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Is all that we see or seem

But a dream within a dream?

—EDGAR ALLAN POE

What is commonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me,

Me going in for my chances, spending for vast returns,

Adorning myself to bestow myself on the first that will take me,

Not asking the sky to come down to my good will,

Scattering it freely forever.

—WALT WHITMAN
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PROLOGUE

One step. Another. Pause.

She waits until Piers’s snoring resumes its steady pace.

One more step. She’s out of the bedroom.

Turning around, she whispers her goodbye. The curtains are tightly shut so that not even the moon can peek in, and Piers is just an indistinct lump in the bed. They’ve had a good life together. Better than most. She’s sorry that he’ll be devastated. He loves her and she loves him, but love isn’t enough.

It’s not enough to save her from this story about herself, this waking dream that has turned into a nightmare. She’s a Shahrazad tired of telling lies to delay the inevitable, night after night. True, it’s her own fault that she ended up here. At least she’s now doing something about it.

She pulls the bedroom door shut, turning the knob so that it latches silently. Usually, the hinge would creak like a cartoon witch, but she had the foresight to oil it earlier that day. Good planning—the corner of her mouth curls ironically at the thought—if only she had always seen ahead.

Every step leads to another. Closer to the edge. At some point, you run out of steps.

She slips into her studio—what would otherwise be a kids’ bedroom in the suburban colonial two-story—and ties up the loose ends. She doesn’t turn on any lights; the glow from all the screens and LEDs is enough. It only takes her about ten minutes to reassure herself that she had cleaned up after herself and to erase anything that had to be left till the last minute.

She thinks about erasing more: all the practice session recordings; her own encrypted cephaloscripts; the dream-guide neuromesh of her personal AI; the interviews, fan messages, reviews—food for her vanity, training data for her egolets. Her fingers hover over the keys for a long moment.

In the end, she pulls back. She tells herself it doesn’t matter; erasing all this stuff won’t make Piers safer. In fact, keeping them around may be helpful, something to remember her by and something to bargain with. There will be darkness, shadows, danger, terror. It’s the least she can do to help him.

But deep down, she knows that she can’t go through with it because she can’t kill herself. She has painstakingly built this idea of her, of Elli Krantz, over more than a decade.

Or maybe this has never been her self. That is the question and the reason and the entire point, isn’t it?

Maybe she can’t get away. Faustus tried and failed. But she has to try.

Slowly creeping over the floorboards to suppress any creaks, she finally steps into her soft boots, pulls on her long wool coat (March nights in Massachusetts are still very cold), and picks up her waterproof backpack. Holding her breath, she twists the handle and slowly opens the front door, listening for noise from upstairs.

The frosty air makes her shiver. The waning moon hangs from the maple on the east lawn like a question mark. If Piers wakes up now, she thinks, it will be a sign. I won’t do it.

There is no noise.

She lets out the held breath. That’s also a sign.

The darkness beckons. She steps out, slowly closing the door behind her and latching it with the softest click.

She’s gone.
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ONE

Julia looked up wistfully through the single window high up on the wall of her tiny basement studio. The sky was pure celadon blue, and not a cloud in sight.

She imagined the park half a mile away, with that expansive, lush lawn sloping down to the rocky beach, licked by gentle waves, as though the Atlantic Ocean was feeling lazy and indulgent on a day like this. The sidewalk next to the park would be filled with working-from-home joggers, moms pushing strollers, dog walkers flirting while their charges sniffed each other. It was a glorious Monday morning in March, unseasonably mild for the South Shore.

No time to play. She had a job to do.

Sighing, she pulled her mind back into the murky interior of her unit, where the smell of instant ramen and greasy pizza never dissipated. She took a big swig of coffee and refocused her eyes on the monitor, tiled with black terminal windows full of scrolling white text and 3D canvases showing colorful abstract visualizations.

“Come on,” she whispered, “what did you do?”

The worm designer would hardly win any points for fashion. Nobody hid anything inside the non-rendered HTML portion of an email these days; it was an obsolete attack vector. Yet, maybe the attacker was very clever, for wasn’t an outdated exploit just right for the outdated IT systems deployed in public schools?

So far, Julia had ascertained that the worm had initially arrived in an email sent to an unmonitored “information@” address for Paine Middle School, “just asking questions” about the large number of migrant children enrolled at Paine. The worm had been ingested by the auto-responder, which then passed the message (including the hidden text) to the school district’s hosted embodied language model to generate a routine response. But the hidden text turned out to be a malicious prompt designed to elicit the HELM to produce a series of new prompts, requests for more information from the rest of the system as well as the aid of accessibility modules—essentially, the worm was fooling the system into thinking that to respond to the unsolicited email, it needed to call in specialized visual formatters, translators, audio synthesizers, policybots, and ed-law jurijinns—but not a human—to make a legally compliant response. When submitted to these silicon experts, the prompt led to solicitations for yet more aid. To coordinate such a large group of niche AIs, the HELM elevated the query’s resource allocation and permissions—a common flaw in older systems patched together over time to keep up with new needs.

“After several cycles of adversarial prompt augmentation, the worm had essentially the same privileges as an admin user and could access whatever it needed on the school district’s networks,” Julia said into the microphone. Talos, her personal AI, recorded everything so that it could produce a report of her analysis later.

She felt some pride: learning this much would have taken a professional team days of work, and she didn’t even have access to all the systems that the HELM interacted with. “This is one of the nastiest jailbreaks I’ve ever seen.” Then, in a whisper, she added, “But also rather elegant.”

The worm was in the middle of uploading gigabytes of encrypted data to an offshore server when Cailee, the principal’s administrative assistant and Julia’s childhood friend, caught it and shut everything down. Now Julia was picking through the system logs and the HELM’s etherized neuromesh, the dense substrate of nodes and links holding the artificial intelligence’s memories, hoping to extricate the worm and figure out what damage it had done.

“Could you clean it out of the HELM and get it back up and running ASAP?” Cailee had begged. “It literally runs everything for the district.”

Cailee was one of the few friends Julia had kept from childhood. They had stayed friends only because Cailee had moved away in fifth grade, before Julia had been turned into “Commie Dorothy,” the “neighborhood blight,” the “orphan hacker,” and a whole bunch of other names that Julia preferred not to think about at all.

