.

Marisa couldn’t move. She could barely comprehend the words in Sahara’s next message:

I don’t know what happened fifteen years ago, said Sahara, but Zenaida was alive last night.





TWO


“This changes everything,” said Sahara. She’d left her own coding project—a social app for tracking fashion memes in real time—and found Marisa by the back wall. Sandro had righted the bench, and Marisa was sitting on it, still in shock, while Sahara tried to keep her calm. “This changes everything.”

“You’re not really keeping me calm,” said Marisa.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Sahara. She was wearing a bright yellow dress with a high neck and long sleeves but no shoulders, the fabric replaced with sprays of deep red flowers. She had both red and yellow flowers in her hair. The warm colors contrasted flawlessly against Sahara’s dark brown skin, and the whole effect was perfectly designed to help sell the value of her fashion app. “What should we talk about instead? Alain? Have you heard from him?”

“We need to talk about Don Francisco,” said Marisa. “Wait—where’s Pati?”

“With Bao,” said Sahara, “and she’s practically floating with joy, so chill.”

“And my dad?”

“Ten feet away from you, calling your mom and abusing a nuli.”

Marisa turned and saw Carlo Magno on a nearby bench, arguing in Spanish while fending off the medical nuli with his cane. His heart rate was probably through the roof. He was talking to Guadalupe, Marisa’s mother, but it was a djinni call, so it looked like he was a crazy person howling at his robot wife. Marisa laughed at the image, and the laugh broke down her emotional barriers, and seconds later she was bawling into the flowers on Sahara’s shoulder.

“Shhh,” said Sahara, rubbing her back. “It’s okay.”

“She was alive this whole time,” said Marisa. “I thought she was dead my whole life, but . . .”

“What does this mean?” asked Sahara.

“I . . . I don’t know,” said Marisa. “But I guess I don’t know anything anymore. That crash was my whole life: the feud between my parents and the Maldonados started that night. It’s everything. And it was a lie.”

“They took Don Francisco downtown,” said Sahara. “I saw it on Cameron’s video feed.”

“In handcuffs?”

Sahara shook her head. “She didn’t arrest him, just . . . took him. They’re probably questioning him.”

“Do they think he knows something?” asked Marisa. “Did he hide his wife for fifteen years and then . . . cut her hand off? Or did he even know she was alive?”

“We don’t know,” said Sahara. “And we won’t know until it breaks on the news, so calm down.”

Marisa sat up straight and wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand. “We could hack the police station’s security cameras.”

“In the next ten minutes?” asked Sahara. “You’re good, but you’re not that good.”

“Then we can . . . I don’t know,” said Marisa. “We can call Omar.”

“Are you serious?” asked Sahara. “I think Omar Maldonado’s got enough to worry about with his mom’s hand turning up out of nowhere. Besides, how many times has that bastard betrayed us?”

“We used to be friends. He might . . . understand.”

“You used to be little kids,” said Sahara. She rubbed Marisa’s back again. “Just be patient. We’ll know soon enough.”

“Soon enough for what?” Marisa rubbed her eyes again, and then looked at her hand in disgust. “Did I smear my mascara? I must look like a raccoon.”

“Sexiest raccoon I’ve ever seen,” said Sahara. She stood up, and dragged Marisa up with her.

“Why are we standing?”

“Because it’s time for the award ceremony,” said Sahara. “We’re going to watch me lose the coding category to Rosa Sanchez.” She pulled Marisa through the crowd, to where Principal Layton was standing awkwardly in front of a microphone nuli, the two assistant principals behind him. It looked like he was already done with the standard litany of thanking all the teachers and volunteers and school district bigwigs, and Marisa had just enough presence of mind to be ironically grateful that this world-changing news had distracted her from that. He started on the first category—chemistry—and Marisa tuned him out while she looked for more news about Zenaida. She found several news blogs talking about homicides—dead bodies were hardly a rare occurrence in LA. She skimmed through several stories before finding the one she wanted: a severed hand in South Central. Even finding the right story didn’t mean she’d found any useful information: blah blah shootout, blah blah dangerous part of the city, blah blah gang activity. She refined her search and found a POV video from a bystander’s djinni, but even that didn’t include a lot of useful information. At least four shooters that she could see, both male and female, but at such a distance that she couldn’t make out anyone’s features.

