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      Protect her. Those were the words Lyla felt thrumming through Mac, after the grenades clinked along the sidewalk bordering the elementary school and popped out plumes of pale smoke that smelled like burnt sugar, as soon as he detached from the surrounding ring of Secret Service agents to haul her from the ground and swaddle her against his chest. The words belonged to President Molly Walker. Protect her. POTUS said them each morning she left her granddaughter with Mac. It started years ago, back when Molly was a congresswoman and Lyla was a giggling clump of dough. Now the woman was the most powerful person on the planet and the girl was as tall as a kitchen counter, quivering against his chest. Protect her.

      “Little Bird is falling,” Mac said into the watch on his wrist, detaching himself from his emotions, “I repeat, Little Bird is falling.”

      “Roger, Big Bird, eyes on,” a voice crackled in his earpiece, coming from one of the rooftop snipers, perched on high.

      “Targets?”

      “Negative.”

      “Headed for transport,” Mac said, remembering the hulking armored car further down the sidewalk, outside the mist.

      He kicked the grenades into the street while the other agents formed a circular phalanx around him and the girl, turning outward, throwing their forearms across their noses and drawing their guns. Mac drew his own piece and held his breath and buried the girl in his shirt. The hiss of gas sputtered to a stop and the wail of fleeing pedestrians faded, the world masked by a quiet twilight haze.

      “Move,” he said.

      Together, they crept along the sidewalk, toward the edge of the shroud, but stopped when bullets pebbled the pavement around them.

      “Hold.”

      Lasers sliced through the smog.

      “Eagles, you got anything?” Mac asked into his wrist.

      The lasers drifted until they settled on the heads of the agents surrounding him and the girl.

      “No,” Mac said.

      He squinted through the fog while the ring of agents ducked and the lasers ducked with them.

      “No!”

      In a single second, a colossus of bullets synchronized into one biblical shot, like a ripple of thunder and lightning, splitting the earth in two. Blood splattered through the grey air, and the agents flopped to the ground.

      Lyla saw nothing but the insides of her eyelids and felt nothing but his pulse barreling through his breastbone and heard nothing but the gruesome din of the real world. The roar of gunfire and the dull slap of flesh against stone. Her body shook while her mind desperately tried to fantasize Mac and the other agents as a team of superheroes clobbering a horde of monsters, pows and bams erupting from each hit in colored bubbles that painted an image of the good guys saving an equally good world.

      Mac clutched the girl to his chest. Huffed through the smoke. Soaked in the aftermath. Men and women he’d served with for years, people with families and hobbies and even dreams that still endured into midlife, reduced to bodies and blood. A massacre plucked from war. Activating the best and worst parts of himself. The ones that could create and the ones that could destroy.

      Protect her.

      Mac ran. Away from the carnage, down the sidewalk, out of the smoke. Knowing he was alone. Up ahead, where the car should have been, the road was empty. He pivoted toward the nearest building, looking for targets but finding none, when a bullet tore into his leg and his knee crashed to the cement. He pushed off the ground and into a hobble but another bullet tore into his other leg and then he fell, twisting as he arced down toward the sidewalk so that he would take the blow and the girl would be safe.

      His back thudded against the concrete and she rolled out of his arms, his gun skittering across the sidewalk.

      Pain. Roasting through his legs, beating the muscles across his back like a mallet against meat, rushing him back to each time he’d taken a bullet while deployed, doing things for what he’d thought at the time was the greater good. He looked down. Blood leaked from his calves and seeped through his pants. He tried scraping himself up to a standing position but kept collapsing, his legs limp and searing.

      The girl.

      Mac rolled on his side, his head lolled against the pavement, and looked at her.

      She was on her side too, facing him, her eyes fluttering open and closed, creating the same look she often had late at night, when he would watch POTUS tuck her under a shield of blankets.

      The grenades. They must have spurted sleeping gas to neutralize the girl. Which meant he was next.

      Her lips moved but nothing came out. It looked like she was trying to say his name, the man who had sworn an oath to keep her safe, the only thing her brain could formulate as she drifted off to a dangerous sleep.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Mac said. “We’re going to see each other again. You’re going to be okay.”

      Out of the swirling smoke, dissipating by the second, strode a masked figure. Black pants, black leather jacket, black motorcycle helmet with the visor down over the face, Heckler and Koch MP5 in its hand. Not an inch of skin in sight. Mac crawled toward his gun but the terrorist kicked it away, stepped on his side, and rolled him on his back.

      The terrorist looked down at Mac. Tilted its head, as if out of curiosity. Flipped the selector switch on the submachine gun. Aimed the barrel at his stomach. Pulled the trigger.

      One bullet, more blood. This time in his mouth. Iron coating his tongue, his body desperate to spit the stuff out. It wasn’t something the girl should have to see. Mac swallowed it and almost hurled and rocked back on his side to reach out and touch her tiny fingers, curled toward her palm, her curly hair thrown across her face and her eyes barely visible behind her shuddering lids, wisps of smoke worming through the air between them.

      Another terrorist snatched her from the ground and then their hands were pulled apart. His and hers. Severed.

      Lyla, slung over the shoulder of the monster that had taken her, saw nothing through the slits in her drooping lids but the shrinking image of the man whose name she couldn’t say, laying on his side, spurting blood like a toppled fountain.

      Protect her.

      Mac watched the terrorists jump in a van and squeal away down the street. As his mind slipped from his body and blood erupted up his throat, the chill of death freezing its way through his legs while the faraway howl of ambulances grew, he held onto only one thought.

      He would do anything for her. Even this.
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      Just one drink, that was all she needed. Something to get her through the next few moments.

      Robin pulled the flask from her trench coat, looked around the daylit alley of puddles and garbage, and tossed back a swig of liquor. Nothing left to do but her job. Fragment detective. Sift through the memories that clung to everyone and everything. Solve the case and collect her commission, the same loop of work that had ensnared her for almost two decades, ever since she was eighteen.

      She tugged off a glove and dropped a scrap of cloth into her now bare hand. Minutes ago she’d torn it from the shirt of her target, Sahil Khatri, seventeen years old, a trainee who’d escaped A-Cad, the Academy of the National Institute for Frags, where kids like him became people like her. Fragment detectives. She’d tracked the target back to his parents, hiding in their apartment while he contracted work for the Frag Liberation Front, a terrorist organization led by a man known simply as Joel. No other intel. She’d been hunting him for years, the most wanted man in the world, broadcasting untraceable manifestos, growing a syndicate of rogue frags and their sympathizers, deploying everything from misinformation to violence to lobbying to get what he wanted, which was supposedly a world where frags, like Robin and Sahil and even Joel himself, could live freely. Whatever the hell that meant.

      Leaning her gloved hand against a brick building, she closed her eyes, letting the memories that clung to the cloth in her bare hand drown her in a torrent of bleeding watercolors.

      The target. That was who she was now. Days before.

      Sahil, sitting at his desk, a puny remnant of his childhood, his fingers flying across his keyboard as he hacked into a server for an anonymous contact in the FLF.

      Running to the local bodega in the middle of the night for an energy drink, a bag of chips, and a pack of cigarettes he bribed the clerk for, going home, taking breaks from programming to sit by his open window and puff smoke out into the warm night air, feeling like a man.

      Robin scrubbed through the memories.

      Sahil, coming back from a snack run the next night to find his parents waiting for him in their cramped living room, his laptop open on the coffee table, his mother yelling at him in Hindi for getting involved with a terrorist organization, his father silent beside her.

      Grabbing his laptop and slamming his door and working until dawn, messaging his FLF contact, letting them know the job was almost done, not knowing why they needed him to hack this particular server but simply happy to contribute to a cause he believed in and make some money doing it, dumping every payday into an untraceable bank account so that one day he could disappear for good.

      More scrubbing.

      Sahil, grumbling when his mother nudged him awake and told him there was a woman there to speak to him.

      Panicking when, through his cracked door, he saw her. Robin. Hair cut close to her head, body robed in a black trench coat, hands in her pockets, the black gloves she wore poking out and telling him who she was and why she was there.

      Pushing his mother from his room and shutting the door, locking the knob, stuffing his laptop and clothes into a backpack, the knob twisting from a hand on the other side, rattling against the lock.

      Freezing when the knob went still and quiet.

      Running when the fragment detective kicked in the door, heaving open the only window in his room and throwing a leg out onto the fire escape, imagining what his life would have been like without the NIF, a fantasy of hopping onto the rusted platform after school to play video games and watch the sunset.

      Yelping when she dragged him back into the apartment and tossed him on his stomach and pushed his cheek into the carpet that smelled like sandalwood, foreign instead of familiar, while she whipped out a pair of clacking cuffs.

      More focus.

      Sahil, panting and confused when the fragment detective rolled off him.

      Scrambling away and seeing the aftermath, her slumped against his dresser and him standing above her, his dad, palming a statue of Shiva the Destroyer, the two of them, father and son, sharing a look that felt like the last of their lives.

      Grabbing his bag as his mother rushed into the bedroom and gasped, dropping to her knees and clamping her hands together, praying for the fragment detective to spare her son.

      Thinking of an address, wrenching away when the stunned fragment detective clenched the bottom of his shirt, trying to push the address from his mind now that she had ahold of him, the shirt tearing while he looked at his parents, now complicit in his crimes of escaping the NIF and aiding the FLF, and he thought about how much he still loved them, and how he never told them that, and—

      An address. That was what she needed. Robin cycled back through the memories and caught it swimming in a sea of fear the moment Sahil looked down at her.

      89 Bargo Street.

      Something compelled her to cycle further back though, until she was looking at his parents the night before she’d come for him. They looked so much like her own parents, or at least her memories of them, way back when. Unsure of how to keep their child safe.

      The wail of ambulances and cop cars zooming by pulled her out of the stew of color and sound and worst of all, feeling. Too much of that and she’d fall apart. Unravel.

      Robin opened her eyes. Back in the alley. That was where she was. Remembering.

      2021. She was five years old. On an ordinary day at school she grabbed a bar on the playground and suffered an onslaught of every sense and more, thinking and feeling and being, whipped into a monsoon of memory that belonged to someone else. She screamed, fell on the woodchips, wondered if it was real. It happened the whole rest of the day, anytime her hands touched anyone or anything. Touch then scream then flinch or recoil or stumble, drowning in memories that weren’t hers. Somehow it hurt, up in her head, like a hot knife lodged in her brain, searing and splitting. Pain without pain. She cried. Saw the nurse. Called her parents. They picked her up early and pegged her with questions.

      What happened?

      Are you sure?

      Can you tell us where it hurts?

      Are you sure?

      From then on she stayed home from school, wearing a pair of fuzzy winter gloves her parents shoved on her hands while they figured out how to stop their child from suffering.

      Soon the truth swept the news. Cases like hers, bouts of insanity linked to bare hands, had popped up all around the world, always in children her own age. Her parents were relieved to learn there were others like her, but she still felt like a freak, especially once the scientists identified the problem, a genetic mutation that affected less than .00000006 percent of the population, which, out of a pool of eight billion, came to just under five hundred kids who could glimpse the recent experiental energy that apparently clung to nearly everything. Skin, clothes, rocks. Everything but water.

      The woman who discovered the mutation nicknamed it Erodium. Robin always wondered how she’d come up with that name. What it meant.

      Why the gene had flipped when it had, across the globe and all at once, and how exactly mutants like Robin did what they did, pulling Erodium energy to experience the recent past of others, were questions that still didn’t have answers. The science had been at a deadend for decades. That didn’t stop people from speculating though, everyone from religious leaders to conspiracy theorists dropping their suspicions into the communal pot, brewing a gumbo of fear and anger that always boiled into hate.

      Some scientists argued that the mutation was actually an evolution, and that evolution only arose as an adaptation to stress. For a time Robin believed them, early in her career, when she still believed everything happened for a reason.

      2052. She had a headache. Got them all the time. She knocked back another swallow from her flask. Dropped the scrap of cloth and watched it sink to the bottom of a puddle. Slipped back out into the moving mass of Washington D.C. Flagged an autocab and slid in the backseat. Slid her NIF credit card through the reader and stated the address. 89 Bargo Street. When the cab pulled away from the sidewalk she pulled her flask from her coat and took a sip. Barely enough to constitute a drink. Any more and she’d be compromised, she knew that, but she needed to go through the motions. If only for a drop of the stuff.

      Apprehend Sahil Khatri. If she did that she could go home and drink until she was as close to gone as she could get.

      Midway through the trip, the cab stopped in front of a mob of protesters swarming the metal bars guarding the White House lawn, spilling into the streets, shouting, their mouths chomping air while they bobbed their signs and slogans up and down.

      MAKE CHINA PAY

      TAKE THE MOON

      STOP THE FRAGS

      Three issues, intricate and nuanced but reduced to three words a piece, nothing new, war cries all railing against President Molly Walker.

      “Would you like context for the current protests?” the artificial intelligence driving the cab asked with the dialect of a human but the energy of a computer.

      “Fuck context,” Robin said as the cab was swallowed by protesters. She knew enough.

      China and the moon and frags were all tied together in one ugly knot. Walker had spent decades in Washington trying to win what historians were calling the Warless War between America and China, the planet existing without a definitive superpower while the two countries fought with everything except actual firepower. To her credit, Walker hadn’t been afraid to risk political capital for policies that kept America racing alongside China, but change was slow, and there were always people ready to burn the system down if it didn’t happen overnight. Now, as President of the United States, Molly Walker was playing political chess against Lu Huang, President of China, with no end in sight. The Warless War had lasted so long it felt like the globe was a boiling cauldron, simmering at the rim, ready to explode. Robin wasn’t sure what the people wanted from Walker. War, it seemed. The real thing. Maybe a magic wand that could wind back the clock and return things to what they’d once been, all that time ago. America reigning supreme.

      “Take the moon,” the AI said, clearly analyzing the protesters and their slogans. “Speaking of which, you ever go to space? If you use the code UPANDUP I can offer you ten whole percent off your first purchase of a flight from—”

      “Buy silence,” Robin said.

      “That’ll be a buck ninety nine.”

      “Fine.”

      The AI chimed and went silent.

      Robin looked out the window and scanned the sky for a faint grey circle and found it among the clouds, hovering like a pale coin. The moon was at the center of the latest but possibly last fight of the Warless War. America and China were both lobbying the United Nations to open it up to colonization. The theory was that whoever could dominate the moon, a hunk of resources waiting just above the earth to be used, would dominate the next hundred years of human progress. And win the war. Finally.

      “Fastest route to 89 Bargo Street,” Robin said while the cab, wedged in a long line of other cars, inched through the horde of protesters.

      “This is the fastest route,” the AI said.

      “Find another.”

      “Sorry ma’am, no can do. We’re in the thick of it now. Another buck though and I can give you a verbal tour of the capital. Did you know the White House is older than—”

      “Silence.”

      The AI went silent. Robin was thinking about getting out and running through the crowd and flagging another autocab once she was free of the throng when a protester, his hands sheathed in white gloves, banged on her window and plastered a sign against the glass.

      STOP THE FRAGS

      “Tint windows,” Robin said.

      The AI chimed. “That’ll be an additional—”

      “Just do it.”

      “Sure thing.”

      As the windows tinted she flipped off the protester and watched him morph into a lunactic. Punch the window. Call her a pig, a bitch. Abomination. Others stared, listened, morphed, put on their own white gloves. Followed the cab. Banged on the roof and spit on the windows. Regurgitated his slop. They couldn’t see her but that didn’t matter. They knew she was there. Behind the dark glass.

      “Silence outside,” Robin said. “I don’t care what it costs.”

      The AI muted the lunatics. After a minute of screaming and seeing nothing but their own reflection, they picked another car to harass, but before he wandered off, the first lunatic taped his sign to her window, the words barely visible through the tint.

      STOP THE FRAGS

      She, they, frags, were the crux of the country. A problem only Molly Walker had ever truly dealt with. Back in ‘22, after Robin had spent a year melting into a muddled pool of fragmented memories anytime their hands touched anything, a tech startup founded by entrepreneur Nicolas Hardy invented a device that, when implanted in the brain of a frag, tuned Erodium energy from chaos to calm, a still sea of memory, turning a curse into a gift.

      That was what he’d marketed the Erodium mutation as. A gift.

      The problem was, Hardy priced the device like a jet.

      Enter Molly Walker, at the time a newcomer to Washington with a dazzling resume. Teacher, lawyer, mother. Walker drafted a bill called the Walker American Supremacy Act that allowed the government to subsidize those Erodium devices in exchange for service to the country. For kids like Robin that meant training and time served as detectives and spies, at home and abroad, making commission on each case, whittling away the balance on their contract until the metal in their brain was paid off. Back then everyone applauded, but now people on both sides of the aisle, idealists and bigots, slammed WASA for enslaving frags or empowering them. Robin just thought it gave her purpose. An answer to who she was and why.

      Then came the National Institute for Frags.

      And then Robin was safe. All it took was her parents signing away the rights of their only daughter to the NIF.

      Four years ago, when Robin showed up at the polls reeking of booze, she’d stared at her ballot, at the name Molly Walker, for so long a poll worker asked from outside the voting booth if she was okay. Now, again, it was an election year. Two months until Robin would have the opportunity to reelect the President. The stakes were higher than ever. Molly Walker was running against Nicholas Hardy, the man who helped her create the NIF when Robin was just a kid. Three decades had turned an eccentric into a crackpot. Floating amidst his conspiracy theories and insults, Hardy argued WASA hadn’t gone far enough. He never said what he meant by that.

      As the cab finally emerged from the legion of protesters and left the White House behind, Robin took a drink.

      89 Bargo Street turned out to be a bar called Anything Goes. The neon sign was cracked, the letters formed out of filthy tubes that hung above a plain door in a stout building. When Robin entered the place she took a headcount. Two at the bar. Three in a booth. One behind the counter. All men. Six total. Then the rest of the room. Sticky puddle of dried booze. Hole in the floor. Loose boards laid across a table. Back door in the far corner. Every square foot smelling of cooped up sweat. The men all chanced a look at her. Gloves and a trench coat in the summer heat. A fragment detective if they’d ever seen one. There was a fair chance they were only looking out of curiosity, but she couldn’t afford to be fair. Being fair might end with being killed.

      At the bar she kept her hands in her pockets but one of the men in the booth still pulled on a pair of white gloves. Clenched his jaw. Spat.

      “Cute,” Robin said.

      “On the house,” the bartender said, wide round body and puffy red cheeks and mountainous grey beard, pouring four fingers of scotch in a glass and leaving the bottle on the counter.

      “No thanks.”

      “What can I do you for then?”

      “I’m looking for someone,” she said.

      “You and me both sister.”

      “Not a lay, a fugitive. Name is Sahil Khatri. Seventeen. Black hair. Shorter than me.”

      “Seehil, huh?” To his credit the bartender barely missed a beat, his cheek flinching at the mention of the target but nothing more. “Didn’t even know that was a name.” He arched his back and thrust his pelvis out and looked at an old man sitting at the end of the bar. “Hey Rick, you ever hear a name like Seehil?”

      “Can’t say I have,” the old man said, tipping beer into his mouth. Small. Thin. Wearing a worn green jacket. The look of a veteran. Might be carrying.

      Robin stared the bartender down before pulling out her badge, the crest glossy and black against white leather. “Last call.”

      “I told you, I don’t know anyone named Sahil.”

      “You mean Seehil.”

      The bartender turned away and wiped a glass with a rag. She watched him in the mirror that stretched across the wall behind the bar. Kept her eyes on his hands. Waited for the sudden glint and swoop of a firearm.

      Instead he titled his head toward the back door.

      Robin grabbed the bottle of scotch and took a swig. “That’s for lying to me.”

      “She can’t do that,” a man in the booth said, spit dribbling down his goatee onto a hard hat beside him, drunk by way of a nine beer cluster.

      “Should you tell him or should I?” she asked the bartender.

      “Quiet now, Bobby,” the bartender said. “She means well.”

      Robin almost laughed. “Thank you kindly.”

      “You should be ashamed of yourself,” the old man at the end of the bar said.

      She turned and almost pulled her gun, prayed he’d pull his, thought about dying, wondered what it would be like to blink out in an instant, to forget everything forever, to simply cease being, but all the old man did was slug the rest of his beer and stare at himself in the mirror behind the bar.

      Leaving him and the others to drink and churn in angst, Robin stepped through the back door and into a narrow hallway. The walls were cracked and the carpet was hard and at the far end was a doorless frame filled with a thick curtain of hanging beads, sunlight and cigarette smoke floating through the still columns. Behind them came the hush of people arguing in whispers. She crept down the hall, but a few feet in, the floor beneath her creaked, and the whispers died like a baby suddenly smothered in its crib.

      She stopped. Back out in the bar someone told a joke and the others laughed. More silence. Then she heard them. Footsteps. Soft, slow, dwindling by the decibel. Moving away from her.

      She tapped her ring finger to her palm and her gun, an HK, shot out her sleeve and nestled in her hand. Warm. The trigger a magnet. Tugging her finger.

      As she again crept forward she analyzed the runway of ratty carpet ahead of her, trying to guess which spots would creak, moving in tandem with the target backing away from the curtain of beads, a pattering tango, like dancing with a ghost.

      When she was almost at the end of the hall another floorboard creaked beneath her foot.

      More silence.

      Then steps exploded into thuds.

      Robin shot through the beads and cleared her corners before surveying the room.

      A desk piled with papers. An ashtray with a pair of fizzling stubs. A frail man sitting in a chair, milky eyes, gaunt cheeks that looked like their tissue had been sucked out by a vacuum. A peeling black door with a dingy brass knob the size of a walnut. Half open.