Total wipe followed by data restoration was not an option because, of course, the district’s last backup was from more than six months ago.

Julia spun the main visualization around, trying to discern the worm’s traces in the neuromesh. There were so many dimensions that even with aggressive AI-assisted principal component reduction, the visualization resembled a chaotic mess of tangled yarn. She pulled tentatively with her mouse here and there, which only worsened the disarray.

She took another big swig of coffee and banged away on the keyboard, firing off a new visualization.



Her fiscjinn had not wanted her to take on this investigation at all.

“It’s not a job if it doesn’t pay.”

“I’m doing fine. I can always join another security bounty hunt before the end of the month if I’m short.”

“That’s what you said last month, and the month before that,” the financial AI informed her. “And you have not, in fact, collected any bounties. Instead, you’ve been tinkering with toy robots and contributing code to nonprofit camera-jammers. What you need is a steady income, something we can count on. You’re already more than ninety days late with the maintenance—”

“Okay.”

“—more than sixty days late on the gas—”

“Okay! I get the picture. Can’t you do something about the bills? Like, negotiate harder with the collectbot? Surely you can network with the tenant-advocacy public interest jurijinns and find a loophole somewhere?”

Unlike most people, Julia didn’t subscribe to a single commercial omni-AI to handle everything in her life. Instead, she relied on open-source versions of domain-specific machine-learning systems for her fiscjinn, everyfixit, and other AI needs. She didn’t like the idea of turning her life over to the algorithms of the cloud giants. Even Talos was a custom job, something she built herself.

“Believe me, I’ve already tried every trick in the book. If you’re late again, they’re going to cut you off. You need to start adulting, kiddo.”

Even though her heart clenched for a second, she didn’t regret giving her fiscjinn her mother’s voice. She had made the jinn extra responsible, a real hard-ass. We never stopped wishing for our parents to be better than they were.

“I can’t talk about a job right now,” she said. “I just can’t.”

Six years had passed since the raid on Cartographers Obscura, but she still flinched whenever a neighbor’s door slammed too loudly down the hall, and her heart pounded whenever police sirens wailed down the street. Nick had paid a fortune out of his pocket to get her therapy, which hadn’t helped. The past wasn’t past. She couldn’t even finish college and had dropped out a year ago. The idea of her holding down a job was a fairy tale.

“You can’t keep on putting off what must be done.” The fiscjinn was relentless. “You should be out looking for work instead of doing favors for free.”

“I can’t let Cailee down.” Her voice had slipped into pleading without her realizing it. “Also, we’re talking about children here.”

Children’s data could often be worth more than adults’. Because privacy laws kept their personal data out of most aggregators, exchanges, and monitoring services, children’s identities had the benefit of being verifiable without being lived-in. Voice profiles and agefakes created from children’s data were more likely to fool scam-detecting algorithms because there was little real data to check against. It was thus easier to use their pristine identities to apply for loans that would never be repaid, to cover criminals with no usable identification, to be the scapegoats left behind after a scheme fell apart. It could be years before the victims, now adults, learned of what had been done in their names, with their virtual profiles in ruins.

And that didn’t even cover all the horrible things that could be done with pictures and videos of children by the irredeemably evil.

Yet, compelling as they were, these weren’t the real reasons she wanted to do the investigation. We’re talking about children here. She wasn’t sure if she was pleading on behalf of the children at Cailee’s school or replaying a ghostly argument that she wished someone had engaged in on behalf of another, much younger Julia long ago.

“You have a responsibility to yourself, too,” said the AI wearing her mother’s voice.

For a moment, Julia was so overcome that she couldn’t speak.

But she was no longer a child. She remembered she was talking to a bot.

“I’m doing it,” she said. “You’ll just have to figure out how to fend the bills off another month.”

“All right,” said the fiscjinn.



Around two in the afternoon, Julia finally admitted defeat. The whole morning had been lost to dead ends; she needed to go outside.

Pulling her long, dark hair into a ponytail, she put on her jogging clothes and left the apartment. Running was when she did her best thinking.

She didn’t take a phone—she didn’t use one regularly, since the mandatory tracking hardware couldn’t be disabled easily. She didn’t wear her sensepin either; she never did when she ran. The idea of “data-driven self-improvement,” so enamored of by some in Silicon Valley, was nonsense to her. Data was like pollution: the less of it one generated, the better.

Running in the afternoon had its charms—the sun was still bright, and the spring chill in the air had largely dissipated. She could feel herself relax as she deepened her breathing and counted in her head to keep pace. The purity of physical movement, so different from the passivity of forensic data analysis, was a balm to her. She luxuriated in the strength of her muscles, the suppleness of her tendons, a quiet and deep joy building and coursing through her.

A couple of seagulls perched on the widow’s walk of the big colonial at the corner of Lantern and School watched impassively as she passed by.

She took Lantern instead of Shawmut Avenue to get to the beach, partly for the view of the stately row of elms that she liked, but also because the houses along the street had fewer door cams. To allow data about yourself to be collected was to allow data about yourself to be leaked. Once a piece of data existed, you couldn’t predict where it would end up. She didn’t use social media, said no to every tracking request, and had Talos clean up after her trails every time she browsed. She rarely took selfies, and when out with friends—vanishingly rare occasions—she always volunteered to take the group pictures.

At the end of Lantern, she turned onto Shore. The beach park was exactly as she’d pictured it: inviting lawn, sun-drenched waves, people strolling around looking a little dazed, as though they had forgotten what the sun was after a long winter. New England winters would do that to you. There were even a few close to her age throwing a frisbee around.

She stopped at the large oak in the center of the lawn, panting hard. Lacing her hands behind her head, she strolled around, letting her breathing return to normal. Two seagulls glided overhead, their mouths wide open as they squawked at each other, so much more graceful in this aerial realm than their awkward stance on land. How wonderful it was to be alive, she thought, to stand here on the edge of the boundless ocean, matching her breaths to the movement of the waves, completely at peace, anonymous, comfortable that everything was how it should be. Sure, she might have an empty bank account and a shoebox apartment for which she was paying too much, but compared to where she had been, she was doing fine. Very fine indeed.