“Clap,” whispered Sahara.

Marisa started clapping immediately, and blinked on the video to pause it and refocus her eyes on the school cafeteria. Polite applause filled the room.

“What happened?” asked Marisa.

“Sandro won third in his category,” said Sahara.

“Whooooo!” shouted Marisa, much louder than before. “Ándale, moreno! Viva la lechuga!”

Sandro accepted a certificate from the principal, then turned and smiled at Marisa. She whooped again, and leaned toward Sahara.

“You win anything?”

“I promise you would know if I’d won something.”

“True,” said Marisa. “Have you lost anything?”

“You’d know that, too,” said Sahara. “My category’s next.”

“I’ll give them twenty seconds,” said Marisa, “and then I’m watching this video again.”

It ended up being forty seconds before they announced the winners of the coding category, and Sahara officially lost to Rosa Sanchez. Marisa gave her friend a squeeze, watched the shootout video again, and growled in frustration. It barely showed anything.

“Just calm down,” said Sahara, and took Marisa gently by the shoulders, planting herself firmly in her friend’s center of vision. Marisa focused on her, and Sahara spoke: “Take some deep breaths, okay? Feel better?”

“That depends. Better than what?”

Sahara squeezed her shoulders with a reassuring grip. “You’re going to find out, okay? Maybe tomorrow, maybe next week—sooner or later you’re going to learn everything. You’re going to know the whole story. You’ve been chasing that darknet hacker Grendel for months now just to get whatever scrap of information he has about the accident and your past. But now you don’t even need to. You don’t have to hunt, you don’t have to freak out, you just have to breathe and stay calm and wait.”

“Grendel’s not the only one who knows what happened that night,” said Marisa, and looked at her father, still ranting into his phone call. “My dad knows, too.” It bothered her, all over again, how angry it made her that he refused to tell her what he knew about the crash. Like the news had peeled a scab off her emotions, revealing a fresh red wound underneath.

“You’ll find out soon,” said Sahara. “Whether he wants you to or not.”

Marisa kept her eyes on her father. “How soon?”

And then her father froze.

“Disculpe, corazón,” he said softly. “I have another call.” He blinked, closing the call with Guadalupe, and shot a glance at Marisa before blinking again. “Mándame,” he said firmly. “This is Carlo Magno Carneseca.”

Marisa took a step toward him, as if being closer could help her overhear a conversation being fed straight into his auditory nerves. He watched her for a moment, then turned away.

“Yes,” he said. He listened for a moment, then said yes again.

“Papi?” asked Marisa.

“Tonight?” asked Carlo Magno. “No—out of the question. I’m at my son’s science fair.” Another pause. “Yes, I saw that. No, I already told you, it’s completely—” Another pause. “Fine. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

He blinked one more time, and sighed.

“Papi?” asked Marisa. “Who was that?”

“You’re not coming with me,” said Carlo Magno.

Marisa stepped toward him, her suspicions confirmed. “Was that the police station? They want to interview you, too, don’t they? Because you know what happened.”

“You’re not coming with me,” he said firmly.

“You can’t go alone,” said Marisa. “The doctors said one of us has to accompany you at all times.”

“I need you to take the girls home.”

Marisa folded her arms and looked him straight in the eye. “Sahara, would you mind taking my sisters home?”

“On it,” said Sahara.

Carlo Magno shook his head. “Absolutely not. I’ve told you you’re not going, and you’re not going. My word is final.”