      Robin stormed through it.

      A wet alley. When she looked left she saw the target, Sahil, disappear around the bend, out onto the sidewalk. Retracting her gun, she ran, her arms and legs pumping like bladed pendulums, pacing her lungs, settling in the sweet spot between falling behind and burning out.

      She rounded the corner and barreled into the flow of pedestrians, rushing and weaving, elbows everywhere. They all looked at the target running with a laptop and then looked back at her, a fragment detective, before stepping aside, leaving nothing but a clear channel of pavement between him and her.

      At the end of the block Sahil rounded the corner and Robin rounded it seconds later.

      Then he was gone.

      Then she saw an alley on the left and turned into it.

      There he was, up ahead, belting through the chute of concrete that bisected the buildings, his long black hair falling out of his bun when he stopped to tip over a garbage can behind him. Rookie mistake. It slowed them both down. Delayed the inevitable. She vaulted over the can and slipped back into a sprint, the maze of architecture muffling the world to nothing more than the faroff honking of horns and the nearby slapping of shoes on manmade ground. Quiet all around.

      He rounded another bend into another alley and she followed.

      Then there was nowhere left to go. At the end of the alley, a towering fence blocked the way, the sidewalk sitting just beyond it.

      But the target still ran. Stupid. He couldn’t climb it. He’d try but he’d fail. The thing was twenty feet tall with holes too small to stuff his feet inside, plus he had his laptop under his arm. At best that gave him a limb and a half. With more time he could scale the fence with just his arms, A-Cad ensured that, but he didn’t have more time. She had him. He just didn’t know it yet.

      Robin slowed to a stop.

      Sure enough he jumped up and hung on and scampered up but fell down. Feet on the ground. He shook the chainlink with everything he had but all it did was rattle and shudder. Denial. She could feel it from here. He even chucked the laptop up and over and watched it smash against the blacktop on the other side.

      Robin sighed. “It’s over, Sahil.”

      “For you maybe,” he said, his fingers clinging to the fence like claws while he stared out at the street just feet away.

      “All they’ll do is send you back to A-Cad, maybe tack a decade on your NIF contract. You’re too valuable for them to do much more than that. We all are.”

      “I can’t have more years man.”

      “Well if you hadn’t backed out of your contract—”

      “—I didn’t sign that contract—”

      “—and conspired with a terrorist organization,” she said, “then we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “The FLF are not terrorists.”

      “They kill people.”

      “You kill people,” he said.

      “There’s a difference, and if you still can’t see that, I may as well put you down now.”

      “You have a badge and they don’t.”

      “On your knees,” she said.

      He shook his head and turned to face her. Sharp bone structure, whiskers lining his upper lip, green eyes that seemed to wilt when he spoke. “I can’t go back.”

      “Yes you can. You have a year left at A-Cad. Stick it out. Then you can work the beat until you have your contract paid off, and at that point, if you really think being a fragment detective is so bad, you can save some cash and do your own thing. Open a coffee shop for all I care. It’ll be boring and pointless but at least you’ll have money.”

      “Money is a shackle.”

      “Don’t be a puppet,” Robin said, recognizing the cliche from a distorted broadcast uttered by Joel, the leader of the FLF.

      “Money is a shackle and the NIF is a jailor,” Sahil repeated as if Joel was hovering above him, pulling strings attached to his mouth while he stared off into space. “Once they’ve got you, they’ve got you for good. By the time my contract is paid off I’ll be like you. Nothing but a frag.”

      Flashes of the past. Training at A-Cad. Reprogrammed until she was who they wanted her to be. Tactical, manipulative. Empty. Sucking up memories, shucking them for intel, tossing them over her shoulder. A walking void.

      “Let’s try this again,” she said. “On your knees.”

      “Please don’t send me back. Please. I just want to be normal.”

      “That’ll never happen, you know that. There’s no going back. People like us, you and I, this is who we are.”

      “It can’t be,” he said.

      “What are you so afraid of?”

      “You.”

      “I’m exactly who I’m supposed to be,” she said.

      “And that’s the truth?”

      “On your goddamn knees.”

      “What did you say just now? Don’t be a puppet?” Sahil reached behind his body and spewed more FLF garbage. “Freedom means simply making the choice to be free. No matter the cost.”

      Robin stood with her arms at her sides, her hands ready, her fingers still. “Don’t do this, kid.”

      His face looked like it was about to crumple, like origami squashed in a palm.

      The target whipped his hand out and the moment she saw his gun she tapped her ring finger against her palm and her gun popped out of her sleeve and she swung it up and aimed at his shoulder and fired a single bullet.

      And missed.

      He fell back, the fence clinking as he slid down the side, his torso lurching, his chest bleeding.

      It was a shot she could have made with her eyes closed if she wasn’t drunk from the empty flask in her trench coat. Now feeling heavier than when it was full.

      She stayed where she was. Kept the distance between them. Blood slithered through the  clefts in the pavement and his body twitched and his eyes swiveled up at the sky, sickeningly beautiful, blue and white, crisp and clear, solid all the way through. While a crowd gathered on the other side of the fence, along the sidewalk, staring, whispering, recording everything with their phones, Robin flashed her badge and called the cops and ignored the corpse, burying the guilt, indulging in the ugly honest satisfaction that she was glad it happened, glad he’d pulled a gun so she could pull hers and shut him up so she didn’t have to listen to another fucking word he said.
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      When the police arrived the body had become so still it looked like a prop in a diorama, lit by red and blue flashes from the cop cars and ambulances on the other side of the fence, the stench of wet garbage making the body smell far older than it was.

      One of the officers in the alley noticed her gloves. “Frag?”

      Robin flashed her badge.

      The cop eyed the gun on the concrete, the one the target had dropped when she neutralized him. “He fire on you?”

      “Didn’t get the chance.”

      The cop looked down at the body. “Shame.”

      “Shame what?”

      “Just shame is all.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Shame.”

      Robin took an autocab to the Hull, the headquarters for the National Institute for Frags, and parked nearby, the sun hidden below the horizon, the sky emitting a sherbet glow. By now the target was in a body bag, heaved onto a gurney and shuttled into an ambulance, driven to the back of the Hull, wheeled into a wide elevator that plunged into the bowels of the windowless stone white skyscraper, shoved in a cold dark box in the morgue. She didn’t see it happen but she knew how it worked. Had been around long enough.

      She looked at the laptop sitting on the seat beside her, sealed in an evidence bag, recovered from the alley. Took a drink but spat it out the window, disgusted by the way it made her mind deliciously curl. She went for another swig and braced herself to glug it past her tongue but the flask was empty. Fuck. She licked the drops on the rim and ran through the two stops she had to make before she could go home and top herself off.

      Forensics.

      Medical.

      She got out of the cab and hiked up the long steps leading to the Hull. Pressed her bare palm on the pad next to the door. Ignored the memories stuck to it. Walked into the lobby. Surrendered her gun and the laptop to the guards at the security desk. Said nothing. Pushed away the fear that rushed her whenever the weapon left her body. Stood on the metal disk in the floor and let the AI in the ceiling sweep her body. Grabbed her gun and the laptop once it chimed. Stepped into the elevator. Wished the thing would hurry up, whisk her through what little was left of this case so she could put it all behind her.

      Forensics. Fourth floor.

      The elevator opened into a bland modern shiny empty lobby, a monitor on the far wall flanked by doors that led back to the labs. On her way to the monitor she crossed paths with a frag on his way to the elevator. He looked at her but quickly looked away like he knew her. Most frags did. She’d solved every case she’d ever taken. One of the oldest still around. She hated how much she loved it, the reverence for simply doing her job. It only got worse as the years dragged on and they treated her less like a person and more like a legend. Deep down, beneath her ego, she wished no one would ever look at her again.

      At the monitor on the far wall she put her bare hand on the palm pad, again ignoring the memories stuck to it, and a chamber below slid open. She put the laptop inside. Typed the case number on the monitor. Logged some words.

      laptop used by target. linked to Frag Liberation Front. possible data.

      Robin wondered what Sahil had done for the FLF. If any of it had been good.

      Back into the elevator. One more stop and she could head home. Fall in bed and drink. Forget.

      Medical. Fourteenth floor. The blow from the father, thumping her in the head with the Shiva statue, still hurt. Throbbed. Reminded her what had happened. Protocol dictated a medical eval whenever she was injured. Maybe she’d get some painkillers for her trouble. Finish the job at home with alcohol. The doors opened and she stepped into an identical lobby. Bland modern shiny empty. White everywhere, everything bathed in bright light. Monitor on the far wall flanked by doors that led to exam rooms. Some chairs and a coffee table and some books, the covers smooth and the pages white, the spines uncracked. She plopped into a chair and sank into the cushion.

      “Someone will be with you shortly, Detective!” the AI monitoring the lobby said from an unknown source. “Let’s hope you’re not bleeding!”

      Years ago it had been funny but by now she’d heard them all and had the scars to show for it. Nicks and hacks, stab wounds, a burn or two, mottled knots of tissue that patched over bulletholes. These days being drunk was the only thing that ever got her hurt, and she paid for it in the same currency she always had. Blood, sinew, bone.

      While she waited a man exited one of the doors flanking the central wall monitor. Mason, a frag, coat and gloves and boots, only a few years younger than her. Tall, wide, big all around, mostly muscle but his gut starting to show, sporting a goatee that had only gotten thicker since she last saw him. For a while they’d slept together, on and off, when they both had time between cases, sex and nothing more, the man rambling about his targets while she sipped whiskey and watched the city sleep, until one day, for some reason she still didn’t know, she just stopped calling him.

      “Miss Robin,” he said.

      “Detective,” she said.

      “What’re you in for?”

      “Head. Blunt force trauma. Single hit.”

      “Object?” he asked.

      “Statue.”

      “Of?”

      “Shiva,” she said.

      “Destroyer of worlds?”

      “I think so.”

      “Ironic,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re still here.”

      “I guess,” she said. “You?”

      “Knife.” Mason pulled up his shirt and showed off his bandaged stomach.

      “Slash or stab?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I killed the fucker with his own knife for even trying. Flayed him a bit before he was gone. Made him feel it.”

      Robin looked at the books stacked on the coffee table. It should’ve made her flinch, his cruelty, but she and him were the same. Frags. Hard to feel anything thanks to A-Cad. He just took his time doing his job. What did make her flinch was how she didn’t flinch.

      “It’s been a while,” Mason said.

      “It has,” she said.

      “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well how about dinner tonight? I know a great burger joint down on—”

      “No thanks.”

      Mason stared at her, clenched a fist, tensed his jaw, before heading toward the elevator. “Cunt.”

      She searched for a similar insult but couldn’t find one she liked. Let it go. Smirked.

      “Robin Wray?”

      She cringed at her last name, what it meant, where it came from, looked up and saw a doctor leaning through one of the doors. His face was familiar but she’d forgotten his name. Blamed it on the booze. She followed the doc through the door and down a hall, exam rooms on either side, all empty but one, the window in the door giving her a glimpse of a frag, a woman, young, undressing for her examination, skin fresh and blank, not a scar in sight. At times like these she remembered who she was. Young but tired. Decades left to live in an already battered body.

      The doc led her into an exam room and she disrobed. Unwrapped the trench coat from her body and tossed it on a nearby chair. Kicked off her boots and tugged off her socks. Her shirt and pants. Then her bra and underwear. Finally her gloves, careful not to touch anything when she let them go.

      Naked. She would have felt insecure if she was younger, if she didn’t have so much alcohol in her blood, if she had a reason to care.

      While the doc calibrated the computer she walked through the door in the wall dividing the exam room in half and stood on a metal disc in the floor. Cold beneath her feet, like a stone plateau in a blizzard, the smell of metal wafting through the room.

      She couldn’t see the doc through the window in the wall. Instead the glass reflected her own face and body back at her, looking like a topographical map of scars. Ridges everywhere. She rarely saw herself. Not in mirrors, not in photos. When she washed her hands she always looked down. And she didn’t have anybody in her life to take photos of her.

      One step left. Medical.

      The room went dark before the AI washed it with colors and scanned her body. Blue. Green. Red. Red. Red. Red. The glass gave her a thin portrait of herself that looked like it had been brushed with blood.

      The target. Sahil Khatri. Man. Kid. Boy. Gun. Bullet. Her hand. His chest. Blood. Eyes.

      Red to yellow to purple to black. Then the room returned to white everything. Walls, floor, ceiling. She winced.

      Time to go.

      She dressed while the doc scanned the data onscreen, thinking of home, of bed and booze, on her way out the door as she flattened the collar of her coat. “Alright then.”

      “Just a moment, Robin,” he said.

      “Detective,” she said.

      “Would you mind waiting a few minutes?”

      “Unfortunately I would.”

      “It might be important,” he said.

      “If it ends with you give me painkillers then you’re speaking my language.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Robin waited, hands in her pockets, while she watched the doc work. What was his name? Jerry? Gary? Something like that. She looked at the snapshots of her brain plastered across the many monitors, indecipherable paintings, each clearly illustrating a different type of scan, strewn with numbers and colors and words that meant nothing to her.

      “Must be bad,” she said.

      “Hm,” he said, tapping keys, swapping scans, muttering beneath his breath.

      “I can come back if you need more time.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “I’ve got a thing to get to,” she said. A lie. She wanted to implode, knowing the truth. There was nothing and no one waiting for her back home, at the apartment that looked fancy but vacant, in the bed she laid in only after a case was solved, when her aching body was tired of sneaking a few hours of sleep in cabs.

      The doc stopped.

      “Well?” she asked.

      He wheeled out from the desk and spun around to face her, motioning to a chair along the wall. “Would you please sit?”

      “Why the fuck not,” she said, dropping herself in the chair, waiting for him to go over the damage she’d done to her liver. She’d known it was coming, the cost of a life buoyed on alcohol. Time to live a dry life. Try juicing, running, waking up early.

      The doc removed his glasses and folded them in his hands and the low hum of the computer seemed to swell into a single note. “I’m afraid you have brain cancer.”

      Her body vomited out a joke. “You’re afraid? Imagine how I feel.”

      The silence roared through the room. She didn’t know what to say or do. How to be.

      “Brain cancer?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      The lines and shapes and colors in the room, the ceiling and floor and walls in between, the computer and doc and gloves on her hands, it all seemed to stretch, like the world this whole time had only ever been a thatch hut that just now was experiencing its first bout with wind, the straw frame bending with each gust, headed for inevitable collapse.

      “How? Why? I don’t...” She felt the way she did when she drank so much she lost her grip on reality, traveling past the bounds of inebriation and into the well of herself that remained untapped, reaching in and almost feeling something.

      “The device in your head.” The doc tapped his skull. “Inside is a small amount of uranium. Part of what allows you to do what you do.”

      “To frag.”

      “Yes. Uranium is of course radioactive.”

      “Yes of fucking course,” she said.

      “Unfortunately this was bound to happen sooner or later.”

      “I’m thirty five.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’m only surprised it happened as soon as it did.”

      “How is this legal?”

      “Did you not read the terms and conditions of your NIF contract?”

      “I was six.” The truth was she’d thought a lot about the device in her head, knowing she should learn exactly what it was and how it worked, but she’d always pushed the thought aside, preferring to act like the device didn’t exist, pretend she’d always been this way, in control, almost normal.

      “Ah, I see,” the doc said. “What about your parents? Surely they must have read the contract they signed.”

      Her tongue turned dry. She didn’t have an answer. One of two things must have happened. Either they hadn’t read the contract, or they had read the contract and when they got to the part that said the NIF would put radioactive material in her brain, they signed anyway. It didn’t matter. Her parents had tried to make it all work. The Erodium mutation, her childhood, their family. Gloves and homeschooling and trips to the playground at night when no one else was around to look at her hands and laugh and shout. But she was always going to be a fragment detective. She knew that now, looking back. She’d overheard her parents arguing over what to do with her at night, when they thought she was asleep, their spats always darkening into dead ends. They could shield her hands but they couldn’t give her a life that made sense, where she was more than just a freak without a purpose. At least now she was worth something. Control and money and most of all, power.

      “How much?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry?” the doc asked.

      “Surgery. Chemo. Drugs. What’ll it cost? To move past this.”

      The doc frowned. “Money isn’t an option.”

      “It’s 2052. There’s got to be something.” Her hands balled themselves into fists.

      “There is treatment, yes, and we can cure lesser forms of cancer. But brain cancer this far along is unstoppable. Years from now, maybe, but right now—”

      “Ask around. There has to be a way. I have money,” she said, as if that meant something.

      “Money cannot buy you time.”

      She looked away, lost herself in the wall, awash in the blue glow from the computer, wished this wasn’t happening, noticed how she now clung to life, how afraid she was to die, how close it truly was, death, how it had been gaining on her all her life, behind her back, when she was looking down the barrel of a gun and the spout of a bottle the whole time. “How long do I have?”

      The doc looked around as if he could find some spare chunks of time floating through the air. “At most, a year.”

      A year. Sometimes it passed like a night of sleep. Dead and dull and unreal.

      The doc opened his mouth to speak but closed it a second later.

      “Say something,” she said.

      “I’m so sorry, Robin.”

      She turned and walked out of the exam room, down the hall, into the elevator, headed home, where she could forget this had ever happened. Bury it.
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      Ten thousand dollars. That was the price Robin paid for her apartment each month. Twelve more payments and she’d be dead. Standing in her front door, the loft lit by nothing but moonlight, just how she usually liked it, her home felt like a mausoleum. Marble floors and granite countertops, rugs made of fancy fibers, a tv wider than a car, two long leather sofas, an entire wall of floor to ceiling windows, a fridge deep enough for her to crawl inside, the shelves full of microwave dinners. The place somehow even smelled empty. Uninhabited. Fresh off the factory floor.

      She tossed her keys on the table by the door and kicked her boots off to the side and shrugged her trench coat off onto one of the sofas, stripping her shirt, pants, and socks before wedging her gun in the back band of her underwear. Never knew when she might need a bullet.

      Her gloves stayed on, always. Without them she ran the risk of her hands brushing against her body in the middle of the night, and then the dead place she went to when she slept, soaked in alcohol and bereft of dreams, would morph into a nightmare, slowly but surely, a twisted vision of everything she’d put behind her.

      She needed a drink. Stripped to only underwear and gloves, she grabbed a glass tumbler and some whiskey from the only cabinet with anything in it. Poured some out. Stared at the amber pond, at how much of the glass was still empty. Grabbed another bottle, rum, and dumped two fingers. Filled the rest with brandy. The tumbler was full from rim to bottom, something a kid from afar might mistake for a jar of dark untouched honey. She leaned down, slurped some off the top, brought the glass to her lips, the surface quivering as if a monster was stomping toward her. The potion tasted so much like everything that it tasted like nothing. Bitter bitter bitter.

      Drinking. Pouring. Drinking. Coughing. Drinking.

      Hours later, well after midnight, sprawled on the floor and humming to herself, her eyes fuzzy in their sockets, she’d drank enough to lose sight of herself. That was all she wanted. To forget. Shut her mind off and simply be. Leave behind the panic and pain that surged after she’d heard the nameless doc utter those words.

      Brain cancer.

      A year.

      I am so sorry, Robin.

      What she couldn’t escape, no matter how much she drank, was the fact that the cancer was its own entity wedged in her brain, a corporeal thing that was impossible to run away from. Always there. Taunting her with its invisibility, biding its time until it could strike from the shadows with whatever the hell the side effects of brain cancer were. She hadn’t bothered looking them up. Wouldn’t for some time. Cowering behind the hope that if she simply ignored it, it would stop existing.

      Up on the shadowed ceiling she watched the rest of her life scroll by. Coughing up blood, writhing from seizures, barely able to walk, days spent in the hospital with no one to talk to, drugged out of her mind, dying in her sleep.

      Her parents were the only people she could’ve counted on to remember her, and they were both gone. Her father first, then her mother. Divorced when it happened. He’d died in his sleep when Robin was seventeen. Her mother told her days after he passed. From then on Robin found it impossible to shake the strange feeling that for those few days, she’d thought her father was still alive, out there in the world. Her mother never talked about it, his death. Robin herself had slowly wondered, as the years ticked by and it mulled around in her head, whether he’d killed himself. He’d been a man with issues, syndromes that swung him from one side of the human spectrum to the other, a result of whatever fucked up genes he had colliding with four tours of duty as a Ranger in the Army. She didn’t remember much, but she knew he’d had the capacity to one day offer unconditional love and the next day snarl venom at the people he loved most. He’d been a quiet, solitary, lost, man. Robin wondered if anyone had ever truly known him, including her mother. She’d died of dementia, in a nursing home Robin stuck her in after years of trying to take care of her between cases. It had been her worst nightmare, losing her mind. She’d spent her life studying literature, teaching at a local college, writing her own stories that never went anywhere but were enough to satisfy her craving to create. But then her mind atrophied until she couldn’t write, and then couldn’t read, and then could barely speak. The last time Robin saw her mother was on a cold bright day. Robin wheeled her mother to a fogged window with a view of the frosted field outside, spooning soup into her mouth while reading from her favorite book. One Hundred Years of Solitude. Her mother gazed off into the distance, smiling at particular lines while Robin wondered if the woman was actually there. Robin still had the book. Kept it in the breast pocket of her trench coat. Carried it everywhere. Never read it.

      Deep in the night, when Robin was sitting by the wall of windows, crosslegged, staring out at a constellation of cop cars and ambulances across the city, her phone buzzed. She checked it.

      Thirty thousand dollars. Deposited in her account by the NIF. Her commission for bringing Sahil Khatri to justice.