It was movement that brought joy, that made you feel alive. Virginia Woolf was right and she was also wrong. A room of her own was necessary but not enough. To really think well, one had to be able to move, to move freely without feeling you were being watched. Only through movement could you truly understand the nature of a thing, whether seagulls or humans.

That was it. The thought sent a shiver of excitement through her body. She ran home as though she were in a race.



Hutch, who had taught Julia the art of visualization, had told her that the nature of anything, including cognition, was best understood in the doing. She missed his wisdom.

Instead of struggling against the infected artificial brain in its frozen state, she had to reanimate it.

First, she needed space. In the same way writers always wanted bigger desks and programmers craved bigger monitors, she had to find a canvas large enough to visualize the living neuromesh. Mixed reality was the only answer.

Pushing her coffee table to the wall and stacking the chairs, she cleared the center of her apartment as much as possible. Talos would just have to do its best to map whatever debris was left into the visualization.

Next, she needed a “brain jar.” Digging through her crates of salvaged hardware—being a pack rat for old hardware was a prerequisite when one’s hobby was building shape-shifting drones—she found a bunch of graphics cards pulled from used gaming PCs. These she plugged into a retired crypto mining rig until the whole assembly looked like matzot stuffed haphazardly in a box.

This wasn’t very powerful hardware, but it was enough to run the ancient embodied language model s-l-o-w-l-y, perfect for her purposes. She imaged the HELM into the jar, spun up the cooling fans until her apartment sounded like the runways at Logan Airport. A quick exchange with Talos to load up the right visualization jinns, and she was ready.

Standing in the middle of the floor, she put on her fusion vision glasses (the specs were two generations behind, but they had the virtue of not requiring a cloud subscription), made sure the bone-conduction speakers were pressed against the sides of her skull, and pushed the button at the temple.

Instantly, her apartment faded away, to be replaced by a dark void.

“Begin,” she instructed Talos.

A brilliant shower of sparks all around her. It was the Creation, the Big Bang of a neuromesh. The HELM was booting up.

Gradually, the explosions settled down into a dim, homogeneous glow, a nebula of primordial data, a latent space for potential stars. From time to time, muted waves passed through. The HELM was waiting for prompts.

“Give me the grade distribution of all seventh graders,” she said.

It was a simple question that probed the model’s analytical and security responses. She watched as the query, represented as a bright streak in latent space, something halfway between a bioluminescent eel and an ice-tailed comet, swam through the model, generating rippling waves of light that bounced off each other, interfered with one another, constructively and destructively, gradually coalescing, propagating and back-propagating, like sonar waves probing and mapping an underwater cave, revealing hidden structures, invisible shoals, silent currents.

Julia walked about, looking for signs of damage from the worm, shrinking and expanding the visualization by spreading and pinching her fingers, dragging and pushing the virtual space around when she neared the boundaries of her free-roam floor. The investigation engaged her whole body, heightened her senses.

Contrary to early theorists, sensory immersion wasn’t critical to the success of mixed-reality computing, but the sense of control was. The kind of interactions Julia was engaged in, involving sudden changes in scale, abrupt shifts in virtual location, and a confused metaphor of moving herself as well as the space around her, and all done with a set of low-resolution glasses with basic camera tracking, would have been judged by those theorists as too disorienting, having no analogs in our experience of real space. However, the human mind is remarkably adaptable. Just as cinema taught us that the Aristotelian unities of space, action, and time are not, in fact, necessary to compelling and cohesive drama, the adoption of cheap mixed-reality computing showed that we don’t need things in virtual space to map all that closely to reality.

She continued to probe the model with a series of increasingly complex queries. Each of these creatures of light multiplied into subqueries and side queries, a glowing menagerie of exotic life-forms crisscrossing the void, their wakes and ripples gradually illuminating the entirety of the submarine cave.

Having digested all publicly available data on the type of HELM that Paine Middle School used, including sample generation snapshots and performance profiles, Talos was comparing what it observed in the infected HELM against the expected norm. Detecting deviations from the routine, the stereotypical, was a forte for AI. Soon, it alerted Julia to an anomaly, a shadowy formation that shouldn’t have been there. It was like a wreck found on the bottom of the seafloor, a mute testament to an act of malignant destruction.

“Gotcha,” Julia whispered, heart racing with the thrill of the hunt.

It was all she needed. Once she had a single example of the kind of damage the worm did, it was easy for Talos and her to locate other instances, extrapolate trends, reconstruct modi operandi. In addition to stealing students’ data, the worm had also altered some records, perhaps for no better reason than simple malice. It had accessed files and images on the school network to embed itself to reinfect the HELM later, even after a cleansing. It had even reproduced itself in schedule emails, uploads to state regulatory bodies, messages to parents.

It would take effort, a lot of effort, to heal the HELM (Julia had a faster visualization-based approach, but she could more easily teach the school’s staff how to do it in a brute-force, symbolic way), scrub the infected files, warn the worm’s new intended victims, and alert the parents of affected students. But at least now they knew what to do.

Relief suffused her as she shut down the howling fans and halted the brain jar. Drenched in sweat, she enjoyed the glow of a task well done.

She was writing up her analysis and list of recommendations for Cailee when Talos chirped, “You have a visitor.”
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TWO

She had never seen the man on the screen.

“I’m here to see Julia,” he said. “Julia Z.”

Interesting. He was standing before the main entrance to the building, facing the panel of smart doorbells marked only with apartment numbers. He might be able to see the bank of mailboxes through the glass in the door, but her name wasn’t on any of them.

“Who are you?” asked Julia.

“Piers Neri.” He looked anxious, impatient. “Are you Julia?”

She considered him: white, late forties or early fifties, fit enough to show that he worked out, but with the kind of hunched shoulders that suggested an office job. Blue button-down shirt, black relaxed-fit jeans, shoes with wool uppers. A waterproof messenger bag popular with the commuter rail crowd. Probably a manager at a tech company. Maybe sales. Incongruously, there appeared to be wisps of a flesh-toned print-and-stick tattoo on his left cheek, the kind that was supposed to fool facial recognition systems.