A police badge icon popped up in Marisa’s vision, and her heart skipped a beat at the shock of it. Why were they calling her? She recovered, stared at the icon, and then blinked on it, patching the audio into a small external speaker built into her metal arm. Her father would have no trouble overhearing the conversation.

“Hello?” she said.

“Marisa Carneseca?” said a voice on the other end. “My name’s Kiki Hendel; I’m a detective with the LAPD. Do you have a moment for a few questions?”

It was the same woman who’d come to fetch Don Francisco in person. “Sure,” Marisa said, “but I don’t know what you want with me. I was only two years old when she was killed . . . or disappeared, or . . .”

The woman’s voice took on a hint of weary amusement. “Looks like news travels fast. Are you at that school thing too?”

“The whole neighborhood is.”

“Then you and your father can travel together,” said the woman. “I should have just told him to ask you along, but I’ve got a teenage daughter of my own and she wouldn’t be caught dead with me in a public setting. Good to know at least some families stay close.”

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” said Marisa. “My dad’s going to disown me by the time we get to the station. But we’ll be right there.”

“See you soon,” said the detective, and closed the call.

“I urge you,” said Carlo Magno, “with every scrap of paternal authority that I possess, to stay home tonight.”

“She said she wants to talk to me,” said Marisa. “What am I supposed to do, tell a cop to stick it?” After a moment she blinked and added: “And I already ordered us a cab.”

Carlo Magno sighed and looked down at his medical nuli, as if expecting it to commiserate. “You see what I have to put up with?”

“Your blood pressure is abnormally high,” said Triste Chango. “You should consider a dinner low in sodium, and avoid stressful situations.”

Carlo Magno smacked it with his cane. “Fine,” he said, and started walking toward the door. “Let’s get this over with.”

The South Central police station was an older building, renovated in the 2020s, so instead of the bright colors and 3D holodisplays Marisa was used to from the movies, it was all polished steel and full-length window walls. Practically ancient design. The officer at the front desk took their names and signed them in, and left Marisa to sit in the waiting area before taking Carlo Magno into one of the back rooms. They were apparently interviewing Don Francisco at the same time in a different room; she didn’t hear any belligerent shouting, so they might have been totally oblivious to each other.

It was nearly ten in the evening, but the station was still humming with activity; officers and detectives and nulis moved purposefully through the halls, all too busy to even notice Marisa, let alone answer any questions. She bit her tongue and forced herself to wait, remembering Sahara’s advice—she’d know the details soon enough—but then the desk officer returned with another person and told him to wait with her.

It was Omar Maldonado.

“Hey,” said Marisa.

“Hey.”

She never knew how to talk to Omar anymore. They’d been friends as kids, but only when their fathers weren’t looking, because the two men hated each other so much they’d forbidden their children to associate with each other. And then they’d grown older, and Omar had gotten more involved with his father’s business, and Marisa had started to see in him an undercurrent of . . . something. Deception was maybe the best word for it. The subtle sense that everything he said was an act, like a smooth, trustworthy interface over a website riddled with malware. He was wickedly good-looking—that she could appreciate no matter what he said or did—but he was impossible to believe in. He’d betrayed Marisa and her friends, sometimes horribly, but he’d helped them as well, sometimes even saving their lives at the risk of his own. And what bothered Marisa most of all was that she could never be sure, good or bad, what he really wanted. How much of his assistance was a calculated effort to win their favor?

It’s an abusive relationship, she told herself. Once a Maldonado, always a Maldonado.

She looked at him now, sitting in the bright lights of the featureless gray police station, and saw something in his face that she’d never seen before. She’d seen him friendly, angry, two-faced, charming—so, so charming—but until tonight she’d never seen him afraid.

She wanted to ask if he was okay, but was that the right thing to say? How could he possibly answer? He’d thought his mother was dead, and then he’d found out she was alive and then maybe dead again, or at least maimed. She hadn’t shown up in any hospitals. Had she died—for real this time? How many pieces was she in? It made Marisa sick just to think about it, and she forced herself to talk even if only to quiet the voices in her head.