      She couldn’t remember how many people she’d killed. Early on she’d tried to keep a tally, but as the bodies piled up behind her so did the bottles, until eventually she lost track, or just stopped. She’d saved lives but she’d also taken lives. All for money, things, power. Something that might justify what she’d been through. At A-Cad and after.

      Her phone chimed again. She looked. An order from her boss, Forrest Hughes, Director of the NIF, to report to the White House the next morning via Secret Service. She’d never been. A photo op? An award? Maybe she’d meet President Molly Walker. Shake her hand. Thank her for creating the National Institute for Frags all those years ago. Get a smile, a handshake, a thank you for her service.

      Around the time dawn oozed into the air, turning the city outside a dusty shade of lavender, Robin stumbled to her desk and opened her computer. Synced her hands to the virtual keyboard. Created a new document. Titled it resignation letter. Deleted those words. Left the thing untitled. Started typing. Deleted some more words, things like cancer and I’m sorry and I don’t know. Wiggled her fingers. Knocked back a swig of wine from the bottle. Looked out the window. Typed deleted typed deleted typed deleted.

      Thank you for providing me with a home.

      Thank you for giving me a purpose.

      Thank you for everything.

      She came out the other side with a document that promised her a quiet series of final months in some distant corner of the earth, where she could die drunk and alone.

      Dear Director Hughes,

      Please accept my resignation as fragment detective.

      Sincerely,

      Robin Wray

      There was nothing more to say. That morning, after the sun ascended into the sky and torched the world in light, she would hand him the letter, he would read it, and it would all be over.
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      The next morning Robin woke with her head down on the desk, her cheek smushed into the wood, drool dripping from her mouth, stifling a sour burp that tasted like vanilla and smoke, shielding her eyes from the sun that now blared through the windows like a searing blitzkrieg.

      Was her head throbbing from the hangover or the cancer?

      She pulled herself together with a shower, a liter of water, some pills, and a pair of sunglasses, printing out her resignation letter and slipping it in her trench coat. Paper was a throwback but it felt wrong to end her career with an email, particularly with a man she’d known as long as Forrest Hughes, Director of the NIF. They deserved paper, both of them. Before she left she took some slugs of vodka. Enough to get her through the next few hours without bringing her flask through security.

      Outside, while she waited for Secret Service to pick her up, she passed out on a stone bench.

      “Ms. Wray?”

      Robin shuddered awake. Rolled off the bench into a standing position. Shot her hands into her pockets, digging down deep, out of sight. It was a reflex she’d never been able to shake, hiding her gloves. Without them no one would know who she was. What she was.

      “Detective Wray,” she told the man standing by a loitering car, a large black hulking mass of a thing. She clambered into the car and wedged herself between two more agents in the backseat. Four total including the driver. They all looked like copies of the same man that had been tweaked. Cleft chin. Bald head. Fat neck.

      “You guys brothers?” she asked.

      No one said a word, which was fine by her. More time to lean back and shut her eyes through the hangover still splitting her skull in half.

      Sometime later she heard chanting. Opened her eyes. Saw they were pulling through the White House gates, leaving behind a similar mob from the day before, more signs and slogans, some old but some new. A lot about Nicolas Hardy and how he would save America, plus classics like STOP THE FRAGS. The car windows were already tinted. Perks of the White House.

      When they dropped her off at the entrance hall she tried not to gawk up at the stone columns and high ceilings, chandeliers above and checkered tiles below, lights that glowed like balls of yellow fire. She spotted a school tour, a cluster of generals, a diplomatic envoy. At the security checkpoint they asked for her weapon. Necessary but obnoxious. She pressed her ring finger to her palm. Grabbed the gun that shot out her sleeve. Watched security shift where they stood, as if the air had been electrically charged, hands itching for holsters. Ejected the magazine from the frame. Popped out the round in the chamber. Slid the pieces across the counter to the guard waiting for her weapon. Pushed away the fear that rushed her whenever the weapon left her body.

      “If I get shot I’m blaming you,” she said.

      No one laughed.

      It could have been because she was a fragment detective, and no one trusted fragment detectives. Someone whose hand you couldn’t shake, bare, was someone you couldn’t trust. That was how a target described it to her once, right before she knocked him out.

      Then Robin was shuttled to the lobby of the West Wing and left there to wait, a space that looked more like the living room of a cottage than the waiting room of the most powerful office in the world. Carpet the color of hot chocolate. Red chairs and sofas. Famous paintings hanging on the walls in gold frames. Aides and politicians trickled through the quiet lobby, carrying briefcases, tablets, coffee.

      While she waited she browsed her phone, clicked on content, articles and videos and memes, an endless trail of stuff designed to scoop the grey matter from her skull until there was nothing left but the fuzzy ping of dopamine. Fine by her. Buried in the junk though were the inescapable reports of a shooting not far from where she’d been the day before, when she’d been tracking her target. Cop cars, ambulances. She’d seen some but couldn’t remember when. Sources said the shooting involved Secret Service agents. No other details.

      Was that why she was here?

      Down the same hall she came through earlier came her boss, Forrest Hughes, Director of the NIF. Tall, round, old. Fifties. Bald head. Slack cheeks. Lazy eye. Cold stare but warm smile. He should’ve been a father figure but he wasn’t. Never had been. He’d made efforts over the years but she’d always walked away, the death of her own father always blurred but never far. Every time Forrest tried she felt bad, then angry, then sad.

      Behind Forrest, a frag. Coat, gloves, boots. Wavy black hair, strong jawline, the frame of a short noodle. Youngest frag she ever saw.

      Robin stood. “Sir.”

      “Detective Wray,” Forrest said. “I heard about the target.”

      “It’s done.” Robin tried to forget his face. Sahil Khatri. A kid. Not a boy but not a man either.

      “I’m sorry it ended the way it did.” Years earlier Forrest might have put a hand on her shoulder, but she’d shrugged it off enough times for him to know she didn’t want his pity. He turned to the frag behind him. “This is your new partner, fresh out of A-Cad. Show him the ropes.”

      “Tim Avery,” the frag said. “Detective Tim Avery. Still getting used to the title. Good to meet you.”

      “You too, kid,” Robin said.

      A partner. She hadn’t had one of those in years. She worked better alone. Always had. The resignation letter in the pocket of her coat seemed to be burning through the fabric, growing dense, wriggling to life, reminding her that she had made her choice. She’d never thought about her career ending though. She’d assumed she’d always be a fragment detective. Die young. Not by cancer, but by a bullet.

      “About that partner, sir.” She reached into her coat and pulled out the letter, folded into thirds, now out in the open. No going back.

      “What is that?” Forrest asked.

      “Just read it.” She couldn’t get more than that out of her mouth.

      Forrest took the letter. Looked skeptical. Unfolded it. Read the words she’d written, the ones that would end her career and slingshot her somewhere still and quiet for the rest of her short life. Silence settled in the space between them like foam out of a can, expanding, filling every crevice.

      He must have read the letter ten times over when he handed it back to her.

      “Sir, I’ve thought a lot about this,” she said.

      “This is all you know, Robin. You’re the best in the business, for crying out loud. People spend their whole lives trying to be as good at something as you are, and you’re going to throw all that away? For what?”

      She forced herself not to blurt out her cancer diagnosis. “It’s mine to throw away.”

      Tim looked at the two of them like a child watching adults argue.

      “Is there something I can do?” Forrest asked. “Something bothering you about the job? I can get you more money if that’s what it is.”

      Money. It always came back to money. Money couldn’t fix this though. At first it seemed to be the cancer that was ending her career, her life, but the longer she sat with herself, with her tumorous brain, the more she saw that something far more foreign was driving her to resign and run. Weariness. Confusion. Regret? A flock of entangled emotions that she had only noticed after the diagnosis but now appeared to have been there all along, beneath the surface of herself, accruing mass, the kind that made it impossible to look away from something.

      “I’m done, sir.” She looked off at one of the paintings on the wall, a portrait of a family arranged like dolls, the faces smiling but empty, everything perfect except something inarticulable. “You’ve done everything you could.”

      “I won’t accept that,” Forrest said.

      “You have to.”

      “You have everything you could ever want.”

      “How do you know what I want?” Robin asked.

      Tim shifted where he stood. Shuffled his weight from foot to foot. Hands in his pockets. His gloves barely visible from where they were stuffed. Same as hers.

      “You’re right,” Forrest said. “I don’t know what you want. Maybe I never have. Just... wait until we’re through with this thing. With the President. When we’re done here, if you still want to quit, I’ll frame the goddamned letter on my wall.”

      So their meeting was with the President.

      “Why?” Robin asked.

      “Because you’re going to want to see what comes next.”

      “Which is?”

      “Even I don’t know, but it must be something big. Tim here was requested because... well, you’ll see.”

      “For the record, I have no idea why I’m here,” Tim said, a nonchalance to the way he spoke. A lot like her. Not the kind of partner she needed.

      A door in the lobby opened and a woman entered. Glasses, black hair past her shoulders, a skirt and a blouse, white flats, tablet in her hand. “The President will see you now.”

      “Thank you,” Forrest said to the woman before turning back to Robin. “We’re in the White House. Let the letter wait.”

      Robin knew he was probably trying to lure her back to the life she’d loved to live for so long. It had always been the next case that strung her along, the promise of another mystery, another set of clues. The hunt. The chase.

      The kill.

      She couldn’t lie, not even to herself. She was curious. Working a case related to the President could be the perfect possible cap to her career.

      Depending on the case.

      She hated that she took the letter from his hand, like she had forgotten her resignation wasn’t a request, slipping the letter back in her coat, feeling it pressed up against the book that had belonged to her mother.

      They followed the woman through the door she’d entered through. Forrest, Robin, Tim.

      Halfway down the hall they saw the Vice President of the United States, Manuel Castro, while he spoke with the Secretary of Defense, a man with a face she recognized but a name that escaped her.

      Castro was a hot topic, particularly among her crowd. Frags. Rumor was, he was one of them, which would have meant that when he was a boy, he’d suffered just as Robin had, buckling beneath the weight of the unbound Erodium mutation. But her family had been poor, and his family had been rich. Hypothetically, they could’ve paid for the device that controlled Erodium out of pocket. No need for an NIF contract. Which meant little Manny would have gotten the privilege of living a normal life, a life that eventually led to Molly Walker plucking him from Congress to be on the ticket as her Vice President, the youngest person to ever hold the title. Handsome, intelligent, compassionate. A politician without flaw. Sincerity maybe. Too much of it.

      If someone wanted to sully his reputation, mongering that he was a frag would be a surefire way to do it.

      If he was a frag though then he was doing a hell of a job hiding it. No gloves. A potentially huge political advantage, the ability to pull the fragmented memories of your allies and adversaries. In that case, he might not be a fragment detective, but on the inside he was still a frag. A frag is a frag is a frag. That’s what the whole world echoed on both sides of the debate. The one thing everyone could agree on.

      When they passed in the hall Robin glanced at the Vice President, but he didn’t even notice her.

      She wondered if he fought for people like her in this administration.

      After a minute of walking the woman they were following led them to the end of a corridor, at which point she opened a door that blended into the wall. And then the three of them, Forrest then Robin then Tim, stepped into the Oval Office.

      Ordinary. That was the word that came to mind when she saw the place. The world outside had morphed into an exciting yet dull future no one had been able to completely predict, but the office of the most powerful woman in the world had remained the same. A carpet bearing the Presidential seal. A few dressers and end tables. A pair of sofas. White trim so fresh it looked like it got a new coat of paint each day. Some stray chairs. Even the Resolute desk, the wood looking worn despite it not bearing a single scratch, was the kind of furniture that nowadays was tough to find. Of the earth. The room smelled like timber and dust. The unexpected scent of history.

      By the window, the President of the United States stood and looked out at the world. White suit, black flats. White was her chosen uniform. A symbol of suffrage that the President refused to let fall into the dustbin of history.

      Forrest stepped forward while Robin and Tim hung back by the door.

      “Madam President, it’s good to see you again,” he said, his hands behind his back, his chest puffed out.

      When the President finally turned from the window Robin finally saw her. Curly hair, high cheekbones, asymmetrical nose, thin lips, sharp chin, fine wrinkles. The face of the woman who had saved her life. Without the NIF, Robin would have died before high school. Suicide. No other choice.

      She suddenly had the long lost urge to rub the scar on her skull, beneath her hair, a thin ribbon of tissue that sealed her head together after the docs stuck the device inside. It was an old tic she thought she’d left behind years ago in A-Cad.

      “Director Hughes, always a pleasure” the President said, strolling around the desk to shake the his hand.

      “No one’s always a pleasure, but I’ll live with the lie, Molly.” Forrest took her hand and shook it.

      Robin wondered if the President was bothered by his use of her first name but said nothing because saying something would constitute nagging, and nagging constituted the behavior of a bitch. Maybe it wasn’t worth it when you were that high up, the President of the United States. Maybe then it was best to just let things go. Maybe the only way a woman like the President had made it as far as she had was by ignoring the rotting vegetables thrown at her as she balanced across the tightrope of the political circus for decades.

      The President looked past Forrest to Robin and Tim. “Detectives.”

      Robin crossed the distance between them and shook the her hand. “Detective Wray. It’s an honor Madam President.”

      “The honor’s mine, if we’re taking records and reputations into account.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” the President said.

      Robin looked down at the floor, her boots sinking into the carpet, the toes creased, dirt speckling the leather.

      The President looked at Tim. “You’re young.”

      “Detective Avery ma’am. Madam President. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m used to it at this point.” The President smiled and shook his hand.

      “So, why are we here?” Forrest asked, sitting on one of the two couches that anchored the center of the room. Robin and Tim followed suit but the President strayed back to the window that faced the gates guarding the White House, the protesters beyond the lawn pumping their signs in her direction, their chants lost against the glass.

      “Yesterday afternoon my granddaughter was kidnapped.”

      The statement hung around like a guillotine blade that had somehow paused in midair.

      Robin knew enough about the granddaughter from skimming the tabloids in line at liquor stores. Three years ago the daughter of the President, a lifelong addict who had somehow managed to stay off drugs long enough to get pregnant and deliver a healthy baby with an unknown father, had overdosed in the White House a year into the Walker first term. Leaving behind Lyla Walker, the only kin the President had left. The press dug deep into the story, narratives spooling off the facts. Tragedy for the President, caution for youths thinking about doing drugs, scolding for parents who let their children off the leash. The President did one interview about the loss and then moved on.

      Forrest spoke first. “Your granddaughter. Jesus, I’m so sorry, Molly.”

      “I am so tired of hearing my own name,” the President said, whispering near the window.

      “Madam President. I apologize.”

      “The CIA and the FBI both think it’s the Frag Liberation Front,” the President said, turning from the window and pacing the room.

      “Doesn’t make sense,” Robin said, the words slipping from her mouth, propelled by the curiosity now rumbling in her gut. She sat back and dug her hands into her pockets. “Their agenda, however misguided—”

      “Which is a lot,” Tim muttered.

      “—is to go after frags. So unless your granddaughter is a frag, this doesn’t fit their MO.”

      “That was my thinking,” the President said.

      “Although they do hate you,” Forrest said. “The FLF. Joel most of all. It wouldn’t be a bad way to get back at you for everything you’ve done. WASA, the NIF. All good things, of course.”

      “They’re terrorists but they don’t kidnap children,” Robin said, thinking of the enigmatic leader of the FLF. Joel. A plain name for a man of such magnitude, the moniker somehow stirring equal doses of hope and fear and respect across the globe.

      “Not yet,” Tim said.

      “It’s the mother of all risks to take but without much upside. The only force that could pull this off, and the only force that would even dare to do something like this, is a foreign nation.”

      “Agreed,” the President said, still pacing.

      “Media?” Robin asked.

      “In the dark until we find out what’s going on.”

      “Contact with the kidnappers?”

      “None so far. They’ll reach out eventually. If they wanted to kill her they’d have done it then and there, on the street.”

      “This was yesterday’s shooting?” Forrest asked.

      “Yes,” the President said.

      “What’s the damage?”

      “Nine dead Secret Service agents. One in critical condition.”

      “Will he make it?” Robin asked.

      “Yes. Three bullets, two in the legs, one in the stomach, but he’ll make it.”

      “Surprised he’s alive.”

      “So am I,” the President said.

      “So this agent, he saw what happened. He saw who took her. Lyla.”

      The President flinched when Robin said the name. “Yes, he saw them. Animals. Nothing to identify them visually, but he said he heard them speaking Mandarin.”

      “Ohhhhhhhhhh,” Tim said.

      “What?” Robin asked.

      “So that’s why I’m here.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “Zhōngwén,” Tim said.

      “What?”

      “I speak Mandarin. Learned it back at A-Cad. Something something, know thy enemy.

      “Your man, the agent, he’s sure it was Mandarin?” Robin asked the President.

      “He was stationed for three years in Vietnam, on the border of China. He knows the language.”

      “China,” Forrest said. “It makes sense. Kidnapping the granddaughter of the Commander in Chief. That’s leverage. It’s bold, but it could be exactly what Lu’s been looking for.”

      Lu Huang, President of the People’s Republic of China. He and Molly Walker were roughly the same age. Both spent their lives working their way through their governments, now playing political chess head to head. Lu was unnervingly calm and smart, wise even, going back decades, when he hadn’t been much older than Tim. To Robin he’d always seemed like he had something to prove, as if being the leader of the only country to challenge American supremacy in a hundred years wasn’t enough. He wanted more. Needed it. Quiet but ravenous.

      “We don’t negotiate with terrorists,” the President said. Robin was surprised by her stoicism. She searched her face for some trace of emotion but found none.

      “Mandarin doesn’t mean China,” Robin said. “That’s not much to go on.”

      “Not on its own,” the President said, grabbing a folder from the Resolute Desk. “You’re the one who turned in the laptop that belonged to Sahil Khatri.”

      “Yes.” Robin tried not to flinch when she heard the name.

      “Forensics found emails corresponding with government addresses in Beijing, as well as traces of a hack that slipped through our systems and extracted the logistics of my granddaughter’s security detail.” The President dropped the folder down on the table between the two couches.

      Robin paged through the report on the laptop. Fingerprints that matched Sahil Khatri. Data analysis that recovered any and all digital activity. Ones and zeroes and a whole lot else she didn’t understand. She skipped ahead to the end and read the conclusion. It checked out. Emails from Sahil Khatri to government addresses in Beijing, culminating in a hack that extracted the logistics of Lyla Walker’s security detail.

      “Doesn’t add up,” Robin said. “Sahil was working for the FLF.”

      “Maybe he got greedy,” the President said, running her hand along the Resolute desk. “Money greases many things.”

      Robin wasn’t sure, but two pieces of evidence corroborating the same story were enough crumbs to start building a loaf. “So why do the CIA and the FBI both think it’s the FLF?”

      “They have different intel,” the President said. “That’s all I can say.”

      “Sounds shady,” Tim said.

      “They’re the intelligence community of the United States of America. Let’s give them the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Then why are we here?” Robin asked.

      “Because they’ve already got frags chasing down the FLF lead.”

      “You want us to find her?” Forrest said. “Follow the China lead and see where it goes?”

      The President looked at Robin. “Your record is perfect.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” Robin dug her hands deeper into her pockets. It was true, her record was perfect. Technically. She’d solved every case she’d ever been assigned. But she’d also grown apathetic. Suddenly a bullet meant for a shoulder instead ripped open a chest. A day earlier she might have memorialized the compliment as the apex of her career, but things had changed.

      Sahil Khatri, dead. Brain cancer, hers. Lyla Walker, kidnapped. A girl that didn’t look all that different from Robin when she’d been young, before Erodium.

      “You’re the best frag we’ve got,” the President said.

      “I see where this is headed.” Robin stood from the couch and headed for the door.

      “I’m not asking.”

      “I don’t do kids.”

      “Bullshit,” the President said.

      “I don’t. They—”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      Robin shifted in place. “I told you, I don’t do kids.

      “And I told you to tell me the truth.”

      “The truth is I’m done. I handed in my letter of resignation this morning.”

      “That’s not true,” Forrest said.

      “There are other frags out there,” Robin said. “I can give you some recs.”

      “Objectively, you’re the best,” the President said, “and I need the best on this. I can’t afford to take any risks.”

      “I’m the definition of a risk,” Robin said.

      Liquor. Apathy. Cancer.

      “Your record says otherwise,” the President said. “You’ll make more money on this case than you’ve ever earned in your entire life.”

      “It’s not about money,” Robin said. The words felt strange coming out of her mouth. It had always been about money. From the moment she’d solved her first case and earned her first commission, money was the star she looked to in the sky to ensure she was headed in the right direction. It was the whole point of the job. Reaping a check that assured her that what she was doing was right.

      “If this was about more than just money, you’d have signed on the moment I offered you the opportunity to find a little girl before she’s murdered,” the President said.

      Robin tried but failed to shake the image of her empty apartment. It wasn’t empty of things but of things that mattered. Barren. No family, no friends, no lovers, at least none that stayed beyond a single night. Her life had been her career, and her career had been her life. This was all she’d ever known, being a fragment detective, trudging through mysteries, asking questions until she found answers. And now she was turning down the case of her career. One last chance to do something good.

      To her surprise she suddenly found herself standing by the windows behind the Resolute desk. Wandered there without realizing it.

      Atop one of the two endtables along the wall of windows was a picture of the President and Lyla Walker. They were picking worms, their overalls smeared, fishing poles on the ground beside them, the girl focused on the dirt, smiling, a few teeth missing, the woman staring with an expression Robin couldn’t decipher. A cabin in the background. Trees all around. Green and brown dotting the landscape that sat below a clear blue sky and a pack of pure white clouds. Like a finger painting. Everything simple.