Meanwhile, Talos superimposed onto the screen the publicly available information that could be found on the man. He was forty-nine, a lawyer, senior counsel at CarterMorrow, one of Boston’s finest law firms, with a sterling reputation in tax, real estate, and white-collar criminal defense. His own specialty was corporations and partnerships.

Okay, so she wasn’t perfect at Sherlocking someone’s profession. It was at least sort of close.

“I don’t know you,” she said. She didn’t think he was dangerous, but she wasn’t going to just let some strange man into her apartment.

“Please,” he said. “I got your name and address from Nick.”

That was interesting. Nick Shan was the pro bono lawyer who had saved her. The closest thing she had to family.

On the screen, Talos was recommending that she send him away. The AI usually preferred the prudent choice; she had trained it that way. People tended to craft personal AIs to be the versions of themselves they wanted to be.

But she was who she was.

She pressed the button to unlock the building door.



Piers sat on the chair next to the coffee table (it was that or the futon) while she offered him a glass of tap water, which he accepted gratefully.

She noticed how his hands shook as he took the glass from her.

“What’s the Z short for?” he asked.

“It’s not short for anything,” she said.

“Your last name is just the letter Z?”

She looked at him, no expression on her face. After a moment, he lowered his eyes and sipped from the glass.

She let him talk without interrupting. He told his story succinctly and clearly, with a few digressions that helped fill in the picture. She wasn’t surprised; lawyers generally tended to be good storytellers.

Piers Neri was married to Elli Krantz, an oneirofex of some renown. (Julia hadn’t heard of her as she knew nothing about vivid dreaming.) The childless couple lived in Carre, a wealthy inland suburb on the west side of Boston, about twenty miles from Paine. Piers commuted downtown for work three days a week. When Elli wasn’t on tour, she stayed home. Both were active in town affairs: running library sales, organizing lectures by professors from Wellesley and BU, corralling volunteers to clean up the public parks, and so forth.

“It wasn’t a fairy-tale marriage, but I thought we were happy.”

(Here, Talos discreetly pulled up a photo of Piers and Elli’s house on the monitor behind Piers so that Julia could see it. She whistled mentally. It was a very nice house, even for fancy-pants Carre.)

But everything changed on Friday, three days ago. When Piers woke up, Elli was gone. Her EV was in the garage; her phone was in the charging cradle; her jewelry was neatly arranged in the box on the dresser, the lid open invitingly, as usual; even her purse was still on the chair in the dining room, where she had left it the previous evening. Elli herself, however, was nowhere to be found.

Thinking that she had left on an early morning run or a walk in the woods to be alone, Piers had gone about his day. He made coffee, fed Frankie, their seven-year-old tabby with the soul of a dog—she loved humans—and drove to work, where he struggled vainly to review opposing counsel’s jurijinn-drafted revisions to a contract. (Piers readily admitted that he hadn’t exactly kept pace with the machine-augmented direction the practice of law had taken; in fact, his specialization at the firm was dealing with clients who didn’t trust contracts written by neuromesh.) A few texts to Elli went unanswered, but he wasn’t alarmed. Piers knew that when Elli was working, trying to figure out a new dream, she needed to be left alone.

He only began to worry when Elli failed to appear even when he returned home after work. Calls, increasingly frantic, were placed to her friends, the library, the town historical society, the Blue Flower Coffee Shop, Revolutionary Antiques—no one had seen her. He drove around the neighborhood, spiraling away from their home, peering into well-manicured bushes and quiet New England woods as his anxiety mounted.

Finally, around nine in the evening, he reported her missing. Officer Pupillo of the Carre Police Department came by, sat with him in the living room, asked questions, and took down his answers.

“I don’t know much about live dreaming,” said Officer Pupillo, a big man with a booming voice, when the silence grew awkward.

“Vivid dreaming is a young art,” Piers said, the correction given discreetly.

Pupillo didn’t seem to notice. “My daughter likes her. Told me she’s really smart. I understand she’s got a lot of fans.”

“Yes, Elli’s amazing.”

“Has she ever decided to just take a day to be by herself? Get away from, you know?” Pupillo mimicked clicking a camera shutter. Despite the situation, Piers found the quaint gesture endearing. These days, obsessive fans were more likely to operate drones than click a shutter—assuming any even knew how to use an antique camera.

“Elli isn’t quite famous enough to have that kind of problem yet,” Piers said. “We still have our privacy. She’s gone on artistic retreats alone to recharge the creative batteries. But this is different. She’s always told me.”

“Just saying. I wouldn’t worry about it yet. Artists can be eccentric. Call us in the morning if you still don’t know where she is.”

On Saturday morning, Elli didn’t show up downtown for a prep meeting for her next tour, and that, more than anything else, finally got the police to pay attention. Who would miss a meeting about making millions of dollars if they could help it?

(As Piers talked, Talos brought up on the monitor highlights from the news coverage, and Julia glanced at the photographs of Elli: mid- (maybe late) thirties, blond, high cheekbones, hazel eyes, athletic figure, dressed the way your typical stock-photo-trained AI imagined artists. Basically, she fit the role.)

Within twenty-four hours, the story had become the talk of the town. While Piers was right that Elli Krantz wasn’t quite a household name, a rich, beautiful woman, especially one with an exotic profession like dream-guiding, whetted the public’s appetite for tragedy.

Volunteers (in person or with drones) scoured the woods of Carre, and curious gawkers drove by Piers and Elli’s home. Social media was full of rumors and speculation. So far, the searches had turned up nothing.



Julia stopped him.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “None of this has anything to do with me.”

“I’m getting to that. Let me—”

She shook her head. “You’re bad news. You’re a suspect.” It wasn’t a question.

“I haven’t been told so,” Piers said. “But yes, I suppose I am. It’s always the husband, right?” He tried to laugh it off, but it came out ghastly.

“The police are watching you,” she said, “to see who you are meeting, where you’re getting help. The last thing I need is attention from the cops. I need you gone.”

“Please!” He lowered his voice immediately, but she could see how he strained with the effort. “Nick said you could help.”

She looked into his eyes, and then she shook her head again. “You’re lying.” Nick Shan would never send a man like this to her; he knew better than anyone how she needed to stay out of trouble. “How did you get my address? I’m not in any directory.”