“They want to talk to you, too, huh?”

Omar looked up, facing her directly for the first time that evening. His eyes had lost their usual spark, but they weren’t red; whatever was bothering him, he hadn’t been crying. She wasn’t sure if he could.

“No,” he said, and as he shifted in his chair, a mask seemed to come over his face, hiding all the fear and the damage and replacing it with slick, affable calm. “I’m just here if my father needs anything. I assume you’re here for the same?”

Marisa rolled her eyes. “My papi would sooner cut out his own liver than ask me for help right now. He doesn’t want me here at all—didn’t say a word to me in the cab.”

“But you came anyway,” he said, and pointed at her. The gesture struck her as incredibly odd for some reason. “That’s loyalty.”

“Tell that to him. If the cops hadn’t demanded that I be here, he’d have left me chained to a lunch table back at the school.”

Omar’s left eyebrow went up. “They demanded that you be here? The cops, you mean?”

“Yeah, they . . . want to talk to me.” She frowned. “Not you? We were both in the car that day.”

“But we were too young to remember any of it,” said Omar, leaning forward. Even through his facade, she could see the gears turning in his mind. “They want to talk to my father and to Sergio, but Franca and I are out.”

“And Jacinto?”

He dismissed the notion with a shake of his head. “He’s always out. Maybe they’ll want to talk to him later, but . . . Mari, you were two years old. What could they possibly want to ask you?”

“I . . .” Marisa shook her head. “I don’t know. I thought I knew, but if they’re not interviewing you, then maybe . . .” She shrugged. “Maybe they knew Papi was sick, and that he needed someone with him?” But even as she said it, she knew that couldn’t be it—the detective had said on the phone that she wanted to ask her some questions.

“She came to me last night,” said Omar.

Marisa’s jaw dropped open. “What? Your mother? She came to see you?”

“No, I don’t mean . . .” He was staring at the wall, his eyes never moving. “She didn’t come in person, she came in a dream. Or I guess really I came to her in my dream, and she was trying to get away. Running and running, and she kept looking back over her shoulder, and she’d see me, and then she’d turn away again and keep running. Running and running and running. And I thought she was scared, but maybe she was angry. Maybe she was just anxious to get away. But she didn’t want to be with me, so she ran away, and now she’s . . .”

Marisa watched him, stunned by the pain in his voice. When was the last time she’d heard any real emotion from Omar, let alone pain? “I’m sorry,” she said at last. “That sucks.”

He laughed once—a short, derisive cough. “Yeah.”

“Brains are stupid sometimes.”

He looked like he was about to say something, but didn’t.

“Why was she running?” asked Marisa. “Usually in dreams you just . . . know things.”

“Not in this one,” said Omar.

“Sorry,” said Marisa again, and then followed up with another weak “That sucks.” What else could she say?

Before she could come up with a good answer, the desk officer brought a third person to the waiting area: a woman, maybe thirty years old, and almost impossibly attractive. Her hair was dark but lustrous, and her face was like delicate porcelain. She looked beautiful in a way that real people seldom did, more like a dream than a human being. Sahara would be all over her, and she assumed Omar would be as well. She glanced at him, and saw that he was, yes, watching her, but coolly—more like a wary evaluation than the blatant admiration she had expected. Always wearing a mask. She looked back at the woman, trying to be casual about it, and studied her more closely; it was hard to focus on anything but her face, to the point that her clothes seemed to almost blend into the background. When Marisa looked at them, she saw that the stranger was dressed completely in black: black trousers, a black suit coat, even black gloves. Who wore gloves in LA in the summer? She looked efficient and professional, like maybe she was a lawyer or a business executive.

For her part, the woman didn’t bother looking at Marisa or Omar at all, but simply watched the row of office doors where Carlo Magno and Don Francisco were being questioned.

A message from Omar popped up in Marisa’s vision, and she blinked on it.