      “This her?” Robin asked, her eyes unable to look away.

      “Yes,” the President said. “You can pick it up if you like.”

      Robin twitched, almost slipped her hands out of her pockets. The granddaughter looked so much like herself, the way she’d looked way back when. Before Erodium. In the few photos she had of herself from that time. Curly hair, puffy cheeks, a few missing teeth.

      “You read the news, I assume,” the President said.

      “Yes.” Robin remained where she was, her back to the President, the photo on the table within her grasp.

      “Then you know how much my granddaughter has been through.”

      “I know enough.” Robin knew about the girl but also knew the President was suffering her own living hell. Losing her daughter to drugs, now potentially losing her granddaughter to terrorists, the last living piece of her daughter. A tragic loop.

      “Then I am asking you, one last time, to take this case,” the President said. “Maybe the intelligence agencies are right but I don’t buy it. There’s something else going on here. I won’t ask again.”

      Robin closed her eyes.

      She was a little girl. Weeks spent under the twisted reign of the Erodium mutation. Alone and hurt at all times, feeling like a freak that no one could ever love again. Her parents shouting late into the night. The same revolving argument about how to fix her. Her father only used that word once, fix, but she’d never forgotten it. And then came the day her life pivoted on. In the morning they told her they had a surprise, driving far out into the woods, down highways, then unmarked roads, then dirt roads, until they pulled in front of the A-Cad, an estate an hour away from any sign of society, her mother sobbing when they left her, her father dry eyed but holding her for what felt like an eon, the pair of them telling her over and over again that nothing would change, it wouldn’t, nothing would change, it wouldn’t, nothing would—

      Money. She could tell herself she was taking the case for the money. Believe the lie long enough for it to become the truth.

      “How much?” Robin asked, turning to face the President. One last job and then she’d be done. Find the girl and then fly off to some beach far from the rest of the world, sizzle away her remaining months, drinking, drugging, forgetting all that came before, so that when her death finally came she would be nothing more than a husk that knew nothing but the endless pleasure it had steeped itself in.

      Robin expected the President to be shocked but she looked exactly as she had before. Stoic, face etched with fine lines that looked like they had been engraved by a machine. The woman strode to the desk.

      “A million.”

      Tim laughed.

      Forrest shook his head. “Madam President, I’m sure Detective Wray, now understanding the gravity of the situation, would be willing to do it for—”

      “Deal,” Robin said.

      “Deal,” the President said. “I’ll have my people email you the contract.”

      For a moment so brief she wasn’t sure it was real, Robin read beyond her stoicism and found a contortion of absolute pain behind her mask of absolute power. The woman looked like her daughter might have looked if she’d grown old.

      The President, standing in front of the desk while Robin stood behind the desk, their positions of power flipped, stretched her hand over the embalmed wood that had brokered bills, treaties, wars.

      Robin shook her hand and hoped she wasn’t making a mistake.

      “Your man, the agent in the hospital,” she said. “The one who was there when the girl was taken. Where is he?”

      “George Washington University Hospital,” the President said.

      Robin turned to Tim. “Let’s go kid.”

      Tim shot off the couch like a rocket, and Forrest stood and buttoned his blazer.

      “Grab my number on your way out,” the President said. “Keep in touch.”

      “Will do,” Robin said.

      “And Detective?”

      “Yes, Madam President?”

      Suddenly, the woman had the look of a quiet killer. “She’s out there. And she’s all alone.”
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      The last person to see Lyla Walker alive was a Secret Service agent nicknamed Mac. On their way out of the White House, Robin and Tim swapped numbers, signed some case contracts, and picked up a classified file on the kidnapping and everyone involved. She read it in the autocab, after they stopped at her place so she could run inside and chug some vodka before filling her flask and stowing it in her coat.

      Cormac Barnes. Enlisted at nineteen. Served two tours in Iran, one in Saudi Arabia, three in Vietnam. Worked a decade in private security. Hired by Representative Molly Walker for security. Bumped up to Secret Service when Walker was nominated for President. Four years of that and then Lyla Walker was kidnapped. Robin paused when she got to the appearance of the kidnappers, or lack thereof. Jackets, pants, motorcycle helmets, even gloves. A layman might think the gloves meant the kidnappers were frags, which meant they belonged to the FLF, but the FLF didn’t wear gloves. Said they were a symbol of institutional slavery.

      She’d always found that absurd. It wasn’t wrong for the government to subsidize the device now wedged in her brain.

      But it was wrong for the government to put radioactive material in her brain and shrink the fact into a footnote in her NIF contract.

      But without that contract she would have been lost, without purpose, driven down deep into despair until the pain of living was so immense she had no choice but to shoot herself in the head or down a bottle of pills or crash her car into a tree.

      But the government could have subsidized the device without asking for anything in return.

      She reached for the flask in her coat but stopped. Drinking on the job meant drinking in front of Tim. She couldn’t do it. Felt like she was under a spotlight the size of the sun, searing away her outer layers until there was nothing left but who she really was, a woman who was still a girl, strategizing how and when to sneak drinks, fallible and stupid and fucked up from the start.

      The case the case the case. The only thing that always brought her back to earth.

      When the CIA debriefed Mac he said the terrorists who took Lyla Walker spoke Mandarin. They masked their bodies but not their voices. Why? A mistake maybe, an assumption that they’d leave no witnesses, and if they did, that the survivors wouldn’t know Mandarin. But for people who were smart enough to cover every inch of their own skin, letting their voices float out in the open didn’t add up. Not yet.

      Tim laughed, staring out the cab window.

      “What’s so funny?” Robin asked.

      “Just the fact that my first job is for the President of the United States.”

      “Remember what you learned back at A-Cad and you’ll be fine.” She felt like she was lying but wasn’t sure why.

      “Oh I know. Still, what are the chances?”

      “A lot of chance going around if you ask me.”

      “Meaning?” Tim asked.

      “Meaning something doesn’t add up. Not with the FLF angle, not with the China angle.”

      “Well the fact is these fuckers spoke Mandarin.”

      “Fact.” The word had meant something once.

      Robin finished the report and skimmed it again, lodging the narrative in her head, filing away her questions before tossing the report on the seat between them. “Read it.”

      Tim grabbed the file. “So you were one of the first to go, right? To A-Cad.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Just guessing.”

      “Guessing my age.”

      “Sorry.” He looked away and for some stupid goddamn reason she felt bad.

      “I was the fourth kid,” she said. “Technically at least. I was the first one to graduate though, to put boots on the ground.”

      “What happened to the others? Burn out?”

      “You want the truth or something else?”

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “First two offed themselves during training. Third ran away. Never saw her again.”

      “Right,” he said, no surprise, no shock, like he knew what she was talking about. He probably did. She doubted anything had changed at A-Cad, where they’d clawed out the kid she’d been before she arrived and filled the husk that was left with what she needed to be a fragment detective. In the beginning it was normal stuff. History, math, economics. As she matured so did the subjects they taught her, until, when she was twelve, her teacher handed her a gun. Then it was martial arts, weapons handling, reconnaissance training. The worst of it, the stuff no one talked about, not even her, was the Erodium program itself. From age six to eighteen, psychologists drilled emotion out of her soul and filled the cavity with nothing but information. A means to minimize the toll that fragging took. She remembered flashes but that was it. White rooms, bright lights, photos of crime scenes, footage of war, complex moral situations that were presented on paper, then on a computer, then in real life. But she didn’t have to remember the specifics to feel the wounds. That part of her, the part of being human that hurt but had a pulse, had been chiseled away, year after year.

      When the cab pulled up to the hospital Robin got out and Tim stuffed the report in his coat and followed. Through the lobby. Into an elevator. Up to room 237. She opened the door and he followed her inside.

      Mac. Asleep. Looking like a chunk of meat that made the bed seem small and ready to collapse. Head the size of a watermelon, face notched with lines and craters, tattoo of a penciled line of soldiers walking down his forearm. Tubes in his nose and wrists. Legs wrapped in bandages, same as his stomach. When the door clicked shut behind them his eyes opened.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Mac asked. His voice was low and hoarse, like he was drunk and drugged at the same time, angry but dazed. “I’ll give you bozos the first clue for free. The girl’s not here, she’s out there!” He swung his arm toward the sun stained window.

      “We’re with the President,” Robin said.

      He looked at the gloves covering her hands. “I got nothing more to give.”

      “The President hired us to find the girl. I’m Detective Wray and this is Detective Avery.”

      “Partners,” Tim said. “Howdy.”

      Partner. What a stupid word.

      “Listen, can we get out of here?” Mac asked. “There’s a joint down the street, Barr’s Bar, favorite of mine. Run by a lawyer if you can believe it. Disbarred. I think he thought it was funny.”

      “By somewhere nice you mean somewhere with alcohol,” Robin said, as if alcohol was something she only drank at parties, parties she didn’t go to because she couldn’t seem to break out of her own selfimposed solitude.

      “Sure do,” Mac said.

      “We don’t have time.”

      “A drink would loosen things up, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “We understand you saw the men who did this,” Robin said.

      “Men and women, probably. Don’t count your kind out.”

      “You said they spoke Mandarin,” Tim said.

      “I already told them everything I know. FBI, CIA.”

      “I know,” Robin said. “I’ve read the report.”

      “Me too,” Tim said.

      “Then you have everything you goddamned need,” Mac said. “It doesn’t take whatever black magic you people got going on to know what I know.”

      “Not a big fan of science, huh?” Tim said.

      “If you want to find her then you’ll let us in.” Robin said.

      “But sure, be vain, let her die,” Tim said.

      “Tough guy,” Mac said. “Good for you. Say, what do you want for your twelfth birthday, kiddo?”

      “To find a little girl and embarrass the man who lost her.”

      Mac looked like he was gathering the last of his life to hit Tim.

      “No one cares about your dick measuring contest,” Robin said, looking at the man and the kid. “FBI and CIA both say the FLF took the girl, but here you are, claiming the kidnappers were speaking Mandarin.”

      “I heard it with my own ears,” Mac said. “You weren’t there, Wray. Neither of you were. Neither was the FBI or the CIA. But I fucking was. I fucking was. And I’m telling you, a squad of mercs, all speaking Mandarin, took that little girl.”

      “Profiling isn’t just offensive Mac, it’s dumb.”

      “Whoever it was took her from the Secret Service. From the United fucking States of America. If that’s not China, then I don’t know what is.”

      “Big move for them to make,” Robin said.

      “Yeah well, desperation makes fools of us all.”

      “Where’s that from?”

      “My ass. Pulled it out just now.” Mac smiled, but Robin saw everything he was trying to hide beneath it. Pain, regret, shame, all revolving around the simple fact that he’d failed his sole purpose to protect the girl.

      “Actually it goes, time makes fools of us all,” Tim said.

      Mac scoffed. “Sure it is. Who said it?”

      “Don’t remember but it’s true.”

      “We need more than just the fact that the kidnappers were speaking Mandarin,” Robin told Mac.

      “Look, I had them save the rounds they dug out when they hauled me in here, in case people like you showed up. Do your thing with the bullets. Find who loaded them in the magazines. Go from there.”

      “Quite a plan for a man who doesn’t believe in what we do,” Tim said.

      “I’m an asshole but I’m not stupid.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “The bullets are a start,” Robin said, “but you were there, Mac.”

      “So were the bullets,” Mac said.

      “Bullets don’t have eyes and ears,” Tim said. “You do.”

      “You may have caught something more just the sound of Mandarin,” Robin said, “something you don’t consciously remember.”

      “You’re questioning my memory?” Mac asked.

      “No more than I question the memory of any human being. It’s my job.”

      “I never liked you people.”

      “Get in line,” Tim said.

      “We need to find her,” Robin said.

      “You think I don’t want to find her?” Mac said, pausing, sighing like a steam engine. “I just don’t want you going through my stuff. Up here.” He smacked his head. “Too much bad shit.”

      “Your time in the service?” Robin asked.

      “Yup,” Mac said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m over it.”

      He wasn’t over it, she could tell. Could sense the splat of trauma wafting off him.

      “Look, you keep refusing and we come back with an F-warrant,” Robin said.

      “The girl might be dead by then,” Tim said, “but we can do it that way, if that’s what you want.”

      The man chuckled. It was clotted, bitter, like he was coughing up arrowheads.

      “Promise me this,” Mac said, staring at Robin. “If you take a look inside, and you find Lyla, then you do the right thing.”

      “Of course.”

      Mac sat up in bed. “So. How do you want to do this?”

      Robin slipped off a glove. “Your hand.”

      He held out his hand, a thick wad of callouses, and she took it and the room around her, the sight and sound and feel of it all, disappeared.

      Something was wrong. All she felt was murk. Lots of it. Colors and sounds and feelings that rolled through her mind like an underwater wave rushing to shore in the middle of the ocean with nothing but moonlight to shine through the depths. She sifted through the gloom for something, anything that tied back to the kidnapping the day before.

      The clink of a bullet casing, curly hair running through a comb, the smell of burnt sugar, the giggle of a girl, the scream of a woman, the sight and sound of crayons scrawling across paper, the overwhelming urge to protect something, the oak and caramel of bourbon, the feeling of a tiny sack of flesh clinging to his shirt.

      Beyond that, nothing. The fragments were muddled, out of order and out of focus, cloudy slivers of a bigger picture, a tempest that threw her back to being a girl without any control over Erodium energy, a lunatic and a freak and monster demon abomination.

      Robin let go of Mac and opened her eyes, taking a step back, the hand she’d used to hold his shaking.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, slipping her glove back on.

      “What we do isn’t easy,” Tim said.

      Mac looked at Tim. “Never said it was.”

      “Yeah, well, you said a whole lot else.”

      “Story checks out,” Robin said, turning to Tim. “Nothing new.”

      A lie. She couldn’t frag like she used to. Couldn’t do the one thing she knew, above all else, made her worth something.

      “Where are the bullets?” Robin asked.

      “Counter,” Mac said. “Far wall.”

      “All yours, kid.”

      “Okie dokie,” Tim said, heading to the table along the far wall but pausing when he reached it. Robin wondered why. Maybe he was taking a breath before he did the first real work of his career.

      She came up beside him and looked down at the metal dish. Three bullets. Bloody,  purple, smudged. “You know what to do?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged away as if her hand had been on his shoulder.

      “Then get it done.” She let her words roll out like a boulder off a cliff, hoping he’d hear the thud. He may have been her partner but he was also just a kid.

      Just a kid. Was that how she’d been, all those years ago, at the start of her own career? Not a woman but a girl? She remembered feeling strong. Like she’d reached the apex of age and couldn’t possibly get any older.

      While Tim fragged the bullets, she drifted to the window, staring out at the city beyond the hospital.

      “How long have you known her?” Robin asked Mac. “The girl.”

      “All her life. She was a newborn when we first met.” He laughed. “I said that like she was a full person, like someone I met at work or something. But she was just a baby.”

      “You have any kids yourself?”

      He turned his head away, a look of shame in his downcast eyes, and pressed a button that looked like a trigger for morphine. “When you see her, Lyla, give her a hug for me, will you? Tell her I’m sorry.” He turned back to the window, his eyes going to the same place she suspected hers went when she passed out drunk, pointed toward the sun but unable to see it.

      “Got it.” Tim clinked the bullets back into the metal dish and Robin turned just in time to see him yank his glove back on. She already envied what he had, the ability to frag, as if she no longer had it.

      “Well?” she asked.

      Tim looked at Mac on the bed. Gone. Drowning in numbness. “Big boy down?”

      “Give him a break.”

      Tim sighed. “Two of the bullets were so muddled I couldn’t frag anything from them.”

      “Muddled?” Robin asked. Maybe he was having trouble too, the same trouble she’d slammed into like an impenetrable wall of dark fog.

      “Muddled by pain. A lot of it. I know A-Cad said any bullets or blades that found their target would be tough to frag but fuck.” He sounded like he’d just finished crying even though his eyes were dry, one of those moments where she remembered he was just a kid.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, thinking back to all the spent bullets and swung blades she’d fragged in her career, trying to forget there was a difference between murk and pain.

      “Bullet number three came through though,” he said. “Pulled just enough fragments from it to piece something together.”

      So there was something wrong with her. Something profound, subconscious. Rotten. She couldn’t frag, not like she used to. Maybe it was the cancer, or her knowledge of the cancer, fucking with her head. “Out with it,” she said.

      “The rounds were loaded into the magazines of an MP5 by a man named Shinzin in Chinatown.”

      “An arms dealer.”

      “How do you figure?” Tim asked.

      “If Chinese operatives did kidnap the girl, they couldn’t have smuggled weapons into the country,” Robin said. “They’d need to touch down here and then buy up weapons before they could take her.”

      “I definitely knew that.”

      “Sounds like we’ve got our next crumb.”

      “You want to check my work?”

      “No need. I trust you. Good work, kid.” Robin patted his shoulder on her way out of the room, trying to forget that she’d failed to frag Mac, that what made her special was slipping through her fingers, that she was losing who she was.
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      Before they tracked down the arms dealer they stopped the cab so Tim could grab some takeout and Robin could grab the tallest thing of coffee she could buy, lock herself in the bathroom, and spike the brew with vodka from her flask. When she was done she chugged what was left. She’d need more soon. And an excuse. She’d conjure it later, when the time came. For now she closed her eyes and waited for the liquor to take hold, for that familiar numbness to crawl to the surface of her skin.

      Back in the cab she ran a search on her phone through the NIF database for the target.

      Gender: Male.

      Name: Shinzen.

      Location: Washington, D.C.

      It was a long shot. There was no guarantee the man that had sold weapons to the terrorists that took Lyla Walker lived in the capitol or even existed in the first place. Tim could’ve botched the first frag of his career.

      But sure enough the search returned a single result.

      Shinzen Liang. Seventy-two. Second-generation Chinese-American. Legal arms dealer with no criminal record. Lived in Chinatown. Drove a pickup truck painted like an American flag, the front colored blue with white stars while the sides and back were streaked with red and white stripes. She couldn’t wait to meet this guy.

      Tim slipped into the cab with a rustling plastic bag loaded with fat burritos wrapped in foil. At least a few pounds of food. He noticed her staring at him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “That enough for you?” she asked.

      “For now. Want one?”

      “No thanks.”

      Robin searched the NIF database for the truck. Ordinarily she’d just find the home address and stake it out until the target showed up, but she didn’t have hours to waste just waiting around for the target to plop in her lap. A little girl was missing.

      The car was last seen an hour ago in Chinatown, parking in a lot next to a wide open street market where some sort of crowd was starting to gather. Robin gave the address to the cab AI while Tim tore into a burrito and they pulled away from the curb, hurtling toward Shinzen Liang.

      On the way there a late summer storm rushed in and out at sunset, pelting the cab, blotting the windows, turning the glass into a blurred mosaic of fiery color.

      “What a load of bullshit,” Tim said through a mouthful of gunk, rice and beans tumbling out of the tortilla in his hand and pattering into the bag on his lap while he scrolled through an article on his phone detailing the mysterious shooting the day before, when the girl had been taken. Wedged between a heap of text was a muted video of pundits speculating about what happened.

      “The world’s full of bullshit,” Robin said. “Get used to it.”

      “These assholes are literally making shit up and qualifying it all with ‘maybes.’”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “If POTUS had just been honest, instead of burying the story—”

      Robin laughed and Tim looked at her.

      “I don’t get it,” he said.

      “Imagine telling the entire country that the granddaughter of the President of the United States was not only kidnapped, but that no one knows who kidnapped her or why.”

      “At least it’d be true.”

      “You’re funny.” Robin took a sip of coffee and savored the bite of vodka that sat below the bitter notes of hazelnut and cinnamon.

      Tim sighed and shook his head, his eyes glued to his phone. “Man, I want to nail these fuckers.”

      “The kidnappers?”

      “Yeah. China.”

      “Stop making assumptions.” She’d solved enough cases to know the first truth wasn’t always the only truth.

      “So the mountain of evidence piling up behind us is all just a coincidence?”

      “Until the case is solved, yes.”

      “I can’t wait to be right,” he said, shoving the final clump of his current burrito into his mouth.

      “It’d be a big risk for Lu to take, kidnapping someone close to the President.

      “It’d be a big risk for anyone to take, but someone obviously took it.”

      “If Lu did take the girl then it can’t be for leverage.” Robin tapped her fingers on the armrest and looked out the window, streaks of leftover rain striping the glass. “He knows the President won’t negotiate.”

      “Eh,” Tim said, unwrapping another burrito, the cab starting to smell like a filthy microwave.

      “She won’t. She can’t afford to. Not in an election year, not as a woman. The world will call her weak.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Ah, to be young again,” Robin said.

      “You don’t think she’ll do whatever it takes to save her own kid?”

      Robin sipped her coffee and closed her eyes.

      “Wouldn’t want to be in her shoes,” Tim muttered.

      “Silence used to be a virtue.”

      “Hey, what if he runs when he find him? The target.”

      “Won’t matter,” she said, imagining a septuagenarian running from a woman half his age.

      “Five bucks says he freezes like a dick in winter.”

      “I don’t bet.”

      “Well that’s no fun,” Tim said.

      “This isn’t supposed to be fun.”

      “Aren’t you a bundle of joy.”

      “Arriving in one minute,” the AI said.

      Robin took a look outside at Chinatown, a confused crossroads of gentrification. The neighborhood looked like a theme park trying to emulate the communities of yesteryear, drab buildings interspersed with the occasional Chinese spurt of color, wall of text, stack of architecture, all remnants of decaying authenticity. As she understood it, the new wealthy residents fought to keep that history alive, but somehow that same history seemed to have a way of dying even more, simply because those keeping it alive were not those that had birthed it in the first place. The whole hub felt accidentally fake.