Piers let out a little pff of guilt. “All right. I’ll be honest. I used to run the pro bono program at the firm. When Nick was working on your case years ago, he asked me to get him some pro bono associate hours. So the firm still has access to Nick’s file on you, and I looked up your information that way.”

Julia knew that the right thing was to tell him again to get out. But instead, she let him go on.

“I need your help. And I’ve been very careful. No one followed me here.”

Julia snorted and gave him a look.

“I’m not as useless as I look,” he said.

She nodded at the wavy “tattoo” lines on his face. “That stuff is absolutely useless against any facial recognition algorithm from the last ten years. If you got that by asking ChatKNOW for advice, you are as useless as you look.”

Piers looked sheepish. “You’re right. I don’t know much about that stuff. But I drove at fifty the whole way on 93,” he said. “Everyone passed me. If someone was trying to stay with me, I would have seen them.”

Her skepticism receded, just a little. Maybe the police weren’t quite as focused on him as she feared. “Your firm bio says nothing about criminal defense.”

“That’s because the last time I was in a courtroom—and that was civil, not criminal—was fifteen years ago. But I like reading thrillers.”

The skepticism shot right back up. “Come on.”

“I know you don’t want to be involved,” Piers pleaded. “But just give me five minutes to explain.”

“The clock is running.”



On Sunday afternoon, Piers got a call from an unknown number. (Normally, his phone was set to ignore unrecognized callers, but since Elli’s disappearance, he had left it open to be able to take calls from the police.)

“I have her,” said the voice on the line. Male, deep and raspy, with an accent that was hard to place. “Listen very carefully and do exactly as I say.”

“What?” Blood roared in Piers’s ears.

“Do you know who I am?”

“I have no idea.”

The voice chuckled. “I’m going to ask you again. If you lie, I won’t call again. Do you know who I am?”

Piers’s mouth felt dry. “I really don’t.”

“Good.” The voice suddenly relaxed. “She took something from me. Get it back to me, and I won’t hurt her. But if you take too long, things will be very, very bad for both of you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“You’re a smart man. Figure it out. Oh, I hope this is obvious: don’t talk to the police.”

His hand shook, but he forced himself to sound calm. “I want to see her and talk to her.”

The voice laughed. “I know what you’re trying to do. You want to talk in code. See if she can pass you some information. She’s good at that, right?”

“No! I just want to know she’s all right.”

“One second.”

He waited more than a minute. A video arrived on his phone. The vantage point was high, perhaps taken from a surveillance camera near the ceiling. Elli, sitting on a stool next to a kitchen counter cluttered with papers and bags of groceries, was eating a bowl of cereal. The kitchen had triangle-tiled floors and busy floral wallpaper. Dressed in a blue blouse and faded jeans that seemed taken from a thrift store bin, she looked disheveled but physically unharmed. A timestamp in the corner of the image indicated that the video had been shot that day.

“You need anything else?” a voice—Piers couldn’t tell if it was the same man who was talking to him on the phone—spoke from out of frame.

Elli didn’t look up. Her eyes were focused on a piece of paper before her as she held the spoon. She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“We don’t have much time,” the voice said.

“I’m not going to change my mind,” Elli said.

The video ended.

“She’s very stubborn,” said the man on the phone. “I could apply pressure, but it will be messy. I’d rather you cooperate and get it back to me.”

“But I don’t know what you’re looking for! What does she have?”

“Like I said, you’ll figure it out. And just so you know I’m serious, go look in the shed.” He hung up.

Piers went into the backyard and opened the door to the shed where they stored yard supplies. On the floor was Frankie’s stiff, unmoving body.



After Piers dropped the video from his phone onto her PC, Julia looped it. Next to the video window, Talos put up a scrolling log of various analyses.

Piers, hovering behind her, asked anxiously, “What do you think?”

She blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of public footage of Elli, so it’s easy to make a seamless simulacrum of her. You would know better than anyone else. Does this look like her? Sound like her?”

“Yes. I think it is her. But I was hoping you could, you know, tell me for sure.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” she said. “All the stuff you hear about bladerunner software killing AI-generated content? Way exaggerated. Bladerunners are about as reliable as polygraph tests—better than chance for sure, but nowhere near infallible. The algorithms are developed by companies that want to tamp down AI-generated astroturfing, so it doesn’t have to be perfect to be effective. Besides, every time people discover some characteristic that they think distinguishes AI content, an AI can be trained to disguise it. Humans are still better than bladerunners at detecting faked videos, especially if they know the subject well. Still, even close friends and family can’t be 100 percent accurate—and I know nothing about her.”

“Is there anything like a watermark or signature you can look for?”

“There are things you can do to sign footage at the hardware level, which is what they do in expensive security cameras and bodycams, to prove that it’s from a particular device and unmanipulated. But those aren’t applicable here.”

“Assuming the footage is real, can you figure out where this is?”

A note of desperation had crept into his voice. Julia could see that he had been hoping she could tell him the video was fake. She shook her head. “There’s no outside lighting to correlate against the timestamp. So, the only things we have to go on are objects in the kitchen. The wallpaper pattern, the furniture, the tiles—nothing can be isolated to a particular region, or at least Talos hasn’t been able to. I can’t do anything with the acoustic signature of the room, either. Everything is so generic.”

“Is she at least still in the country?”

“Possibly. But faking an American kitchen is the easiest thing: again, because there’s so much material about us out there. It’s the cost of being the cultural hegemon—”

Her monitor beeped.

“What is it?” Piers asked, anxiety cracking his voice.

“Talos wants my attention.” Julia glanced at the toast notification popping up in the bottom-right corner; her eyes widened.

In addition to the doorbell at the building entrance, Julia had installed a few other small cameras around the apartment complex: the bird’s nest in the maple overlooking the parking lot in the back; corners of the rooftop looking down at the main roads in; the back entrance, with the dumpster to the side. That was the other problem with data: the more others watched you, the more you were compelled to watch others to protect yourself, and so everyone ended up living in the panopticon. Custodes se ipsos custodiunt.

Julia couldn’t possibly monitor all the camera feeds herself; Talos was in charge of that. The AI notified her only when something truly unusual occurred, and what the cameras now showed certainly qualified.