Do you know who that is?

No, she sent back. You?

No idea.

Marisa glanced at the woman again, and blinked to take a photo and send it to her friends—but then stopped, staring at the still photo, and decided to go a step further. She wasn’t using the bandwidth for anything else, so why not send a live video? She blinked again, setting her djinni to start streaming, and sent a quick message to Sahara and their friend Anja:

Fijense a esta mamita.

The first response came from Sahara: What the crap does that mean?

Just blink on the video feed.

Fine, sent Sahara. Her ID appeared in the streaming window, followed almost immediately by another message in the conversation: Hot damn, Mari, why I don’t I hang out in more police stations? She’s gorgeous.

Right?

She can’t be real.

Marisa moved her head slightly, so that the video feed could see more of the room. See? I’m in a real place. This is a real person.

Whoa, said Sahara, is that Omar?

Yeah, he’s here with his dad.

Kick him.

Come on, Sahara, his mom just died.

Did her death magically transform him into a decent human being again?

Anja joined the conversation with a string of incomprehensible German: Ich beschlagnahme Eichhörnchen!

What on earth? asked Marisa.

I’m sorry, sent Anja, I thought we were playing “Random phrases in languages our friends don’t speak.”

Ay, que feas, sent Marisa. You live in LA and you still don’t speak Spanish? Or at least have autotranslators set up on your djinnis? How do you even survive?

And you don’t have one set up for German, either, sent Anja, or you would know that I confiscate squirrels.

I don’t think Anja’s making sense in any language right now, sent Sahara.

Blerg, sent Marisa. Blink the link, huera.

Anja’s ID appeared in the streaming window. Whoa, she said. Check out the hot chick.

That’s exactly what I said, sent Marisa. Any idea who she is?

A model? asked Sahara. An actress?

Maybe she’s a lawyer, sent Anja.

She’s not Don Francisco’s lawyer, sent Marisa. Omar doesn’t know her, either.

You asked Omar before us? sent Anja.

Show her, sent Sahara.

Marisa moved her head again, looking at Omar.

Tier, sent Anja. Kick him.

Marisa rolled her eyes. I can’t kick him in the police station.

Too bad, sent Sahara. The police station is one of his more sensitive areas.

Hang on, sent Marisa, and shot her glance over at one of the office doors. The lock clicked, and the knob was turning. When the door opened, Carlo Magno stepped out, looking even more furious than when he’d gone in. Detective Hendel stepped out after him, wearing a shirt and tie, a long skirt, and a headscarf. Muslim? Marisa shook her head. Based on the name, she guessed the detective was Orthodox Jewish.

“Thank you again for your time, Mr. Carneseca.” She offered Carlo Magno her hand, and he shook it grudgingly. “Would you like to wait here while I talk to your daughter?”

“Absolutely not!” Carlo Magno roared. “I’ve already told you everything—she doesn’t know any more than that, so I’m taking her home!”

“Mr. Carneseca,” said the detective, but before their argument could go any further, the woman in black stepped in between them, smoothly cutting off Carlo Magno and clasping the detective’s hand in a firm handshake.

“Good evening, Detective Hendel, I’m Ramira Bennett. We spoke earlier on the phone?”

“Yes, Ms. Bennett, if you’ll please have a seat I can—”

“I’m afraid my employers are on a very tight schedule,” said Bennett. She didn’t let go of the detective’s hand, and was somehow smoothly maneuvering Hendel back into her office. “My questions will only take a short time, and then you can return to your interviews.”

She’s here to ask the detective questions? sent Sahara. Now I really want to know who this is.

“Yes,” said Carlo Magno, “talk to her. I’m taking my daughter and we’re leaving.”

“No,” said Detective Hendel, and in the same instant Marisa said: “Papi! Stop making a scene!”

“I’m not making a scene!”

He’s definitely making a scene, sent Anja.