      When they reached the lot next to the street market, parking across from the truck colored like a flag, Robin looked at the crowd, the people packed tight outside bodegas and fast food joints, blocking the whole street like plaque in an artery, a tiered overpass of Chinese architecture looming above the mass that was vibrating with chatter and chants, signs and slogans, some bearing the name Nicolas Hardy, and then she finally understood what was happening. This was a campaign rally, not a surrogate in sight, the thing led entirely by supporters, getting together to do nothing but stir each other up.

      “Looks bad out there,” Tim said.

      “Yeah,” Robin said.

      They stared out the window a while. In the middle of the mass a supporter yelled through a megaphone, standing on a shipping crate, conducting the crowd with one of the same sound bites she’d seen outside the White House. It was muffled but she could read his lips a mile away. Knew what he was saying.

      “STOP THE FRAGS!”

      The crowd threw his words back at him with a force that dwarfed the megaphone.

      “STOP THE FRAGS!”

      She looked away, her leg shaking, the buzz fading, her adrenaline rising.

      The girl was out there somewhere. Sure, the NIF had frags hunting down the lead on the FLF, but if China had kidnapped Lyla Walker, then Robin was on the right trail but burning time she couldn’t afford to lose. Not if she wanted to find the girl.

      Robin looked at Tim. “We find Liang. Pull him out. Get what he knows.”

      “Sure thing, boss lady.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Alright, boss.”

      “And stick with me,” she said.

      “Okay.”

      “But not too close or they’ll tag us.”

      “Right.”

      “And those,” Robin said, looking at his hands, his gloves. “Put ‘em away.”

      “You going to ask me if I finished my homework next?” the kid asked, jamming his hands in his pockets but with his gloves still visible.

      “Deeper,” she said.

      He pushed his hands so far inside his pockets that the gloves disappeared, nothing left to see but the sleeves of his coat. “Hey look, now I’m not a frag.”

      “Hey look, it’s better than nothing, smart ass.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “This is what I trained for. If I’m not ready then I don’t deserve the badge.”

      Robin pushed A-Cad from her mind, all the ways she’d been prepared for clusterfucks like this, all the times she’d been in a rough spot but come out the other side, all the things she’d had to do to get there. To stay alive.

      “Then let’s go.”

      When they popped open their doors the babel tripled in volume, a blaring rant from the man with the megaphone fused with the jabber from the crowd. The sky had flipped from light to dark, the stars masked by a pall of purple nocturnal smog that clashed with the bright white rented stadium lights shining down on the antifrag rally they were about to voluntarily walk into.

      Gloves in their pockets, Robin and Tim drifted apart, her behind the kid, close enough for her to keep an eye on him, far enough to look like they didn’t know each other.

      The street was packed from end to end, an entire city block plugged like a powder keg, smelling of hops and sweat and the onset of cold with an undercurrent of frying oil from the sidewalk vendors selling food. Burgers, fries, hot dogs, most of it drenched in cheese. They passed stragglers sipping beer at the back of the pack. One guy looked at her funny and her ring finger twitched, her gun almost barking out her sleeve like a rottweiler on a chain.

      “FRAGS THINK THEY’RE BETTER THAN US!” the man with the megaphone boomed.

      The guy looked at him and pumped his beer in the air. “NO!”

      Thank fuck for the circus. This op wouldn’t work without it. The whole rally was hyptonized, not from the rhetoric but the attention, the spotlight, the weird tone of warrior nobility they cast on themselves, creating an unholy feedback loop that fed into itself, the energy soaring without an apex.

      “MOLLY WALKER THINKS SHE’S BETTER THAN US!”

      “NO!”

      Robin casually scanned the crowd, discounting everyone who was white, female, young, cutting them out of the picture in patches, looking for the leftover bits with anyone who might fit the profile of Shinzen Liang.

      Nothing yet.

      The deeper they went the denser it got, shoulders bumping shoulders, rallygoers decked out in Hardy gear, zany hats and taglined shirts, smushed together like half chewed food trudging through obese intestines.

      “THE GODDAMN CHINESE THINK THEY’RE BETTER THAN US!”

      “NO!”

      Ahead, Robin saw Tim cut diagonally through the crowd. He must have spotted the target. Partners. She remembered why she hated them. If the kid was wrong it wouldn’t matter that it wasn’t her fault. She’d suffer the consequences, same as he would, simply because she’d trusted him.

      She had to remind herself he’d made it out of A-Cad. He knew what he was doing.

      She followed him, swerving off their straight path, getting close enough to the man with the megaphone for her to truly see him. Balding but hairy, his forearms as thick as his gut, spittle launching from his mouth with each syllable beneath the artificial light. He looked ordinary, like he could be a dentist with three kids and baseball on the weekends. If he looked her way he might see her, a fragment detective, other and lesser, someone powerful who deserved no power.

      “WELL I’LL TELL YOU WHAT, NICOLAS HARDY DOESN’T THINK HE’S BETTER THAN US!”

      Then she saw him, the target, right next to the kid, the two of them standing still, watching the man with the megaphone, the kid smart enough to still act like he was just one of the rallygoers.

      Robin parked herself on the other side of Shinzen Liang. Short, stout, old eyes, smooth skin, bald, grey sprouts at his temple, retro converse on his feet, tattoos lining his fingers.

      Shinzen didn’t look in their direction but she could tell he somehow knew who they were without even moving his eyes from the man with the megaphone.

      “Mr. Liang?” Robin asked, monitoring the volume of the rally, using it to mask her voice within a tight radius.

      “Yes?” the old man asked.

      “I’m Detective Wray and this is Detective Avery.”

      “Partners,” Tim said.

      “Not the first folks I expected to see here,” Shinzen said.

      “Surprise.”

      Shinzen smiled. “If I was younger I’d run.”

      “Because you’d be faster or stupider?” Tim asked.

      “Both.”

      Tim looked at Robin. “Like a dick in winter.”

      “Good thing you’re neither,” Robin told Shinzen.

      “Identification?” Shinzen asked, his eyes still on the man with the megaphone.

      “You and I both know that’s a waste of time,” Robin said.

      “MAKE CHINA PAY!” the man with the megaphone said.

      Shinzen joined the crowd. “MAKE CHINA PAY!”

      “How’s this?” Tim asked Shinzen, palming his badge skyward but below his waist, where no one would see it.

      Shinzen looked down and saw the badge and looked at Tim, he and the kid looking like opposing lifeforces, young and old. “New to the job?”

      “First case ever, actually.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “We need you to come with us,” Robin said.

      “Warrant?” Shinzen asked, looking back at the man with the megaphone.

      Robin noticed a nearby woman dart her eyes their way and pull her daughter close. A warrant would take too long. They needed intel now. “We just want to ask you some questions.”

      Shinzen chuckled. “Questions.”

      “Something funny?” Robin asked.

      “Always.”

      “Mr. Liang—”

      “Shinzen,” the man said, throwing up his hand.

      “TAKE THE MOON!” the man with the megaphone said.

      Shinzen joined the crowd. “TAKE THE MOON!”

      “Mr. Liang, have you recently sold an MP5?” Robin asked.

      “I’m sure I have but my memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Can we see your books?”

      “Warrant?” Shinzen asked.

      “Don’t play games.”

      “Ah, I didn’t know constitutional rights were a game.”

      “Sir, we’re just looking for intel,” Tim said.

      “Should I be afraid?” Shinzen asked.

      “I don’t know, should you?” Robin asked.

      Shinzen laughed. “I don’t keep books.”

      “That should be illegal,” Tim said.

      “Should should should. What a funny word.”

      “STOP THE FRAGS!” the man with the megaphone said.

      Shinzen joined the crowd. “STOP THE FRAGS!”

      “No records at all?” Robin asked.

      “None,” Shinzen said.

      “Then we’ll have to do this the hard way.”

      “Which is?”

      “Do we have to spell it out for you?” Robin asked.

      “I see,” Shinzen said, looking down at her hands, stuffed in her pockets, before finally looking her in the eye.

      “Good man,” Tim said.

      “HARDY! HARDY!” the man with the megaphone said.

      Shinzen joined the crowd. “HARDY! HARDY!”

      “Focus,” Robin said.

      “Warrant?” Shinzen asked.

      “Your love of the law will get you killed.”

      “By who?”

      “By me.” She surprised even herself when she said it, but it was the girl, Lyla Walker, kidnapped and helpless and innocent, stuck somewhere out there in the deep dark world, that drove the words from her mouth.

      Tim looked at Robin. “What my partner means is—”

      “You know, I was on your side once,” Shinzen said. “Agreed with the propaganda, bought what they were selling. Frags would be good for this country. We’d be safer and they’d be better off. Win win. The American way. Never again.”

      “A little girl is missing,” Robin said. “The more time you waste worming your way through a labyrinth of legality, the more likely it is that we don’t find her at all.”

      “A little girl?” Shinzen asked.

      “Six years old,” Tim said.

      Shinzen looked nowhere in particular, his eyes doing microscopic darts back and forth while his neurons clearly tried to piece things together, before he sighed and laughed and held out his hand. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      Robin felt her own hands start to sweat inside her gloves at the possibility of fragging the old man and seeing nothing but murk, again, another confirmation that she was used up. “All yours kid.”

      “Hell yeah it is.” Keeping his hands in front of his body, away from the rallygoers behind him, the kid slipped off a glove and took the hand of the old man. Started searching.

      She never would’ve admitted it aloud, but Robin hoped Tim would somehow find Shinzen just as muddled as she’d found Mac in the hospital, anything to explain away what was happening to her. Brain cancer. It was something she tried to deny despite it being an undeniable truth. Maybe the machines were wrong. Maybe maybe maybe. The epitaph of hope.

      “I assume that’s not water?” Shinzen asked.

      Robin whisked herself back to the rally and found her flask in her gloved hand, out in the open, tipped up to her mouth, a few drops of liquor lingering on the rim. She stashed them both back where they came from, the flask and the glove. Hoped no one noticed. “I don’t like assumptions.”

      “I’m sorry you’re suffering.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “Why do you think that?” Shinzen asked.

      “You don’t know me.”

      “I never said I did.”

      “You did when you assumed I was suffering.” Robin said.

      “We’re all suffering.”

      “There you go again.”

      “Done,” Tim said, letting go of Shinzen and sliding his glove back on.

      “Anything?” Robin asked, watching three men stare at her and the kid and the old man while they whispered among themselves.

      “Well, if you count a tattoo on a target who bought an MP5 from our boy Shinzen here, then yeah, we’ve got something.”

      “Son, if you weren’t a frag, you’d be alright,” Shinzen said.

      “Fuck you too.”

      “We’ll run the tattoo through the DB until we get a match, move from there,” Robin said, analyzing the crowd, planning their route out of the rally.

      “You’re welcome,” Tim said.

      Robin mocked a smile but just as she was about to turn and leave someone bumped into her and suddenly she felt something heavy in her pocket, pulled it out and found a grenade, no pin, no lever, looked for whoever slipped it in her pocket but didn’t see them, realized she was holding an explosion in the palm of her hand, wheeled her arm back and chucked the grenade straight up into the sky. The thing spun up four stories, the crowd noticing it while it rose, even the man with the megaphone stopped to stare, everyone dumbstruck, watching death levitate into the bright white heights, wondering if it would come back down before it blew, the grenade twirling up like a juniper oblong until it paused at the peak, hanging above the collective held breath of hundreds, then began its descent, headed back down to earth, about to tear a flesh hole in the street, dropping from story three to two when it finally exploded in midair.

      The air above the rally pulsed and banged a thin cloud of grey smoke.

      The crowd screamed, covered their heads, backed away from Robin and Tim. She looked around and spotted Shinzen on the front lines, as if he’d never seen them before, paused in shock along with everyone else.

      “What the fuck was that?” Tim asked, his voice bland and his face impassive, A-Cad doing its job.

      “Grenade,” Robin said, spinning around, looking for a way out of the rally. “Someone slipped it in my pocket.”

      “Fuck.”

      “You good?”

      “Fuck.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Follow my lead.” Robin pulled her badge and held it up. Went with the truth. “NIF. One of you just planted a grenade on a fragment detective. We need—”

      “THEY’RE TRYING TO KILL US!” the man with the megaphone said.

      The crowd undulated without actually charging or retreating, their pent up energy vibrating but going nowhere. Half of them donned white gloves while the other half pulled their phones out, flash on, their devices shooting spurts of blinding light at Robin and Tim like priests exorcising demons with bibles. She had to squint to see anything. The crowd melted into shadowed blobs raging into an endless roar of human clanging. One tango spat at them, another called 911, another cracked her knuckles, another launched forward with his fist leading his body but Robin dodged it and elbowed the back of his head, his torso flipping over and his face crunching against pavement just as another lunged and Robin ducked, hit him with two jabs to the stomach and one uppercut to the chin, and kicked him back just as another materialized out of the phone flashes and thumped her in the head.

      She stumbled, crushed by nausea, vision flickering, body buckling, memory receding. Where were they? Who was they? Why was she?

      She locked herself away. Breathed. Pieced her psyche back together. The same tango that had knocked her back rushed her again but Tim unleashed a flurry of hits that reduced him to a floppy meat sack. Two more tangoes rushed the kid. He let them come, weaving between styles, throwing Aikido at their arms and Krav Maga at their heads and Capoeira at their necks. Another tango drew a gun but before they could pull the trigger the kid grabbed the handle and the barrel and spun it into his own hands. The tango backed away, hands up, the crowd swallowing him whole.

      “What the fuck are we doing?” Tim asked, gun raised at the mob.

      “Staying alive,” Robin said, ejecting her own gun and aiming it at anyone and everyone, moving through the crowd alongside the kid, out and away from the center, until they breached the border of the rally and had enough space between themselves and the crowd to escape.

      They ran, faster and farther than she’d ever run before, block after block after block, their legs still pumping their bodies forward simply to be sure they were safe, the rally long gone, police sirens whining back the way they came, until they were downtown, billboards littering the buildings, the light in the air utterly artificial, the moon outshined by pixels and bulbs. When she was about to throw up from the booze sloshing in her stomach she stopped the kid and the two of them leaned against a bodega while pedestrians stared.

      She closed her eyes. Breathed deep and from her diaphragm. Pawed around her coat for the familiar contour of the book that belonged to her mother. Found it. Breathed deep again. Willed the liquor back down where it belonged, out of sight and mind, forgotten the moment it passed her tongue.

      “Robin,” Tim said.

      The nausea was just beginning to fade. “What?”

      “Look.”

      Robin opened her eyes. Tim was looking up. She followed his eyeline.

      Every billboard was playing the same thing, a recording of a dark concrete room with a single overhead light hovering above a little girl tied to a chair, hood over her head, sprigs of curly hair brushing her shoulders, a bracelet wrapped around her wrist, the kind made in kindergarten, white beads strung together, each one etched with colorful letters too small to read. Masked men flanked the girl while another masked man paced back and forth in front of the camera, speaking a language Robin didn’t recognize.

      “Mandarin,” Tim whispered.

      An unseen translator spoke over the video.

      “For decades your President, Molly Walker, has done nothing but antagonize the People’s Republic of China. One year ago she colluded with the United Nations to draft the Open Space Deal, a plan that, contrary to its name, limits the economic rights of our great nation. The Republic of China will not stand for such doublespeak.” The masked man stopped pacing and stood beside the girl, dropping a hand on her shoulder. “This child belongs to Molly Walker, just as the right to colonize extraterrestrial space belongs to everyone equally. We propose a new deal. The President of the United States will announce a renegotiation of the Open Space Deal so that it more accurately reflects the values America claims to hold, and the Republic of China will return Lyla Walker to the custody of her grandmother.” The man walked forward and knelt before the camera, the girl out of focus behind him. “This is a war you have started, Madam President. Now you can end it. You have one day. I hope you love your granddaughter as much as she thinks you do.”

      The man walked out of frame and the video stopped, frozen on the final image of the girl tied to a chair, masked men standing on either side of her, holding rifles.
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      They almost died back there but all Robin could do was think of the girl. In less than a day those masked men would hurt her. Or worse. Following the explosion, the ransom video, and the realization that the clock was ticking now more than ever, Robin and Tim hopped in a cab and headed toward the man with the tattoo on his hand.

      Alexander Han. Entered the country seventeen days ago. Rented a foreclosed house in the middle of nowhere Virginia from the bank that owned it. Traveled into D.C. four times, one of which must have been to broker the weapons deal with Shinzen Liang.

      While Tim grabbed some burgers Robin ran what she called an errand, a vague word that allowed her to do whatever she wanted without him asking about it. The truth was she slipped into a nearby liquor store, bought a bottle of vodka, and shut herself in the bathroom, chugging as much of the stuff as she could handle and filling her flask before chucking the bottle in the trash. She couldn’t keep this up forever, she knew that, but she also knew she couldn’t save the girl without it. Booze. Didn’t know who she’d be if she didn’t drink. On her way out she had a feeling the clerk behind the register recognized her, the old woman looking more angry than afraid, ready to reach beneath the counter and make the mistake of her life. Robin was no longer just a frag but a specific frag, the one with her face all over the internet, phone footage from multiple angles showing the moment a fragment detective had attended an antifrag rally and proved their point by tossing a grenade in their general vicinity. It didn’t matter that it didn’t make sense, that no one got hurt, that the footage clearly showed her pause when she pulled the grenade, confused. For most people it would only validate how they already felt about frags. They were dangerous, someone had to do something, Hardy was the only one willing to do anything about these people. Same shit, different day. The NIF would open an investigatation into the rally incident, use press conferences to chum the waters for the public, look like they were taking this seriously, and ultimately find no wrongdoing on her part, but the damage was done.

      The silver lining was that the ransom video would blunt the impact of the rally footage. The whole world was gossiping about the unbelievable reality that the President of the United States was being publicly blackmailed with the kidnapping and possible killing of her granddaughter, like a global gasp to anticipate what happened next.

      During the drive out of the city, Tim scarfed down a few burgers and sucked down a liter of soda before passing out on the seat next to her without a word. She still couldn’t get a read on him. Boy, man, somewhere in between, an age without a name. A kid who made her feel like she was always lying.

      She couldn’t sleep. Instead she did what she did best. Drank. Picked at some fries. Texted the President an update. Considered pulling out the book in her coat and giving it a go, the one that belonged to her mother, but left it where it was like she always did. Ran through the evidence again and again, thought about the girl, buried how much she reminded her of herself, back then, before the NIF.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out.

      “Wray.”

      “Detective.” The President dropped the word like an anvil off a cliff. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to reach out. As you can imagine, things have been... well, to be frank, they’ve been a nightmare.”

      “I understand, Madam President.” A carousel of images spun through her mind. Aides rushing through the White House, entourages of men with medals pinned to their uniforms arguing over a long table strewn with folders, the President sitting at the Resolute desk with the phone to her ear.

      “So what happened with the grenade?” the President asked.

      “Not sure,” Robin said, feeling the phantom weight of the explosive in her pocket. “Someone slipped it in my pocket. Whoever we’re chasing is looking back.”

      “Did you check the rally footage?”

      “Yup. Nothing. Like they weren’t even there.”

      “Well, between this and the ransom, we must be headed in the right direction,” the President said.

      “Do we have an ID on the girl with the hood over her head?” Robin asked.

      “Yes, it’s her. Lyla.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The bracelet,” the President said.

      “You recognize it?”

      “Yes. She made it a while back at school.”

      “What’s it say?” Robin asked, thinking of the beads on the bracelet.

      The President paused.

      Robin ran through the possibilities of what the beads spelled. Love? Grandma? A word potent enough to stop Molly Walker in her tracks.

      “Tell me what you have,” the President said.

      Robin ran her finger down the window, tracing lines through the chilled condensation gathering on the glass. “We tracked the bullets fired into your man Mac to an arms dealer in Chinatown.”

      “You better have more for me than that.”

      “I do. We fragged the arms dealer and got intel on the terrorists who bought the weapons used in the kidnapping.”

      “Intel can mean anything,” the President said.

      “How about a tattoo on the back of a hand? Looks like it belongs to whoever bought the weapons from the arms dealer.”

      “That’s a start. What’s the tattoo?”

      “The Chinese symbol for light,” Robin said.

      “I knew it.”

      Robin hesitated. She wanted to be right on this. The wrong conclusion could cost the girl her life.

      “You disagree,” the President said.

      “I’m simply keeping an open mind.“

      “Detective, I hired you to follow a trail. All I need is for you to follow it and report your findings.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Silence settled on the line that connected them across the city.

      “No word from Joel or President Lu?” Robin asked, thinking about the Frag Liberation Front and the Republic of China.

      “None from Joel, although Lu issued a statement an hour ago denying any and all involvement in the kidnapping.”

      “A denial?”

      “An absolute denial,” the President said.

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Anyone bold enough to kidnap the granddaughter of the President of the United States is bold enough to lie, Detective.”

      “I know, it’s just...”

      Robin searched for a rebuttal but knew the President was right. Lying in the face of mounting evidence would be a bold move by one of the most powerful people in the world, but truth no longer meant what it once had.

      More silence.

      “You know I can’t give into these monsters,” the President said.

      “Yes I do, Madam President.” Robin thought back to the video, the men flanking the girl, the way their rifles caught what little light there was and glinted it back at the camera like a wink.

      “And you know I can’t lose my granddaughter.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then I don’t think I need to reiterate this, but I’m going to, for my own sake and sanity. If we lose her, I’ll have no choice but to strike back at whoever did this, and the world will be at war. It’ll be what’s right and what’s owed, but civilization will suffer.”