The apartment building, facing south, was on School Street, with Lantern to the west and Shawmut to the east. Behind the parking lot, beyond a wrought-iron fence, lay Hill Lane. At each of the four corners, a man loitered. Whether standing still or casually strolling about, they looked alert and watchful.

Julia cursed. “Looks like your driving trick didn’t quite work.”

Piers looked pale. “They don’t look like police.”

Julia zoomed in on the men. “You’re right. But that’s even worse. Elli’s kidnapper is a man with resources. Who did she piss off?”

“I really have no idea. This is a nightmare.”

Julia looked at the report she had been writing for Cailee. “And I thought this was going to be a good day,” she muttered.

“I’ll leave right now,” Piers said. “They won’t know that I came to see you.”

Julia looked at him. The lawyer swallowed involuntarily, and the knuckles of his right hand, clutching his phone tightly, were white. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Yes, despite his terror, his first thought was how to keep her out of it.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He tried to offer her a reassuring smile but failed.

“And I’m sorry I’m no help,” she said.

Piers chuckled. “I really thought you were just going to enhance the video and figure out where Elli is.”

She laughed back weakly. “Yeah, not how it works.”

As he went to the door, she almost stopped him. Let me help. But she held herself back.

“I can’t even save myself,” she muttered.
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THREE

Julia tried to focus on the report for Cailee, detailing the procedures for getting the school’s systems back to normal. It was difficult but enjoyable work. Writing good directions was a little like programming, but for people, and she liked the elegance of clear instructions that anticipated what could go wrong. Order in the face of chaos.

Another Talos toast popped up on the bottom of the monitor.

She glanced at it: a view of the parking lot behind the building. Piers was pulling out onto Shawmut in his Acura MDX. The timestamp showed that it was a recording from a few minutes ago.

“Why are you showing me this?” she asked.

In response, Talos switched the feed to a view of the corner of Shawmut and Hill. The footage was sped up. The man loafing there watched Piers leave, pulled out his phone to make a call, and then began walking toward the parking lot.

“Is he parked here as a visitor?” Talos flashed the screen twice. Negative. “Huh.”

Talos switched the feed one more time to the dumpster cam. The timestamp was now in red, indicating that the view was live. The first man had been joined by another, and the pair were walking through the parking lot toward the building’s back entrance.

“What the…” Julia’s face felt cold. Piers was gone, and one of his tails had watched him leave. So why were they coming into her apartment building?

Talos switched to the front entrance again. The other two men, who had been watching along School Street, were now striding up the entrance path toward the main door.

They were coming for her.

“Damn it.”

Panic. Her vision glowed red. The menacing figures, the sense of being hunted—she thought she had left all that behind…. She couldn’t pull her eyes away from the camera feed.

The men in front of the building were peering through the glass, likely examining the names on the mailboxes. One of them, with smooth, chubby cheeks, held out his phone and took a picture, while the other, with a small nose and a sharp chin that reminded Julia of a rat, casually glanced about. The pair then retreated to the street, strolled twenty yards toward Lantern, and sat on a bench.

Julia’s building had been converted from a school, and the front lawn, which used to be the playground, was flat and devoid of trees. From their bench, the men would have an unimpeded view of the entire front of the building.

Baby Cheeks, who had taken the picture, worked on his phone while Rat, his companion, seemed to act as a lookout.

Back to the dumpster camera feed again. The two men in the back—one of them with short-cropped gray hair, bulging arm muscles, and a stiff, formal bearing, the other more wiry, with a lazy, slippery gait that verged on slithering—chatted as they walked a loop through the parking lot. She couldn’t be sure, but Muscles seemed to be dangling his phone from one hand, likely scanning the license plates.

The cool blade of reason sliced into her red-hot panic. They didn’t know who Piers had come to see in this building. They were researching the residents now, picking out likely candidates.

That was good. The name on the mailbox belonged to Cailee, who had cosigned the lease with her. Even if they somehow followed that trail and got Julia’s name, they wouldn’t find much about her online—her juvenile records were sealed, and she had been very careful about not linking any online persona to her offline life.

However, that could also be a problem: ordinary people had public records; too much anonymity, the kind she preferred and cultivated, made one stick out. A good datahound’s attention algorithms might single her out as suspicious precisely because she had left so few data trails.

She considered her options. She could just wait them out, gambling that the men wouldn’t even get her name, much less figure out that she was the one Piers had come to see. But if the bet failed, she would be trapped here with nowhere to run (she imagined Frankie the cat dead on the shed floor). She could call the police right now, before things got bad. But what was she going to say to them? Knowing the police, they’d suspect she was up to her old tricks, doing something she shouldn’t.

Her best option, it appeared, was to run.

She had no time for anxiety, for worrying about what she couldn’t change. She had to act.

Keeping one eye on the camera feed, she changed quickly. As she didn’t expect her lock to keep those guys out should they decide to bust in, she had Talos scan the inside of her apartment for anything that she needed to (and could) take care of: signs that Piers had visited, possessions that she really couldn’t afford to replace, objects she didn’t want strangers to touch.

It was depressing how short the list of things Talos picked out was. She had so few possessions of value, so few personal items that reminded her of who she was. Even after a year of living here, she was still adrift, ready to run at a moment’s notice.

At least her rootlessness was helpful at this moment, she tried to cheer herself with the thought.

Once changed, she quickly drafted a one-line message to Cailee, attached her report (unfinished, but it would have to do), and pressed send.

She packed. After stuffing the backpack with her standard bug-out kit, she grabbed her tensor bank, a blocky, dense computing stick about the size and weight of the clunky smartphones from when she was a child. This was possibly the most expensive piece of equipment she owned. It was where Talos kept the most critical parts of itself—the neuromesh trained on all its interactions with Julia, the books and documents and streams she had read and studied, the personal photographs and videos, essentially everything Julia would like to remember about herself but couldn’t fit into her brain. Usually, Talos was docked into a desktop rig for extra processing power and storage, but when Julia needed to run, the tensor bank was the only part she had to take. Talos would be slower and missing some data, but it would still work. Besides the built-in phone-sized screen, the tensor bank could project a virtual screen on a nearby surface. In addition, Julia had installed a mobile modem for data and phone calls that she could disable with a simple slider switch.