“Sir,” said Ramira Bennett, and turned the full strength of her attention on Carlo Magno—though still, Marisa noticed, keeping herself firmly between the detective and the rest of the hallway. “If you and your daughter will wait here for just a moment, I’ll see what I can work out to help you.”

Carlo Magno stuttered, shocked by either her offer of help or her blinding facial symmetry, and before he could summon a proper response, the woman had maneuvered Hendel into the office and closed the door behind them.





THREE


Omar whistled. “She’s good.”

“Cállate,” said Carlo Magno, pointing at him fiercely and then walking toward Marisa. The medical nuli followed close behind. “Vámonos.”

“We’re staying,” said Marisa.

“We’re not.”

“This is important.”

“Education is important,” said Carlo Magno. “Family. My mother’s recipe for adobada. This is just spectacle—this is nothing.”

Your dad is so weird, sent Sahara.

Shut up, sent Marisa, and then pulled on her father’s arm as he tried to walk away. “Papi, sit down.”

“I don’t want you to talk to her.”

Marisa held her ground. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Nothing is going on. This is over.”

Look at Omar, sent Anja. I want to see his reaction to all of this.

“Shut up!” said Marisa, and then she realized with a jolt of terror that she’d said it out loud. “Sorry!” Her eyes went wide. “I’m so sorry, that was meant for Anja, not you.”

Carlo Magno threw his hands in the air. “You’re texting your friends now? You can’t even take this seriously.”

“Why does talking to my friends about it mean I’m not taking it seriously?”

“Because I’ve met your friends,” said Carlo Magno.

Burn, sent Anja.

Marisa blinked on the conversation, closing it and turning off notifications. “Don’t change the subject. This isn’t about my friends, this is about you—I’m talking to them because you won’t say two words in a row to me unless one of them is no!”

“That’s not true.”

“Not is a derivative of no.”

“That’s not the point!”

“There it is again!”

“No it—” He clenched his fist in frustration. “Mari. You need to—” He stopped again, glancing at Omar, and then lowered his voice and looked back at Marisa. “You need to understand. What I’m about to ask you will be hard for you, but I need you to do it.”

Marisa frowned, caught up in his suddenly serious tone, and matched his solemn whisper. “What?”

“I need you to believe me.”

Marisa sighed and rolled her eyes. “Santa vaca.”

“I’m not joking,” he said. “I need you to listen to what I’m saying and recognize for once in your life that maybe a forty-four-year-old father knows more about something than a seventeen-year-old child. That maybe sometimes when I tell you to do something it’s because I understand the ramifications and surrounding circumstances better than the girl I have dedicated my life to raising and protecting.”

“We’re in a police station,” said Marisa. “I think I’m protected.”

“From violence, yes,” said Carlo Magno. “Sometimes that doesn’t hurt as much as the truth does.”

“The truth will set you free,” said Marisa. “They tell us every frakking week in church.”

“You’re already free,” said Carlo Magno. He glanced at Omar again, then back at Marisa, and his voice softened even more—not just quiet but earnest. Pleading. “Dredging up the past is like picking at a scab. It feels good while you do it, because you think you like the pain, but then it bleeds, and it aches, and even if you’re lucky it leaves a scar you can never get rid of. And if you’re not lucky it just never heals at all, and you bleed and ache forever. I don’t want you to have to live with that.”

Marisa was touched by the change in tone, but the words just made her furious, and the discrepancy between those two feelings left her feeling unbalanced and upset. “Papi—”

“The past is in the past,” he said.

The door to the office flew open, and Ramira Bennett stalked out of it, calm and imperious.

“This is an outrage,” said Detective Hendel.

Bennett didn’t even look at her, and focused her attention instead on some kind of tablet screen in her hand. “Feel free to take that up with your local government representative,” she said. She tapped the screen a few times and then slid it into the breast pocket inside of her suit. “It’s the law, and you will comply with it.”

“You’re a real piece of work,” said Hendel.