      “And you, Madam President?”

      Silence.

      It was a stupid question for Robin to ask but she asked it anyway. The President was the most powerful woman in the world, but at the end of the day Molly Walker was just a woman, a woman who was, at every turn, despite her success, torn apart by the public regardless of which choices she made.

      “Find her, Robin.”

      It was the first time the President had used her name, and it called back to the past, through her years of wandering the world as a woman with a gun, back to when she was just a girl called in from playing in the backyard by her mother with a soft voice, a voice that had never had the chance to harden over time, crack with age, accrue the inevitable dust that came with decay, because her mother hadn’t lived long enough for that to happen.

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Something hit her and she shuddered awake against the window and almost drew her gun. Looked down. Saw a ball of foil at her feet. Looked out. While a drizzle sprinkled through the darkness, the cab zipped down a deserted highway. She coughed, raised her hands to her mouth, pulled them away expecting to find blood on the leather. Found nothing. Felt disappointed, as if blood would have been good. A herald of the end.

      “She lives.”

      Robin looked over. Tim was spread and slouched, rolling a ball of foil in his palm like a god toying with a planet.

      She rubbed her eyes. “How long were we out?”

      “A few hours. Also, how long have you been an alcoholic?”

      “What?”

      “Just wondering.” The kid glanced down at the seat between them.

      Her eyes followed his and stopped on the flask, out in the open, the cap screwed tight, the liquid inside sloshing when the cab hit a pothole, reminding her it was there. “I’m not a fucking alcoholic,” she lied, hiding the flask in her coat. Lie after lie after lie. The truth was that she no longer cared, not like she used to, back in the beginning, fresh from A-Cad, still carrying a scrap of hope about the world and the people it cradled.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” he said.

      “Yeah, well, give it a few years and you might find yourself sipping a different tune.”

      “I thought you weren’t an alcoholic?”

      “I’m not,” she said.

      “Then you won’t mind if I dump that shit out the window?”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Why do you drink, Robin?”

      “To fucking forget.” She pushed aside flashes of the past. Her parents, A-Cad, the cases that ground her down until she’d been nothing but an oar used by others to row the world in the right direction.

      “Well I don’t want a partner who drinks to forget,” he said.

      “Looks like we’re in the same ballpark.”

      “You never say what you mean.”

      “I don’t want a partner at all,” she said. “Better?”

      “You know, back in A-Cad, I heard stories about you. The legendary fragment detective. Every case solved. On the beat longer than any other frag alive.”

      “Spare me the vanity.”

      The kid shook his head. “Never thought I’d see you try so hard to forget the past.”

      “Let me guess, your parents are still around. Still nice. Still trying.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “That’s everything, kid.” She coughed, hacking into her hand, her lungs rippling like a dying chainsaw.

      “Arriving at destination in five minutes,” the cab AI chimed.

      “Just do your job.” Robin popped her gun out and did a pass through its parts to ensure a bullet would come out of the barrel if and when the time came.

      “You think I can’t handle myself?” Tim asked.

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “But what did you mean?”

      She sighed. “Expect trouble.”

      “You think so?” He sat back and pulled his gun from the holster at his hip, flicking the safety on and off, back and forth, click click click.

      “Maybe. This far out, this place has to be a safe house.”

      “Their home away from home...” He looked over but she rolled her eyes but he kept pushing. “I mean, if it is China...” She looked away, out the window, watching the rural silhouetted abyss scroll by. “Which it is,” he said.

      “Who did this is irrelevant. Find her. That’s all that matters.”

      “Right.” He returned his gun to its holster and looked out the window.

      The moment they reached the driveway of the house rented to their target, Alexander Han, Robin told the cab to loiter next to the mailbox while she surveyed the area. A lone orange streetlight, a long gravel drive, a house veiled by murk and mist, hazy and thin like a nighttime mirage, backed by nothing but a sable backdrop. It had it all. A garage, a porch, even a pole flying a lank flag. Vinyl siding painted the same bland beige that seemed to coat every average home in the country. Trees, lots of them, thick and towering but spaced far apart, peppering the lawn. The house was ordinary, ripped out of suburbia and dropped in the middle of nowhere. The only signs of trouble were the windows, curtains drawn, making the place look like it had been embalmed. Someone was hiding something. She winced.

      “You okay?” Tim asked.

      “Fine,” Robin said.

      “I don’t believe you but I guess I have to.”

      “You take the front, I’ll take the back.”

      “Use the rookie as bait,” he said. “Smart.”

      “If you’d worked the field before then you’d know I’m the one taking the heat. All you have to do is knock and wait. Hide against the side of the house for all I care. Just keep an eye on the door.”

      “Right-o, boss.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      They got out, told the cab to wait, gently clicked their doors shut to minimize the noise, crouched and ran down opposing sides of the driveway, toward the house, weaving through the trees like fireflies through prison bars, aiming for the darkest pockets of lawn, their steps padded by the hushed thud of wet grass, spritzing her pants with each step. No cars in sight. While Tim hopped up the porch to the front door, Robin crept along the side of the house, pulling her gun before peeking around the corner.

      The backyard. A swingset, a slide, some chairs. Then the woods. Beyond the initial buffer of trees, there was nothing but abyss. The longer she gazed into it, the more it tricked her into seeing things that weren’t there, phantasms, barely lighter than the rest of the gloom.

      She heard the kid knock on the front door while she stepped up a rotted wood stoop to the back door. Peered through the windows but saw only dim slants of fixtures and furniture. Opened the door an inch but stopped when the hinges creaked. Stared inside through the open crack.

      Nothing. No movement, no sound.

      The next time the kid knocked she used it as auditory cover and pushed the door wide open and waited outside while the thing creaked and arced and clunked to a stop.

      Still nothing.

      She went in and checked her corners.

      To the right, a kitchen.

      To the left, a dining room.

      Straight ahead, a living room.

      Nothing in sight but domesticity. All the fixings of Americana. A television, a couch, a rug, a bed for a pet, everything neat but askew, lumpy and frayed, used, a downgraded yet somehow better version of her apartment back in the city. Less money but more life.

      She patrolled the house, cleared her corners, eyed the ground for tripwires until she reached the front door. Through the slivered glass she saw the kid. She opened the door and he slipped inside, his gun drawn. They took the stairs. The steps were carpeted. Her own home had been carpeted, her first home, before she left her family, before they left her. What came next, A-Cad and everything after, had been devoid of carpet. Nothing soft.

      The second floor had a hallway. Two doors on the left, two doors on the right, one at the far end. Robin signaled Tim, her left, him right, and they slinked down the hall, taking their respective sides, checking the doors as they went.

      First door. Twist open, tuck gun inside, check corners. Nothing but a bathroom.

      She turned back to the hall and watched the kid disappear into the room across from hers before popping back out, meeting her eyes, shaking his head.

      Second door, same thing. Nothing but an office. Sparse, filled with things that made it feel empty, open storage boxes and a cushionless couch and a desk stacked with papers, the air clogged with dust like the room hadn’t been pried open in months. Back in the hallway, the kid came out of his second door just as empty as she did.

      One room left. End of the hall.

      They moved forward together. Beyond the door, they might find the girl. Alive, dead. Maybe gone. Not there at all. Robin buried her worst thoughts and held onto hope, a feeling that was foreign and sour. But soothing too. She nodded to the kid and he nodded back and twisted the knob and flung the door open so she could storm through.

      A bedroom. Corners clear. Closet clear. Beneath the bed clear. A defunct lava lamp on the nightstand, piles of plastic toys and heaps of coloring books engulfing the floor, stray legos beneath a dresser carved with crayon.

      “Well fuck me,” Tim said, sighing, holstering his weapon, plopping on the bed.

      “Off your ass. Frag the house. You take the first floor, I’ll take the second.” Robin hesitated, thinking about the potential Erodium energy she might not be able to frag because of the murk that cropped up back at the hospital when she fragged Mac. A neglected clue could mean they wouldn’t reach the girl in time, which would mean the worst. “When we’re done we’ll swap floors,” Robin said.

      “You think they left anything?” the kid asked. “They know we’re hunting them.”

      She knew what he meant. If the terrorists were smart they’d have wiped the entire place with a cloth. “Doesn’t matter. Someone had to have gotten sloppy. Something in this house will tell us where they went. Frag everything. We have to find this girl, Tim. We have to.”

      The kid nodded and raced out of the room, his steps dwindling from thuds to murmurs as he hustled down the stairs.

      Then it was quiet. The only sound came from the ocassional footsteps down below as Tim no doubt took off a glove and got to work. Robin felt guilty for it but she sat down on the tiny bed, savoring the bounce from the mattress, rippling her back to her own mattress in A-Cad. People on the outside imagined the place like a prison in the middle of a desert. Grubby concrete, cracked walls, peeling paint. Untrue, but headed in the right direction. Her room had been austere, utilitarian. A bed, a desk, a chair. Everything new, everything clean, but it didn’t have what this room had, glowing stars on the ceiling and stickers on the dresser, certainly not mounds of stuffed animals on the floor. The instructors didn’t want their students to develop attachments, believed that being a fragment detective would be brutal, maybe impossible, with emotions of any kind.

      She knew they were right. Without A-Cad she would’ve been broken years ago, after a few cases spent fragging the most painful Erodium energy the world had to offer. She survived because she felt nothing.

      Now came the hard part. She slipped off a glove and skimmed her hand around the room, searching for any Erodium energy she could find. The doorknob, the door itself, the whole floor, the tiny desk that whisked her back to Sahil, way back, only a day ago, but the room was bare, so stripped of memory it felt like a room made by machines and rolled off an assembly line. Only after she toppled onto the bed, crumpling under a headache, a cancerous memento of her own mortality, did she find what she was looking for. There. Wedged in the crevice between the wall and the bed, sinking into the carpet, was a bracelet. The same one from the video released by the kidnappers. Pink string, white beads. So small it looked like it had been made for a doll. She reached her gloved hand down as far as she could, unable to see, feeling through the leather, the bed and the wall forming a vise that scraped her forearm until she found the bracelet. Pulled it out. Opened her hand. Stared at the beads and what they spelled.

      Mommy.

      Of course. The girl had made a bracelet for her mother, dead and gone, lost to drugs. That explained why the President had paused when Robin asked what the bracelet spelled. Pain and joy, surging through Molly every time she looked at Lyla. A motherless girl, a daughterless mother.

      Robin took a slow deep breath, dreading the murk she knew would come, before dumping the bracelet into her bare hand.

      Then she was Lyla Walker.

      No murk.

      The kidnapping, Lyla snatched from the squad of Secret Service agents, her mind shutting down, slipping into sleep as she watched Mac cough blood and tell her everything was going to be ok, a hood thrown over her head, the world vanishing, the slide and slam of a van door before her mind switched off.

      The waiting, Lyla waking up on a bed, this bed, the one Robin was sitting on now, an unarmed guard sitting by the door with a tattoo of the Chinese symbol for light on the back of his hand, rolling toward the wall beside the bed and curling her body inward and shutting her eyes, nudged awake by the man at the door who offered her snack food and board games, turning away, nibbling on the food when her stomach began to gurgle, peanut butter sandwiches and marshmallows and potato chips, the whole time wondering where she was and why she was there, wondering where her mother was but envisioning Molly Walker, her mind unfledged, the memory of her real mother unremembered, spectral like smoke, dissolving with time.

      The retreat, Lyla stirring in the middle of the night, hearing a hushed string of Madarin, rubbing her eyes, the man at the door kneeling by the bed and putting a hand on her shoulder and telling her they were going on another adventure, perfect English, the man pausing, looking down, grimacing when he said she would see her grandmother soon, like something he wasn’t supposed to say had slipped out, a lie he felt bad about letting loose but felt compelled to give her anyway.

      The Erodium energy stopped there.

      Robin let the bracelet fall to the floor. “Tim.”

      She heard him hike up the stairs and watched him appear in the doorway. “Got something?”

      “Tim.” Robin let the bracelet fall to the floor and heard the kid hike up the stairs and watched him materialize in the doorway.

      “Find something?” he asked.

      “Translate the Mandarin,” she said, nodding at the bracelet.

      Tim grabbed it, his eyes clamping shut, rolling around behind his lids.

      Robin paced the room and looked out the window at the moonlit lawn, the domesticated backyard looking like a chessboard at the end of a close game. Something didn’t add up. Why could she frag the bracelet when she couldn’t frag Mac? Was he an anomaly, a random glitch in her mutation? Or were people the problem? Was she so utterly pathetically alone that she couldn’t frag them anymore? Or was she on her way out? Was this what dying as a frag felt like?

      When Tim was done he let go of the bracelet and stepped back.

      “You okay?” Robin asked, knowing how rough that particular item was to frag, forcing them both to dip into the marred innocence of Lyla Walker. Yet another reason she didn’t normally do kids.

      “The shore,” Tim said.

      “What?”

      “The shore. A factory by the shore. That’s all I’ve got. No address, only a description.”

      “Anything down below?” Robin asked.

      “Nada.”

      “Log the bracelet. We’re leaving.”

      Tim pulled an evidence bag from his trench coat and dropped the bracelet inside. Then they were gone, the bedroom left behind, the stairs bearing the weight of their stomping steps, the screen door flung open as they ran down the driveway and hopped in the cab. Where to, they didn’t know. Robin gave the cab a random address along the coast while she searched the NIF database for any factories, functional or abandoned, by the D.C. and Virginian shore, all the while telling herself they would find the girl, turning the idea into a mantra.

      On the shore they would find her, they would find her on the shore, on the shore they would find her, they would find her on the shore, on the shore they would find her.

      They would have to. There was no other choice.
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      They would find her. They would actually find her. Finally.

      Through the twilight, Robin stopped the cab just before the crest of a hill that overlooked an abandoned factory by the shore. It was a quick find, only one of it on the east coast, a derelict relic of manufacturing, such a neglected lot that the local municipality hadn’t even deemed it worthy of demo. Backup was on the way. Local PD and SWAT. Called in by Tim after she triangulated the location. She and the kid didn’t know what they were getting into. Now though, minutes ticked by like notches carved into stone, impossible to take back, forever etched while they waited for an hour and hoped the time they were losing wouldn’t be the difference between life and death. Finding the girl was just the first half of their job. She had to survive too. She had to.

      They didn’t say anything because there was nothing to say, not during the tense preamble to the possible closure of the case, when it was easy to lose themselves in their heads. They would succeed or fail. That was it. She could tell the kid was nervous though. Felt it more than anything, as much as she hated to admit it, even if only to herself. Empathy was only ever useful when it provided crucial information that led to more crucial information. This was just awkward. Uncomfortable. An insight without a purpose.

      While they leaned against the cab, staring out at the forest that flanked the road, waiting for reinforcements, the darkness dissolving alongside the spur of dawn, Tim held his gun against his thigh, flicking the safety back and forth.

      “Breathe,” Robin said.

      “We’ll find her. Alive.”

      “We will.”

      “I shouldn’t be feeling this way,” he said.

      “What way?”

      “Scared.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she said.

      “No, not me, I’m scared for her. The girl.”

      “Oh.”

      Wind blew in from somewhere else, whistling through the trees, cutting down the empty hill and across the open field and through the factory itself. She imagined the rusted husk emitting a haunting shriek as the gust lanced through its corroded bones.

      “I know I’m not supposed to care,” Tim said.

      Robin didn’t say anything. She no longer knew how she felt about the idea, caring, if it was as dangerous as she’d always thought, or if the lack of it was as toxic as the cancer lodged upstairs, something that protected you now but killed you later.

      Earlier, when they’d gotten out of the cab, their doors had slammed shut around the same time. The sound was becoming familiar. She didn’t like that, even though she did. It was repellant and enticing. Not being so alone. Tim wasn’t the person she’d imagined as her partner, closer in age to the girl than to Robin, but he would do. Maybe, after this was all over, they could take more cases together. She could work until she couldn’t, resign with dignity once she stared coughing blood, stick around as a consultant, spend the time she had left helping rookies like Tim find their footing as fragment detectives.

      She liked that. Something about it felt invigorating, like a temporal fire that could torch her life into something bright before she died. Give her something worthwhile to chip away at. Atone for the damage she’d done, for Sahil Khatri, for everyone like him, everyone who had ever gotten caught in the crossfire of her war with herself.

      Without thinking, Robin pulled her flask and turned it upside down, the liquor inside glugging out onto the dirt. Tim looked across the cab but said nothing. When the thing was empty she put it back in her coat, saving it solely as a reminder of who she’d been and who she hoped to be.

      Faroff, she heard the ground rumble. She turned and spotted them in the distance, a convoy of cop cars and SWAT vans, dust puffing up from their tires as they turned onto a dirt road, the clouds above them waxed violet by the impending sunrise.

      “If it comes down to it,” Tim said, tracking the convoy, “and the targets are holding the girl hostage, do you want me to take the shot?”

      “Let me handle that,” Robin said.

      “But if I’m the one in that situation, what should I do?”

      “Don’t put your weapon down.”

      “But what do I actually do though?” he asked.

      “Don’t risk shooting the girl.”

      “Doesn’t sound like much of an answer.”

      “I never promised you one.”

      The convoy pulled up behind their cab. Four cop cars, two SWAT vans. Armored men popped out of the back of the vans like toy soldiers tumbling out of a tilted box. The cops were slower, stepping out and strolling over, their chests wrapped in bulletproof vests and their hands on their belts, inches from their weapons. Mustaches, goatees, a couple clean faces, some necks thick with flab that looked like it had once been muscle, a few women in the bunch, a bun, a pixie cut, one looking like a mom, another cloned from a college campus. Some of them wore white gloves.

      Robin and Tim flashed their badges.

      “Detective Wray, Detective Avery,” she said, pointing at her and him.

      A SWAT officer with a cleft lip took charge, pointing at the others. “Thing 1, Thing 2, Thing 3, you get the picture. What’s the story?”

      “We have intel that a VIP is being held hostage in a factory over that crest right there.”

      “Lyla Walker?” one cop asked.

      “Need-to-know. All I can say is that the VIP is a little girl.”

      “So Lyla Walker?” another cop asked.

      “You’re here to do a job. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Who are the tangos?” the SWAT Officer in Charge asked.

      “Terrorists. Armed with at least MP5s, maybe explosives.”

      “Suspected to be Chinese,” Tim said.

      “Doesn’t matter who they are,” Robin said. “They’re armed and dangerous and they know what they’re doing. Odds are they’ll go down firing. Give them a chance to surrender but be prepared for the worst.”

      “Will do,” the SWAT OC said.

      “And watch your fire.”

      “Doesn’t even need to be said.”

      “Well I’m saying it anyway,” Robin said.

      “And I’m saying I’m insulted.”

      “A little girl is being held against her will down there. Nothing matters more than that.”

      “Alright, alright,” the SWAT OC said.

      “Anything we should know about working with you folks?” a cop asked.

      “Us?” Robin asked.

      “Yeah. You and the kiddo there.”

      “You mean Detective Avery?” Robin asked, noticing Tim lock his jaw.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well,” Tim said, “we need to be fed three times a day and taken for walks whenever you fucking feel like it.”

      “Christ, take a joke,” a cop said.

      “You first.”

      “Shut it,” Robin said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      They descended the hill in waves, SWAT leading, the cops next, Robin and Tim bringing up the rear. At the bottom of the hill the ground leveled out into a plain, reeds swaying in the salt sodden breeze, rustling against their legs. The only other sound came from the ocean, waves smashing ashore before fizzling back into the deep, muffled but getting louder with each step. They reached the factory and she took a look up at the edifice, the structure dissolved down to a patchwork skeleton of beams and holes and sheetmetal. Alongside a shuttered loading bay, some of them lined up on either side of a small door while others rounded the corner and disappeared, presumably looking for another way in. She and the kid put their backs against the outer wall while the officers ahead of them flashed each other hand signals.

      Then SWAT busted through, tossed some flashes, and poured into the factory.

      Robin and Tim stayed outside while the others did their jobs. Heard a ratatat of gunfire, bullets pinging off beams, shouting from the terrorists, upheavals and grunts and bursts of some foreign language, bodies flopping to the floor. More action than she was used to but nothing she couldn’t handle. The kid was a different story. A-Cad was ruthless but being thrown into a volcanic firefight on his first case worried her.

      “You okay?”

      “Fine,” he said, like he was surprised she asked. “You?”

      She smirked. “Never better.”

      They snuck inside and dodged gunfire before ducking behind a nameless machine of pipes and bars that curved and jutted up and away to others of its kind. More shouting, more gunfire. Against her back she felt the thrum of ricocheting bullets through the machine metal. When she poked her head back out she surveyed the room. Nine targets, all dead, seven on the factory floor, two on a catwalk. Light stabbed through the punctured steel and evanesced into dark. The space resembled an armed homeless camp. Disassembled weapons laying on oxidized worktables, soup simmering on a hot plate atop a conveyor belt, tied up trash bags bundled in a corner.

      SWAT and PD swept the site, along with Tim, who seemed to be caught in the rush of adrenaline, but Robin, seeing no sign of Lyla Walker, ran to the back of the building, through a cracked door that was leaking light inside.

      Outside there was nothing but the remnants of a parking lot, weeds crawling through the cracked pavement. In the distance, by the shore, she spotted a lone man on his knees next to a rowboat, bald, shirtless, staring out at sea while the waves plopped up on shore. She ran with her weapon drawn.

      “Hands!”

      The man didn’t move.

      She arced around to face him and looked at his hands, one of them branded with the same tattoo they’d been hunting, the Chinese symbol for light, the other gripping a knife, the blade covered in blood.