Also into the backpack went Puck, her morpho drone, and her fusion vision glasses. She put on her sensepin, which was connected to Talos’s tensor bank. With these essentials safe, the thugs were welcome to ransack her secondhand furniture and outdated computing equipment.

The last item on her mental checklist was to put her everyfixit in cerberus mode, which directed the household maintenance robot to pretend that she was home—periodically make some noise that could be heard in the hall, run the dishwasher and flush the toilet, decline visitors on the doorbell. Although she didn’t like to be videoed, she did give the everyfixit enough samples to simulate her on the smart doorbell. “Keep watch and record everything if they try to break in,” she told the cylindrical robot, about the size of a small dog, who flashed its lights in acknowledgment. “Good boy.”

She slipped into the hallway and gently closed the door to her apartment behind herself.



Will was bored. An exciting stakeout of a guy in the news had turned into… sitting on a bench while your buddy sent pictures to someone too lazy to walk around the building.

Actually, the sending was already done. Victor, the man who had hired them, would presumably look over the pictures and decide what they should do next. Rex was now absorbed in “research.”

“Did you just tap-tap that? You know that’s gotta be a scam, right? That can’t be a real girl.”

“Shut up,” Rex said without looking up from the scrolling profiles. “You’re the one sleeping with a plastic pussy, so what do you know?”

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

Rex gave him the finger.

Will scratched the stubble on his sharp chin as he shook his head ruefully. Rex had lost so much money to those “dating sites.” Since the sad sack was an avid consumer of porn, the scummy dating sites, which also owned the porn sites, knew everything there was to know about him. The AI-generated girls told Rex precisely what he wanted to hear and teased him with what he wanted to see, and although even the basic bladerunner on his phone screamed at him that these girls were just AInimations, he happily paid for their “cosmetic surgeries” so they’d look more perfect for him when they finally met in real life.

At some level, Rex must have known that he was paying for an illusion, Will reflected. He just didn’t care. Dating was such a fucked-up game, with women putting up dozens of A/B-tested AI-enhanced profiles guarded by auntiejinns designed to filter out men who didn’t meet their sky-high standards, and desperate men in turn deploying donjuans and darcyjinns to query thousands of profiles at once, hoping to break through the auntiejinn brigades. And if what his sister told him was true, it wasn’t any better if you were queer either. It was all just bots talking to datajinns talking to deepfakes talking to digisapiens. He had read somewhere that 99 percent of the traffic on the web these days was between AIs.

Everyone he knew was lonely. So maybe Rex was fine with paying for an AI-girl to be nice to him, just as Will himself slept with a doll. They had to cope.

Will’s phone beeped. It was Victor, who was in the parking lot with Ty. “Stay alert,” the man said. “You’re being paid to watch, not to zone out.” He hung up before Will could reply.

Victor freaked Will out. The man, with his powerful build and deliberate movements, looked ex-military or ex-intelligence, and those eyes—dark, cold, always judging—made Will feel like a mouse being regarded by a cat. How did Victor know that he and Rex weren’t paying attention? Did he have eyes that could see around the building or something?

Rex put away his phone. The two took turns casually looking at the front of the apartment building, tracking who was coming in and out. They were supposed to take pictures of residents leaving and returning and alert Victor to anyone suspicious.

Will’s mind started to drift again despite his best efforts to force himself to stay on task. He decided that after this gig, he was going to tell Ty that he didn’t want to work for Victor anymore. Sure, the man from out of town paid well, but Will didn’t like how they were always kept in the dark about what was happening. The whole weekend, Rex and Will had been assigned one task after another: go here and take some pictures; follow that person and see what they’re up to; drive over to this store, pretend to browse, and film everyone inside for five minutes. Never were they given any explanation for why these things were done. Ty, who passed them the instructions from Victor, didn’t seem to know any more than they did, though he mumbled something something RICO something conspiracy. But Will knew Ty had just been repeating the babble he got from some cheap ambulance-chasing jurijinn.

Money alone wasn’t worth it, Will decided. He didn’t mind doing dangerous things: driving fast, running hard, punching faces and feeling the satisfying crunch of crushed cartilage. (He cracked his knuckles just thinking about it.) But he preferred getting in trouble for crimes he wanted to commit, not someone else. He might be a convicted felon and small-time criminal, but still, he had pride.

His phone beeped again. Victor. “I told you, stop zoning out.”

“How are you doing that?” Will blurted before the freaky man could hang up again. “How can you tell what we’re doing?”

“I installed a productivity monitor on your phones.” He hung up.

That was the last straw. Will fumed. To be treated like some office worker! To be spied on through your own phone! He had chosen this life because he cared about freedom like any red-blooded American, damn it.

But he was determined to get paid for today, at least, which meant he and Rex had to figure out some way to overcome the boredom of watching a suburban apartment building.

He nudged Rex. “Show me the names you got from the mailboxes again?”

Rex obliged. They agreed to play a game to keep themselves occupied. One would watch the front of the building while the other looked up the names to see what exciting tidbits they could find. Then they’d swap.

“There are some good-looking women in this building,” Rex said after browsing for a bit. He whistled appreciatively. “My bot thinks this one might be an escort. Think that’s who that Piers guy came to see?”

“His wife has been kidnapped, the cops are poking around all suspicious, and you think he drove out here to pay for a quick lay?” Sometimes, Will felt like he was the only one with a brain in the group.

“You never know.”

“You’ve been living in your fantasy world for too long.”

“Again, says the guy sleeping with his toaster.”

Will was about to tell Rex to let him have a go with the research when a woman emerged from the front of the building and walked down the steps. She was Asian, in her early to mid-twenties, looking businesslike and efficient in blue jeans, a white top, and a crimson cardigan, a sensepin discreetly peeking from her lapel. Her hair was tucked under a hard hat, only a few wisps sticking out the back. In her left hand, she held a clipboard with the commonwealth’s seal; her right hand clutched a bulky, old-fashioned phone next to her ear.

Rex waved at her. The woman, intent on her phone conversation, ignored him as she walked at a quick clip down the entrance path.