Bennett turned and looked at her, saying nothing.

Marisa was desperate to know what they were talking about, and had to restrain herself from blurting something out. She gripped her father’s arm tightly for support.

Hendel fumed, grinding her teeth, then looked at the desk officer and shouted in a clipped, angry voice, “Lopez! Give Ms. Bennett the evidence we recovered for case number 957.”

The desk officer blinked, scrolling through some list of case files on his djinni, and then blinked again in surprise. “The . . . The hand, ma’am?”

“Yes,” Hendel hissed. “The hand.”

“That’s evidence in an ongoing investigation—”

“Federal statute 7o.3482,” said Bennett. “By running a blood test on that hand, you have violated my employer’s rights, and as such you have opened yourselves to full legal reprisal, even in the instance of an active investigation, as explained in substatute 2.6r4. Surrender the hand immediately and we will not press charges.”

The desk officer looked back and forth between Bennett and Hendel. “I’ll have to talk to the chief.”

“I’ve already talked to her,” said Hendel, barely containing her anger. “Do what she says.”

“Please move quickly,” said Bennett. “I don’t have all night.”

The desk officer turned and hurried through an unmarked door. Hendel practically growled her next words to Bennett.

“You can wait here,” she said. “He’ll be back in a second. Carneseca, you’re with me.” Carlo Magno started to protest, but Hendel cut him off with a glare. “Don’t even start with me, sir. Miss, in here, please.”

Marisa looked at her father one more time, seeing the pain in his eyes; she saw the confusion in Omar’s, and the passionless triumph in Ramira Bennett’s, and the grumpy fatigue in Hendel’s. Marisa grabbed her purse from a chair and went into the office.

Detective Hendel closed and locked the door behind them.

“What on earth is going on?” asked Marisa.

“I wish I could say it was just another day in the LAPD,” said Hendel, “but this is unusual even for me.” The detective sat in a chair behind the desk, and gestured at another chair for Marisa.

Marisa stayed standing. “Why does she want the hand?”

“I’m supposed to be the one asking you the questions.”

“It’s not evidence,” said Marisa, ignoring the comment completely. She planted her fists on the desk. “It’s human remains.”

“Please don’t argue about laws that you’ve obviously never read.”

Marisa’s eyes went wide, and then she narrowed them in a tight scowl. “Those laws sound stupid.”

“I’m glad you’re reacting so maturely,” said Hendel. “Now: I need you to calm down, and stop asking questions, and answer just a couple of minor—”

Marisa wasn’t done. “How are you supposed to find out what happened to Zenaida de Maldonado without the only piece of evidence that she might still be alive?”

“I assure you that we are doing everything in our power,” said Hendel. “Which is precious little these days, but even with megacorps running the government, we can still investigate a murder. And we are still very good at it.”

“So, Bennett works for a megacorp,” Marisa said. The slight change in Hendel’s expression told her she was right. “Which one?”

Hendel straightened up, fixing her posture and taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Miss Carneseca, but there are certain aspects of this case that I am not at liberty to discuss. Let me tell you the part that I can discuss, and we’ll see if maybe you can shed some light on it.”

“We can try,” said Marisa, and after a moment she sighed and sat in the chair. “But I was only two when it happened, so I don’t know what I can tell you.”

“You people are all so hung up on that car crash,” said Hendel. “That was fifteen years ago; this attack happened last night. And I wanted to talk to you because the attack went down involving a gang called La Sesenta.”

The words hit Marisa like a punch in the stomach. “That’s my brother’s gang.”

“It is,” said Hendel. “My research tells me that most of your family has no communication with Jesús ‘Chuy’ Carneseca, and your very angry father confirmed that. But I understand that you stay in touch with him.”

“Is he okay?” asked Marisa. She didn’t talk to her oldest brother often, but the detective was right—she was probably the only one in the family who talked to him at all.

Was this what her father didn’t want her to know? That Chuy was somehow involved
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