      No.

      “Where is she!?” Robin said.

      His eyes were wet enough to look like they’d been polished by the sun, rising on the skyline, lasering orange through the departing twilight clouds. “I’m sorry.”

      “What did you do!?”

      “I did what was necessary. As I am about to do.”

      She scanned the area, searching the shore, the sand, the odd tufts of weeds poking out of the earth, the rowboat stained dark by recent water, the saltwater rolling ashore and then out to sea, ashore, out to sea. Ashore, out to sea.

      Ashore. Out to sea.

      Ashore.

      Out to sea.

      No.

      She holstered her weapon and ran into the ocean, pumping her legs as hard as she could until she was treading water, spinning in circles, looking for her. The girl. Hoping to find her struggling somewhere in the brine.

      She dunked under and opened her eyes, forcing them open through the muck, but saw nothing. Only murk, swirling like the inside of a lightless tornado. She pushed off the seafloor, popped up for air, gasped for it, thrashed back to shore, dragging her sopping self out of the ocean, streams of saltwater dripping onto the dry sand below.

      The man hadn’t moved, only this time he held the knife in front of his belly, pointed inwards, as if he was supposed to gut himself, but couldn’t.

      She coughed out a pocket of seawater, the sickness in her brain rearing like a stallion, and the man looked up. Then he shoved the blade in his stomach. She leapt the distance between them, yanking the knife from his flesh, tossing it aside, clamping her hand over the hole in his abdomen, blood oozing from beneath her palms while the crash of a big wave spritzed their bodies.

      In the distance she saw the kid sprinting from the factory to the beach, toward her. She couldn’t take her eyes off the shiv in the sand, remembering what it looked like before the man gored himself, the blade covered in blood.

      Blood that wasn’t his.

      The kid ran up and she pawned the target off on him, clamping his hands where hers had been, over the stab wound.

      She looked out to sea and searched the whitecaps, desperate to find the girl, to not let the kid see her face, to sustain the hope that the girl was still alive, somewhere, far from the churning ocean that could swallow her up and bury her in its blue breadth, her life snuffed out like a spark trying to ignite a wet stick of wood, the final word on whether or not life was worth much of anything at all.

      No.
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      The coffin was small. Robin stood beneath a broad tree and watched the funeral from afar, through her sunglasses, the heat that day scorching the grass and baking the fallen leaves into crumbs, summer refusing to surrender to fall. The President, her friends, a huge pack of Secret Service agents, and select members of the federal government surrounded the grave. At the head of the coffin, alongside a school portrait of Lyla Walker, a priest said a prayer, his mouth moving but none of the words strong enough to cross the gulf and reach Robin where she was. Worst of all was that she and everyone there, standing still in that great big graveyard, knew the coffin was empty.

      She took a swig from her flask. Moonshine, the strongest stuff she could find, a potion of fire and acid that burned the back of her throat but still failed to do its job. Overwhelm, so that she could forget.

      Weeks ago, at the factory by the shore, as the sun rose and the waves rolled and the gulls squawked like nothing was wrong, Robin had fragged the knife held by the kneeling man but only found murk, the natural kind that came with too much blood. Forensics later analyzed the weapon and returned a report that shattered the geopolitical landscape.

      Some of the blood on the blade belonged to Lyla Walker.

      At the Hull, in the lobby outside forensics, after waiting all night for the report, Robin had flung the folder across the room.

      Eventually the Coast Guard, whirring through the waters day and night, found a shoe that belonged to the girl. And then the President said what no one else had the courage to say. Her granddaughter was dead. It was over. She was gone. Robin wondered if losing her daughter four years earlier had made the President stronger or weaker. More at peace with reality, or more prone to despair.

      After the girl was declared dead Robin had returned home and holed up in her closet with a bottle of booze. She lost track of how long she spent in that space. Dark, silent, numb. The right thing to do would’ve been to go to the White House and apologize to the President for her failure, to look the woman in the eye and bear the brunt of her anguish. But now Robin knew the truth. She’d been a coward all her life, drowning herself in liquor whenever things got tough, living with so little concern for the past, present, and future that she might as well have never lived at all.

      The priest in the cemetery stopped speaking. From where she stood, Robin watched the coffin disappear beneath the surface of the earth, never to be seen again, as the most powerful woman in the world knelt beside the grave, grabbed a fistful of dirt, and held it for what felt like all time and no time, as if the world itself had hushed to a whisper. Burying a loved one for the second time was harder than the first. Robin knew. When her father died her mother hadn’t been able to stomach the ceremony, rushing out of the military funeral, leaving Robin behind, still a girl, not quite a woman, only a year out of A-Cad, to accept the burial flag draped across the coffin. Weak. That was the word she’d thought of, from that point forward, whenever she thought of her mother. But then, years later, when her mother died, Robin stayed at the funeral for as long as she could stomach, staring at the portrait of her mother alongside the coffin, unable to reconcile that warm smiling woman with the blank dementia patient in a wheelchair, before leaving midway through the ceremony.

      Finally, President Molly Walker tossed the dirt into the grave and walked away.

      Ever since the girl was declared deceased, the President had been silent. No statement, no press conference. No one knew what happened next, even though all the evidence pointed to China.

      The man with the knife in his belly at the shore had survived, carted away on a stretcher, yelling the word no again and again. Robin guessed he knew that the death penalty awaited him. But death wouldn’t be his only penalty. His punishment would be the fact that he would be forced to stand trial for his crimes, for the crimes of himself and the rest of the terrorists neutralized in the factory by the shore. Each of them had been identified as former Chinese military, soldiers who disappeared for years before reemerging to kidnap the girl. Forensics was still working through the equipment they’d found in the factory, but they’d already unearthed communications between the terrorists and the Chinese government.

      Then the world speculated about war. There was no true way to move past the death of Lyla Walker without it, even as China continued to reject any and all involvement in her kidnapping and murder. President Lu even put himself in front of a camera and uttered another denial from his own mouth.

      At the same time Robin had heard that the American intelligence community was fractured along lines of belief. Some still insisted the Frag Liberation Front had kidnapped and murdered the girl, a baffling fixation in the wake of what happened. Others accepted that China was the culprit, ransoming the girl for colonization rights to the moon.

      The truth was sinking in, or so it seemed.

      That day of failure, when they’d found everything to confirm the murder of Lyla Walker at the hands of the Chinese government, Robin had stayed on the beach, all through the day, into the night, watching forensics pour over the crime scene while boats searched the dark waters for any sign of life or death. At some point she’d caught the glint of something in the boundary between the sea and land, where the waves slithered ashore. A vial, stuck in the wet sand. She’d picked it up and held it to the sky, the moonlight illuminating the glass. The only thing inside the vial was unidentified black residue. She’d held onto it ever since, incapable of dropping it off at forensics, as if denying them a chance to identify it for what it probably was, the detritus of a junkie hooked on some strange drug, would feed her false hope that the girl was somehow still alive.

      Standing beneath the tree in the cemetery, Robin watched the coffin disappear below the surface of the earth, her mind revolving around a single thought.

      There was no body.

      The coffin was empty and it would stay that way. As the years passed the scavengers of the microbiotic world would chew through the coffin until they reached the inner chamber and found not a thing to rot further. Only the lone sundress Robin had watched the President lay inside. Yellow with a pattern of pink flowers. A bit of lace at the collar. Small enough for a big doll.

      Robin almost turned and left but instead braced against a wave of nausea when she noticed the President and a pair of Secret Service agents heading her way. She wanted to turn and run. It wouldn’t be right but it would be easy. This woman deserved better though, not because she was the President of the United States but because she had lost a second child of sorts. First her daughter, destroyed by drugs. Now her granddaughter, slain by politics.

      And it was all her fault. Robin.

      “Madam President,” she said, her hands sweating inside her gloves. “My condolences.”

      “Thank you,” the President said, her shades shielding her eyes from the sun and the prying eyes of the faroff press. They mobbed the fence that wrapped around the cemetery, their camera lenses pointed through the iron bars like gun barrels, trying to preserve a moment that was never meant to be seen in the first place. Robin wondered what they saw. If she would show up in their pictures. What she might look like at that distance.

      She looked down, her boots dusty from the earth and heat, the lawn surrounding them dry as straw. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” the President said.

      “Find her. That’s what you told me to do, but I couldn’t even do that.” Robin stared past the President at the hole in the ground where the coffin had been lowered. “There’s nothing even in there.”

      “You didn’t kill her,” the President said.

      “No but they wouldn’t have killed her if I’d found her in time. Cut the bullshit.” Robin even surprised herself with the way she spoke to the leader of the free world, but buried it with another swig from her flask.

      The President paused but remained impassive. “Blame is meant for those holding the weapon. No one else.”

      Robin wondered if the President knew she had held a weapon and killed more people than she could remember. She’d always known that was why she drank, deep down, but only now pulled the truth from those depths and accepted the choice she’d made all those years ago, the very first time she’d bought a bottle of alcohol on instinct and bled the thing dry in a single day.

      “I’ve held the weapon far more times than I can remember, Madam President.”

      “The past is the past, Detective. Move on. That’s all you can do.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Robin knew how to bury things better than most. It felt familiar but it now also felt wrong.

      “We’re going to war,” the President said.

      “I know.”

      “I need someone by my side that I can trust. Someone who knows the truth.”

      “Which is?” Robin asked.

      “That China kidnapped and killed my granddaughter in a desperate bid to shift the global scales of power. Some people are still pushing conspiracy theories.”

      “CIA?”

      “And others.” The President looked at the pair of agents flanking her and nodded. They stepped back, their faces still as stone, and the President lowered her voice. “They want war, but not this war, not with China.”

      “Then who do they want to go to war with?”

      “The FLF, by the looks of it.”

      “On no evidence?” Robin asked.

      “None that I can see. The case is closed and yet they refuse to accept the truth. Between you and me, I have my suspicions.”

      “Which are?”

      “Something is wrong in this city, that’s all I can say,” the President said. “You can do things no normal soldier can do. I want you here, by my side, at all times. Ready for whatever comes next.”

      “With all due respect, Madam President, I’ve got nothing left to give,” Robin said, taking another glug from her flask.

      The President held out her hand, and without thinking, Robin handed her the flask before being slammed with a flash of her mother, far back in the history of her life, taking the gloves off her hands before giving her a bath.

      Robin expected the President to take a drink from the flask but instead she turned it upside down and Robin wanted to strangle the fucking bitch.

      “This stuff is killing you,” the President said, the liquor watering the stiff lawn below.

      “There’s a lot more than that killing me,” Robin said, even though she wasn’t sure what she meant. Cancer? Time? Doubt she now felt about everything, her career, her childhood, the things she’d done, the triggers she’d pulled? They were all there, bobbing through her head like a stew of vegetables, some fresh, some rotten, impossible to tell which were safe.

      “You have my number,” The President said, handing the flask back to Robin. “When you’re ready to move on and do some good, you give me a call.”

      The President stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder, looking at her, the lenses in both their sunglasses acting as obelisks that blocked their eyes from seeing each other, but in her pocket, Robin toyed with the vial from the factory by the shore.
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      Bitch, bitch, bitch. Her hands shook while she poured tequila into her flask, locked in a liquor store bathroom, the feral part of her mind fixating on the way the President had dumped the booze in front of her. Her booze. Hers. When she was done she glugged from the bottle and saw herself in the smeared mirror above the sink. She looked dead. Pale skin, gaunt cheeks, bags beneath her eyes, red tendrils creeping across the whites, her gloves wet with alcohol that missed the flask. Like a corpse on strings. She tossed the sloshing bottle and left. Walked the city for hours. Rolled the vial from the shore between her fingers. She could let it go. Throw it in the trash and forget the whole thing. Accept the truth. The girl was dead and it was all her fault. She knew holding onto the vial meant holding onto insanity, as if the girl was still out there, waiting to be found, but the longer she walked the more she felt the sweltering itch, the cramping hunger, the throttling desperation, to drop the vial off at forensics. Pray to a god she didn’t believe in. Buy herself another day of hope.

      The choice made itself. In the middle of the night she found herself at the Hull, handing over the vial. It was the right thing to do. Technically, the vial might be evidence, which meant that technically, she was following protocol.

      On her way down to ground level the elevator stopped and the doors opened and in stepped her boss, Forrest Hughes, Director of the NIF, head tilted to the floor, hands behind his back. He didn’t notice her until he stepped into the elevator.

      “Robin.”

      “Sir.”

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

      “About?” she asked.

      “Your resignation.”

      That. Right. The letter, the one she’d carried from her apartment, through the city, all the way to the White House in a time that seemed long ago, like much of her life, like leftovers portioned into tupperware at the bottom of a chest freezer. It was just a piece of paper but it had the power to end her career. She’d forgotten she still had it, tucked away in her trench coat, creased flat against the book that belonged to her mother.

      Then it dawned on her.

      If she resigned, she wouldn’t be able to see the report on the vial she’d just filed with forensics.

      She needed that report.

      “I...”

      It was the only word that escaped her lips, mulled up from her wasted brain.

      “Let’s talk in my office,” Forrest said.

      “Yes sir.”

      On their way up to the twentieth floor she wondered if it would have been better to say no and be on her way, flying back down to the earth, heading to her apartment, waiting for the meaningless thing she’d dropped off at forensics to return a sum total of zero answers. She felt like a child incapable of lying but trying anyway.

      They went one after the other, out of the elevator, through the lobby, past the secretary desk, into his office, a quiet dim sleek place with a broad glassy view of the dusky city. It was one of the few coves in the world where Robin felt comfortable, even though she only ever dropped in a few times a year to debrief with Forrest and occasionally share a drink while skirting around their personal lives. What she knew about him was limited. Departed wife, no kids of his own, his office amassing pictures of his nieces and nephews as the years dragged on. Robin supposed Forrest was the only true partner she’d ever had. The most consistent presence in her life. Now she searched for the right words to make him forget she’d ever wanted to quit being a fragment detective. She needed to know with absolute certainty that the case of Lyla Walker was closed for good, and that meant staying on with the NIF until she got the report on the vial.

      After closing the door and coming around his desk to sit down and stare at her for a moment, Forrest spoke.

      “I know about the cancer, Robin.”

      She almost turned and left the room.

      Cancer. It was still strange to know it was a physical entity, no longer just a word but a series of tumorous lumps strung through her brain. If she carved herself open she’d find it lurking there, among the grey matter, surrounding the device that had been in her head her whole life.

      Her whole life.

      The girl she’d been before Erodium was gone, someone she hadn’t even gotten the chance to know, another dead girl lost to the dark waves of an indifferent world.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised that he found out about the cancer. Forrest Hughes was the National Institute for Frags. He knew anything and everything about his assets.

      “I changed my mind,” Robin said, thinking about the vial. “About quitting.”

      “And I changed mine,” Forrest said. “You’re your own woman. If you want to spend the time you have left living the life you want, then that’s your choice, and yours alone.”

      “All due respect sir, this is my home,” she said. A lie? A truth? Something in between. Twisted but honest.

      “And you’ve served your home with honor for seventeeen years.”

      “I wouldn’t call it honor.”

      “Well I would. You can’t go on like this, Robin. Your life is worth more than the NIF.”

      She wanted to punch a wall. “Weeks ago all you wanted was for me to stay where I was.”

      Forrest paused, looked away. Brought her close to the indecipherable truth that he was both her jailor and her liberator. The man who’d chained her to his institution was the same man who’d given her purpose. Without him she wouldn’t be Robin Wray.

      “I didn’t listen,” he said. “I never have. I was never supposed to.”

      “You did your job.”

      “I never liked my job.”

      “Neither did I.” It slipped out before she could think it. The room marinated in silence. She didn’t know what to do. That shouldn’t have happened. And yet it did. She didn’t know who she was without her job. Her hands started to tremble on her thighs. “I have reason to suspect that Lyla Walker is still alive.”

      Forrest sighed. “The girl is gone, Robin. It’s over.”

      “The truth matters.”

      “I never said it didn’t.”

      “Then let me see this through,” Robin said. “If Lyla Walker is still alive then we have a duty to find her.”

      Forrest shook his head. “Take your money and live your life. Go somewhere, do something. Get some sun, sleep ‘til noon, fall in love. Go scuba diving, mountain climbing, whatever, just do it before—”

      “Before I die.”

      “Yes.”

      “Now you care?” she asked, rising from the chair.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, rising with her.

      “You keep your hands clean while I do the dirty work. That’s how it’s always been.”

      “You have no idea how dirty my hands are, Robin.”

      “Clean enough to cut me loose now that I’m too dirty to use.”

      “I’m letting you go for your own good.”

      “You’re letting me go when things get tough.”

      His face collapsed and he sat back down. “I would never do that.”

      “You’re doing it now.”

      “Listen, you need to let it go, not just the girl but the job. You’re dying but you have time. I’m retiring you so you can be happy.”

      She scoffed and paced to the window.

      “Laugh all you want, but it’s true,” he said. “You simply haven’t ever wanted to be happy. You’ve spent your whole life feeling sorry for yourself, and now you have the perfect excuse to finally drown yourself in it.”

      “In what?”

      “Pity,” he said.

      She hated that word, she hated that word and she hated him, the whole building, the entire amorphous institution, her parents and their hellish pact with the NIF that was about to leave her utterly aimless and alone and she hated most of all every parent that had ever existed, even the very idea of life giving way to life.

      The vial. The one downstairs, in forensics, being swabbed and studied. Without it, Lyla Walker would die, and then Robin Wray would die, not from cancer, but from a bullet to the brain, fired from her own gun.

      “This is all I have.”

      She turned. Left. Didn’t look back.
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      The night. She spent it at her apartment. According to very official documents, it was her home, a space in the world she’d poured monthly chunks of money into so she could claim she owned it, even though now she felt like an intruder in a vacant showroom, watching the city dim, the metropolis never truly dying but withering away all the same while she drank. The booze swirled around who she was, inside. Stirred her up into a blurred stew that she hoped would help her forget about the vial and make her believe she could move on.

      At some unmarked hour, her phone chimed. From the NIF.

      Case closed. One million dollars. The price for finding a dead girl, and the biggest payday of her career. She could go anywhere, do anything. That unnamed beach she’d imagined only weeks ago, when she’d first gotten her diagnosis, was out there. All she had to do was let go.

      Instead she found herself straying through her contacts.

      Tim. He could get her the evidence report on the vial. He still had access to the NIF. He was still a fragment detective.

      Robin grabbed his address from her phone, slipped on her trench coat and boots, and went on her way. Out the apartment, down the elevator, through the lobby and the doors leading outside. She could called a cab but she wanted the late chill on her face, to hear and smell the few sounds and scents the city still exhaled at this ailing time of night. The zoom of stray cabs, the distant groan of sirens, the random slam of a dumpster top in the intestinal alleys that wound between buildings. Ethnic cuisines rushed and roiled the air, burgers noodles enchiladas curry. Grease everywhere. But the walk to the kid passed so quick she couldn’t even enjoy it. She couldn’t enjoy anything. Before Lyla Walker, Robin thought she’d only forgotten how to enjoy life, but the truth was slowly dawning. She’d never been happy and never would be, not until she accepted the truth about the girl. Which she couldn’t bring herself to do.

      She was wrong. She had been happy once, before her parents had abandoned her. It was hard to admit because it meant admitting that her entire life was a sham, that being a fragment detective wasn’t who she was but who she’d been forced to be, that she was actually unhappy, all these years, all this time, living under a lie she bought into every day she put on the uniform.

      On a sidewalk bordering a burger shack she saw a graffitied war cry for the FLF, the word us enclosed by a circle, and laughed. No one person had decided she would become a fragment detective. Not her, not her parents. Back then she’d only wanted to stay with them, and they’d only wanted to stop her suffering. No, the NIF had decided she would be a fragment detective, and they weren’t even human, only an institutional entity comprised of thousands of people, most of whom didn’t know her and clocked in and out for a paycheck and health care. Maybe her whole life had been predicated on a decision that felt impossible to trace and blame. Maybe she, Robin Wray, fragment detective, was just a thing that had simply happened. No one to blame.

      Her laughter revved into a cough. She swerved off the sidewalk and against the wall of a nearby cafe before ducking into an alley. More coughing, hacking breath that seemed to pulse her lungs into pulp. She brought her hand to her mouth and hoped for blood, even if it was only a drop, ebony from the lack of light, barely visible, but found nothing, no blood. As if she wasn’t really sick at all.

      The kid lived in an apartment wedged between a corner store and a salon. Up she went, the steep stairs creaking with each step. One slip and she’d tumble backwards, break her neck, die unceremoniously.

      She knocked on the door and stuffed her hands in her pockets. Always in her pockets.

      The door opened. Tim. Standing in the doorway, his wavy hair tussled like a snapshot of a windblast, wearing only boxer briefs, his hands bare. Hanging on the doorknob. No gloves in sight.

      “Robin?” he asked, rubbing his face.

      “Hey, kid,” she said.

      “A little late for a booty call but I’m here for it.”

      “Should’ve been a comedian.” Shut her mouth to hide the smell of booze, stood in place without swerving. She was fine. That could be the truth, if she believed it enough. “You going to let me in?”

      He stepped aside.

      The inside of his apartment was like the outside of the building. Dirty and battered with stuff strewn about. Stray socks, scuffed running shoes, video game controllers. Bongs and vapes. A stack of takeout containers piled high in a lidless rusty tin trash can. The place smelled like food and weed and boyish cologne. Music whispered from the hallway. Low bass, light strings, high piano, sprinkled with nameless synths. An unlit salt lamp was perched on one of the windowsills in the living room, bathed in light blaring from a tv propped across two end tables. Onscreen, President Molly Walker delivered an address from the Oval Office. The sound was muted but Robin knew what she was saying.