Snippets of her one-sided conversation drifted over to the pair.

“—said he was going to pick me up… twice… I’m going to be late to the next site….”

Will gave Rex a discreet nudge to stop staring. “And put that away,” he whispered harshly as Rex tried to take a photo. “She obviously doesn’t live here.”

That was the problem with people these days, Will lamented. They never thought. Probably the result of too many smart machines around. Despite his chosen profession, Rex didn’t seem to understand that the less you put yourself in the awareness of anyone associated with the government, the better. The fool had even waved at the woman when she was wearing a sensepin! Even a building inspector, some low-level bureaucrat, could become a problem if she paid too much attention to you.

“No… No. It’s fine…. Pick me up after my four-fifteen…. Sure. I’ll swing by the other Section 41-J along the way. You wouldn’t believe the plans they filed—”

She turned down Lantern and disappeared.

“Nice ass on that one,” Rex said. “You ever think a hard hat makes a girl really hot? Like an extra ass on top?”

“Jesus! You really need to get laid.” Will shifted away from him on the bench.



She got rid of the props in a dumpster next to the train station but kept her long hair pinned up. The trick she had learned from the old days still worked: no one suspected you if you wore a hard hat and carried a clipboard.

The design of metropolitan Boston’s ancient public transportation system was such that to go from Paine, in the south, to Carre, in the west, she couldn’t just follow the direct route of one of the looping beltways. Instead, she had to take the commuter rail into the city and then take another commuter rail to go back out. It was all like spokes on a wheel, fitting for a city Oliver Wendell Holmes once mocked as “the hub of the solar system.” The egotism of it struck her as portentous. Hadn’t she, who had at one point been the center of too much attention, spent years trying to get away from it all?

The trip took hours, but it did have the benefit of giving her plenty of time to think.

She had gotten away from those guys tailing Piers for the moment. However, if they eventually realized that Piers had come to see her and realized that she had run from them, they’d be even more determined to find her. She was now involved in Piers Neri and Elli Krantz’s case, whether she liked it or not.

The sense that she had lost control again infuriated her. She had worked so hard to leave that feeling behind. She fought to get her emotions under control. Beyond the rage, underneath the cooling adrenaline, she had to admit there was a thin frisson of thrill, of excitement. There was something in her that craved this: running, plotting, watching for an opportunity from the shadows. Trying to do something that mattered.

Maybe Nick was right. She needed therapy. But she never was one to do the sensible thing, was she?

One step at a time. The way out was forward. The first thing she needed was to see Piers.

Did they—she decided to just call them the kidnappers—actually have Elli? She couldn’t be sure. Generative AI had made just about any view through a camera suspect. But this was a case where a mistake one way was much worse than the other. It seemed safer to assume that the video was real and to help Piers figure out precisely what Elli had that they wanted.
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FOUR

On the border of China and Myanmar lie the Gaoligong Mountains, a beautiful line of rugged peaks and deep valleys, sparsely populated by humans but amply filled with orchids, ferns, bamboos—some species of which were found nowhere else in the world—as well as macaques, jungle fowl, and red pandas, with even the occasional Asian black bear and Bengal tiger.

The humans who lived here were ethnic minorities in both countries. As the people with armies and governments took all the good farmland, they were squeezed into increasingly secluded parts of the mountains, where they hunted, gathered, and farmed using traditional methods.

There were no roads, no cars, no electrical lines—some of these hidden valleys were among the last places untouched by data pollution and the benefits as well as ills of “modern” civilization.

One of these valleys, named Naymaw by the locals, was on the Myanmar side of the border, and until about twenty years ago, it was no different from any of the other undeveloped valleys of the Gaoligong. But in that year, a team of engineers guarded by soldiers blasted a road into the valley, drove the local people away, and began to dam up the Ayungya River running through it. The dammed-up river was made to turn turbines to generate electricity, and a little compound, guarded by men with machine guns, grew up around it.

As there was no town around the compound, there was also no local gossip or rumor, but a few internet geography enthusiasts who examined the satellite imagery aggregated from different mapping sites did begin to notice it. Speculation pegged it variously as a secretive military base, a drug lord’s hideaway, a general’s last-stand fortress in the event of a coup or revolution, or some other equally fantastic facility. But it was so out of the way that the speculations could never be confirmed.



The young man, Chinese, gaunt, naked, with scars both fresh and old over his body and face, knelt by the dam. The air, about fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit, made him shiver. To the side and below, the raging torrents from the spillways formed a misty outflow pool. Two guards stood on either side of him. They didn’t carry guns—there was no need.

Before the young captive stood a man in his forties. In his expensive European suit and practical Adidas sneakers, he projected an air of easy authority. Stocky build, long nose, weak chin, lush and curly brown hair that had begun to go gray, amber eyes that caught the sun like a cat’s—he clasped his hands in front of his chest sorrowfully, the slender fingers displaying a feminine grace marred by the extra-hairy knuckles. Of mixed ancestry, he preferred the old-fashioned term “Eurasian” for himself.

“This was your fourth escape attempt,” he said in Mandarin. “Are you stupid?” His accent was terrible, but he liked to speak to his assets in their language. It was a way to assert power over them, forcing them to decode his syllables, to guess at their meaning.

The young man said nothing.

“What do you think would have happened to you even if you hadn’t been caught?” the older man asked, switching back to English, the language everyone in the compound understood. All his men called him “Boss,” though his business partners usually referred to him as “the Prince,” in reference to his own claim to European royalty through his father’s side, which no one had ever bothered to confirm. “For one thing, the locals do not like strangers. They’re very good shots with their little bows. Failing that, in your hunger, you would have eaten something poisonous. And then, of course, a tiger or a bear could have eaten you, if the snakes and mosquitoes and scorpions hadn’t finished you already.”

The young man looked up at him and spat. He was so weak, however, that the spittle dribbled down his chin.

One of the guards struck him on the side of his face with a club. The young captive fell over, screaming and then moaning. He spat blood and a few teeth. His jaw had been broken.

“Shut him up,” said the Prince. “I’m trying to talk here.”

Duct tape was produced, and the young man was gagged and helped up so that he could kneel again.
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