      The United States was declaring war on China.

      A war based on the idea that China had kidnapped and killed her granddaughter in a failed attempt to gain economic control over the soon to be colonized moon.

      Tim disappeared down the hallway and Robin peeked after him, into a bedroom, spotting a naked man asleep on a bed beneath a dull blue glow just before the kid pulled the door shut and came back out.

      “Having fun?” Robin asked.

      “What’s up?” Tim stumbled to the fridge and grabbed some a styrofoam container, spearing a mound of curry and rice with a plastic fork.

      “Straight to business. You sound like a fragment detective.”

      He kept his back to her. “I haven’t heard from you in days.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t even show up to the funeral.”

      The kid shoveled food into his mouth, sitting on a stool at the counter that divided the kitchen from the living room. “Lyla Walker is dead because of us, so forgive me for not wanting to twist the knife.”

      “We did everything we could.” It was an idea Robin herself didn’t believe, but here she was, dispensing it like sour candy to a wailing baby.

      “You do that a lot,” he said, picking rice from his teeth with his tongue.

      “Do what?”

      “Say things you don’t believe.”

      “I’m not here to relive the past, that’s all,” she said.

      “Oh I know.”

      “If you have something to say then say it.”

      The kid stared at the gloves sheathing her hands before sucking in more food, the mound of leftovers dwindling to scraps.

      “You get paid?” she asked.

      “Yup. Nothing what you got, but it was a decent chunk of change.”

      “Congrats. First commission of your career.” Robin looked around the apartment.  A light fixture was missing bulbs, the ceiling was blotched with a water stain, edges of the carpet were flaying from the floor, a spackled patch of wall sat behind the tv. “Looking to upgrade?”

      “Nope,” Tim said.

      “Really?”

      “Yup.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked.

      “Because from here on out I’m going to funnel every penny I have into paying off my NIF contract.”

      “You’re quitting?”

      “Down the road, yeah,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Not a fan of chasing down dead girls.”

      “Not every case is like this one, Tim.”

      “I know. But enough of them are.”

      She stared out the living room window, trying not to let her eyes float over to the tv, to the President, to the declaration that would change the world. “I need a favor.”

      “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “I just never thought I’d hear you say those words,” Tim said, chucking a final piece of naan into his mouth before smashing the empty container down into the mountain of plastic and sytrofoam bulging out of his trash can.

      Robin sighed. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      “Alright, what can I do you for?”

      “There’s new evidence in the Walker case.”

      “I thought we closed that?” he asked, flopping on the couch, his eyes sucked into the tv.

      She hesitated. Lying to the kid meant roping him into whatever it was she was getting into, the consequences of which could be devastating. Getting sacked, getting sued. Getting killed, if the vial was evidence of something else, the first thread in a conspiracy no one was supposed to unravel. But if Lyla Walker was still out there, somehow, then the consequences of leaving that thread tangled with all the others would mean tossing aside their last chance to find her.

      “It could be nothing,” Robin said, “but it could be something, a really big something.”

      “And the problem is?” Tim asked, changing apps on the tv, flipping from news to cartoons.

      She paced the apartment. Perused a stack of used books on an uneven floating shelf. Scanned the pictures of the kid with his family, each one from when he was just a tyke, their smiling faces barely bearable.

      “Hughes is forcing me out. He accepted my letter of resignation.”

      “Didn’t you hold onto that?” Tim asked. “Right before the case?”

      “I did.”

      “How can he accept it if you never gave it to him?”

      “He can’t. I guess he’s letting me go.”

      During her nocturnal walk through the city, she’d stopped near the White House and stared at the building through the bars before sitting on the sidewalk and pulling out the letter. It was beginning to crease and crinkle but the words remained the same, a reminder that she’d wanted to forget the one thing that had ever given her purpose, the only thing that always justified what had happened to her at the A-Cad and the NIF.

      “Huh, funny,” Tim said, leaning forward to light a joint. “It seemed like he wanted to hang onto you for as long as he could.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “So is he letting you go, or did he already let you go?”

      “We’re in transit,” Robin said. “Technically, I’m locked out of the NIF databases.”

      Tim laughed and spewed smoke out his mouth. “Technically.”

      “Look, I need that report on the new evidence in the Walker case, and you’re the only one who can get it for me.”

      “You don’t have anyone else you can ask?”

      No, she didn’t. She thought about all the other frags she’d crossed paths with over the course of her career. All her former partners were either dead or so far removed from her life that she couldn’t possibly ask them for help. That was the price she paid, she supposed, for such a chilly existence. The price they all paid. No emotions, which invetiably meant no relationships of any kind. Nothing that would cultivate the feeling side of being alive and make the pain of fragging that much more insufferable.

      “You do this for me and I’ll give you a bonus from our case,” Robin said.

      “Ah, bribery, now we’re talking,” Tim said. “You sure you don’t want to keep all that paper?”

      She could tell him about the cancer, seeping out from her brain.

      But she could also not tell him. Hide it deep down. Forget it was even a thing. Keep telling herself she was fine until the day she keeled over.

      “As far as I’m concerned we should have gotten the same payout,” Robin said.

      Tim smirked. “Then put your money where your mouth is.”

      “You’re so funny.”

      “A hundred grand for the report.”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” she said.

      “I know you have it, oh so legendary Detective Wray.”

      “I’ll pay you a hundred grand to shut up right now.”

      “Not for sale.”

      They laughed together but then silence settled.

      “I can smell the booze,” he said. “You know that, right?”

      “Yes,” she lied.

      He hesitated. “Why is this so important to you?”

      She looked away, out the window at the night outside, tinged with fluorescent neon from the slew of surrounding corner stores and fast food joints, wishing she had a battalion of childhood memories that could erase her history and leave her with a good answer.

      “When I was a girl my parents loved me. And they always loved me, even after everything that happened. I know that. But I’m not sure I ever believed it.”

      He stared as if he understood. And he did. They had walked the same path, him and her. The explosion of their Erodium mutations, the endless days of suffering each time they touched someone or something and had no idea what was happening and no way to control it and understood the true meaning of insanity, the handoff from their families to A-Cad, the training that had thrown them into the kiln until they were stiff cold ceramic soldiers that could save lives at the expense of their own.

      Robin shook her head and looked the kid in the eyes.

      “The girl isn’t dead Tim. Something else is going on, and I need to find out what.”

      He looked down, clearly in thought, searching the floor for himself, for what he should do, for what he wanted to do, and for a moment she bizarrely feared and hoped he might cross the space between them and wrap her in a hug, but then he looked back up and his face flashed back into a flippant grin.

      “We better get going then. Time to unravel a conspiracy.”
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      The Hull looked different in the daylight, from the outside, now that Robin was no longer employed there. Alien and unfamiliar. She sat, alone, in an autocab by the sidewalk bordering the building, her leg shaking up and down.

      The night before, Tim insisted on waiting until morning to head in and retrieve the report on the vial. She pushed him but he didn’t budge, instead throwing up a wave as he disappeared into the bedroom with the sleeping man slung across the mattress. Some time passed, she knew that for sure. One moment she’d been drinking on his ratty couch, the cushions loose and misshapen, stray threads shooting out in all directions, the next she’d winced herself awake in the morning, the dim gray light from outside searing her pupils while frozen breakfast sandwiches warmed in the microwave and the kid stood by with a cup of coffee, the scorch of cheese and sausage floating through the apartment. He’d eaten three of them, and he did it all without wearing gloves. Erodium energy didn’t cling to food, but other things, like the utensils he used and the counter he sat at, were usually chock full of memories. He just didn’t seem to care.

      But then, on their way out of the apartment, he’d donned his gloves, and in an instant they were again one and the same. She and him. Robin Wray and Tim Avery. Fragment detectives. As if everything had returned to normal, before Lyla Walker had been declared dead, when they were nothing more or less than partners working a case, the world still aligned on an even axis.

      On the cab ride to the Hull she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off his hands.

      “Why the gloves?” Robin had asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “No gloves at your place, but gloves now, on the job. Why?”

      “They’re protocol,” Tim had said.

      “I mean why do you take them off when you go home?”

      “Doesn’t everybody?”

      She looked out the window and hoped he’d include her in that assumption, that she, along with every other fragment detective, took off her gloves whenever she clocked out. Had she wrongly assumed that all frags were as fragile as she was and couldn’t bear to ever take their gloves off, even if only for a moment? She’d never been close enough to anyone, let alone a fellow frag, to know the answer.

      “They make my hands sweat,” he’d said.

      Robin had looked over, and Tim had flashed a soft smile.

      “No,” he’d continued, “I guess I learn more about myself through my bare hands than through my gloves.”

      “You believe that?” she’d asked.

      “Yeah. Why, don’t you?”

      “Hm.” Then she’d looked away, through the window, out at the city. Away from him.

      Now rain whipped across the windows. Years ago, from the inside of a cab, the downpour would have sounded like marshmallows, lulling her to sleep. But now all it sounded like was a barrage of needles, refusing to let her nod off. She pulled her flask from her coat and looked at it. A simple thing. Small and black with a silver top that screwed off and then became nothing more than a widget. She swirled the flask and wondered if she could do what the President had done the day before but go one step further. Dump the alcohol and toss the flask. Be better.

      The rain ramped from a pecking to a roar. She looked over. The kid slid in the seat beside her and slammed the door behind him, his trench coat soaked, his drenched locks dripping onto the leather below, a packet of papers in his hands.

      “That it?” Robin asked.

      “It better be,” Tim said, tossing the report on the seat between them and smoothing back the wet waves in his hair. “I had to mortgage the house I’m too poor to own to get this sucker.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that for some reason, this thing was almost impossible to get.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I was locked out, just like you. Just from this case though. Could be that a case this sensitive, this fucked, they just want to lock away for good, forget it even happened. Or...”

      “Or?”

      “Or...” Tim looked out the window, looking older by the day, bags under his eyes and thin stubble lining his upper lip. “Conspiracy theory bullshit.”

      “It would certainly make sense,” Robin said. “I’ve worked the beat for eighteen years but I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “Don’t you always say we shouldn’t make assumptions?”

      “You’re learning.”

      He grinned. “I learned from the best.”

      “If you were locked out, then how’d you get your hands on this?”

      “You really want to know?”

      The storm pelted the cab, the windows and the chassis, glass and metal, an infinite salvo of water slaps. His explanation, regardless of the content, would be evidence that the boy she’d met not too long ago was now a thief, a strategist, a man who did as he pleased because the world demanded it of him. As it had her.

      “No,” Robin said, opening the packet and pulling out the thin stack of papers inside.

      Page one, an overview. A photograph of the vial. Information on when it was submitted, who submitted it, and what case it was related to. The only problem was, parts of the overview were redacted with fat black lines that stretched across the page like stripes across an antique prison uniform.

      Pages two through seventeen, information on which tests were performed, which technician performed them, and what results they returned. A bunch of data. Most of it redacted.

      Page eighteen, a short conclusion. Redacted.

      “This can’t be it.” Robin rifled through the pages, one after the other, hoping she’d missed something, searching for an unredacted answer.

      “What?” Tim shoved a few sticks of gum in his mouth before leaning over and whistling as he scanned line after line of thick black ink. “Serious shit. Can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked.

      “You said you didn’t want to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “How I got this,” he said.

      “I changed my mind.”

      “Let’s just say I talked to the analyst who compiled the report.”

      “Talked to or flirted with?”

      “Both, technically.”

      “And?” Robin asked.

      “And, she said the black residue inside the vial was connected to our Erodium mutation.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She wasn’t sure,” Tim said, “but her best guess was that it, pardon my scientific jargon, fucked with our ability to frag. Muddled the Erodium energy that clings to stuff.”

      “Not just stuff,” Robin said. “That wouldn’t make sense. You can wipe Erodium energy off objects, things. All you need is a cloth. Bleach, if you want to be thorough. ”

      “People, then.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Apparently not,” he said.

      Then it hit her. “Mac.”

      “Who?”

      “Mac,” she said, remembering the one moment she’d struggled to frag on the hunt for Lyla Walker. How, at the time, she’d thought her brain cancer was preventing her from fragging the last person to see the girl alive. Murk, that was all she’d gotten from Mac. Then she’d lied to her partner.

      “Secret Service Mac?” Tim asked.

      The time had come. Admit the truth, which was that she’d failed to frag Mac, lied about it, and from that point on handed off every fragging opportunity to the kid, or finally leave this all behind and live with her lie. And wonder for the rest of her life if Lyla Walker was still alive.

      “Back at the hospital,” Robin said. “I got murk when I fragged him, lots of it.”

      “And you’re only just mentioning this now?”

      “He must know something. The vial, the substance inside. If it fucks with our ability to frag, then he has to be involved.”

      The kid stared at her for so long the rain began to sound like the only thing she’d ever heard. Patter. Drip. Tap. A look at what it was like to slowly drown. In what, she wasn’t sure. Herself. The world around her. The very person she’d never imagined she’d actually become. Someone decent, but just barely, balancing on the cusp of good and bad, right and wrong, the known and the unknown.

      “You think you might be taking this too far?” Tim asked.

      “Don’t do that,” Robin said.

      “Do what?”

      “Ignore what’s right in front of you.”

      “I’m not,” he said.

      “You are.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Fuck you too. Something isn’t right, Tim. We found a vial containing some sort of substance that blocks fragging, an experience I had from the very start of this case, and, on top of all that, we found this vial at the scene of a crime. The crime of the century. A crime that, need I remind you, is being used to justify a war between two superpowers hellbent on destroying each other.”

      “You found that vial,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You said we found the vial, but that’s not true. You found it, you and you alone.” Tim looked out the window and chomped the ball of gum in his mouth, the cab filling with the smell of saccharine sugar. Waxy, stretchy, extreme. “The analyst had no clue what she was looking at. Said it was her best guess actually. Sounded baffled. And she knows more about stuff like that, science and shit, than you and I combined.”

      “That should tell you what we’re dealing with here,” Robin said.

      “Or it should tell you any number of things could’ve happened, and that, need I remind you, we shouldn’t make assumptions.”

      “How do you explain the redactions? Look at this Tim.” She held up the report. “You’re fresh but you’re not stupid. This means something.”

      He chewed his lip around the gum, the report clearly struggling to flow through his mind like sludge through a straw. “I don’t know, but what I do know is that we did our job. We followed the trail. We found the bracelet and then her blood. The Coast Guard even found a piece of her dress in the tide.”

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “You didn’t see?”

      She didn’t. Hadn’t. Ever since that unspeakable day, she’d blocked any and all mention of the girl, because she’d known she was dead right there, on that beach. No news, not from the tv, not from her phone. She’d thought it was to protect herself from further pain but maybe it was to block her from facing the truth.

      The kid stared at her. Truly saw her.

      “Look, whatever it is you’re going through, trouble leaving the life behind, no longer being a fragment detective, I get it, and I’m sorry. But this is over.”

      Tim popped his door open but paused. “Take fucking care of your self, Robin.”

      Then he left, the door slamming shut as he disappeared into the downfall, the black of his uniform, his coat and pants and gloves, fading into the grey haze. The papers in her hand felt like feathers. Weightless, worthless. Things she could throw out the window and forget. Her mind was telling her to do just that, but her body, something instinctual and sovereign, forced her hands to clench the folder and pull out her flask, taking a drink that she hoped would give her an answer, somewhere in the bottle.
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      The ride home took hours because she didn’t want to go home, so she had the cab skitter through the city, down the same avenues, sipping at the stuff she couldn’t see inside her flask while the cab bore the brunt of rain again and again. In the afternoon she found herself on the urban outskirts and told the cab to idle alongside an iron fence guarding an abandoned playground. Slides. Jungle gym. Plastic tubes to crawl through. Every piece of equipment painted with basic colors that belonged to childhood. Red, yellow, green, blue. A cobbled mass of prismatic metal. She couldn’t imagine children playing on it. A few hours passed where she was out dead. She woke at sunset. Popped the door open and vomited on the sidewalk. Couldn’t tell if it was from the alcohol or cancer. Something was killing her, she knew that much. The storm was gone, leaving behind an afterbirth of frail orange that barely broke through the residual clouds, the sky somehow dark and bright. Her flask was dry so she went home. Finally.

      But when she pulled up to her apartment, the building was black as the night around it, only a few flashlights on inside.

      “What’s going on?” she asked the lobby guard.

      “No idea, Ms. Wray.”

      She pulled out her phone, turned on the flashlight, and took the stairs, hoping the hike up the shadowed chute of seventeen floors would shake her out of her stupor. Clarity. That was what she needed. A drink and then a night of planning her next move. Whatever that was. She didn’t have any options left. The report on the vial was redacted, she was no longer a fragment detective with the NIF, and there were no other leads as to what might have actually happened to Lyla Walker.

      None except Mac.

      Maybe.

      Halfway up she pulled out the flask and dangled it over the core of the stairwell. Wanted to drop it. Leave it behind. Never own one of those vessels again. But the seconds ticked by and all her hand did was hover. She pulled it back. Dropping the flask could kill someone, if anyone was down there. She couldn’t risk that. She was done with killing. She didn’t know how long her kill list was but she knew it didn’t need to be any longer.

      She also knew, as she took her first step into her apartment, that the last place the flask would go was the trash. Her body was no longer hers. It belonged to every pond of alcohol she’d ever poured.

      She headed straight for the fridge. Grabbed a bunch of bottles. Swayed. Steadied herself through a burst of vertigo. Poured the spirits into her flask, their labels unreadable from the lack of light. Closed the flask and swirled it around. Opened it and took a drink and felt that familiar rush of dopamine that never failed to make her feel like she could breathe again. This time, though, she felt tired. So goddamned tired. But wired too. Wrung like a wet cloth that refused to let go of its last few drops of moisture.

      Then she considered her options.

      Option one, talk to Mac, the lone surviving Secret Service agent from the kidnapping, and the only person or thing to ever resist being fragged. Murk. It had to have something to do with the substance in the vial she’d found on the shore, the day Lyla Walker had supposedly died. The problem was, Mac might have something to say but might not want to say it. And although she could probably match the man blow for blow in a fight, her speed matching his power, she doubted she could intimidate a vet like him into telling her what he knew. And without the institutional power of the NIF, she couldn’t bend his arm using the badge.

      Option two, leak the report on the vial to the media. See if that got people talking. It might turn up some new leads, but it was a long shot.

      There was, of course, a third option. Drop the whole thing. Chalk the vial up to a inaccurate conclusion. Do what she’d always done. Stop. Forget. Accept. Lyla Walker was kidnapped by China and killed when the United States refused to give into their demands for economic rights to the moon. That was the story so that was the truth.

      It would be easy, she knew that, but it would also hurt. She’d endured enough pain to know she’d come out the other side alive. The question was, would she come to regret it, as she now regretted so many—

      A breath. Behind her. Faint but there. Like a ghost breathing in her ear.

      She forced herself not to turn around, not to cave to fear, feeling like she was once again a girl afraid of the dark. Maybe it was just her imagination, a trick of the mind. She was going crazy maybe.

      Arms wrapped themselves around her neck from behind. Choke hold. Neck smushed, throat crushed. She struggled. Slammed the flask into the head of the target. Heard it crack and fall to the floor. The target loosened their grip and she slipped out and ran behind the long kitchen island and crouched below the surface. She heard her attacker scurry away, barefoot on tile, and then heard nothing but silence. Whoever they were, they knew what they were doing. She pressed her ring finger to her palm, her gun shooting out of her sleeve and into her hand and returning her to who she’d always been. Not just a detective but a soldier. A killer.

      The target was in the room with her, somewhere. All she had to do was find them.

      She popped her head out from the island and scanned the darkened apartment, nothing  but shadows and silhouettes and a pathetic mix of moon and city light diffusing through the wide windows, until she saw it. A shift in the shadows, at the far end of the apartment. Living room. The outline of an emerging gun.

      She pulled her head back behind cover. A poof shot from the shadows and the cabinet behind where her head had just been popped. Sawdust sprinkled down from the bullethole in the timber. The target had a supressed firearm.

      She couldn’t run and she couldn’t kill them. This was a hit job that wouldn’t stop until she found out who the target worked for. She needed answers.

      No time to think. Only time to be who she was. She chucked her cracked flask out and to the left, toward the front door, and aimed her gun at the living room. The flask  shattered against the tile, and she cringed when she heard it, but there were no other signs of life. The target hadn’t taken the bait. Back to the drawing board. She pulled out her phone, turned the flashlight on, put it flat on the floor with the camera pointed up, and popped around the island to slide it into the living room. The cone of light stopped next to the couch and bloomed up the walls and out across the area. She popped one eye out from behind the island, a sliver of herself exposed so she could find the target. Somehow the phone seemed to create more shadows, on the walls, on the floor, even the ceiling was sliced with light and dark.

      She caught a shift of movement behind the couch and flattened herself to the ground to see what it was.

      A shoe.

      The target was behind the couch, crouched as she was behind the island, the two of them at a stalemate. Except she had the upper hand. The light covered him while the dark covered her.

      She trained her gun at the couch. “You’re behind the couch. Black oxfords. Not the shoe I’d wear to try and fail to kill a fragment detective, but hey, not everyone can have good taste. Now drop the gun.”

      Eight seconds passed before the target rose from behind the couch. When she saw the arm, masculine, sweep up to aim the gun, she fired a shot into his hand. The weapon rattled onto the floor and the target stumbled back but stayed standing. She charged him, sprinting out from behind the island, vaulting over the couch, and tackling him to the ground as he stomped down on the phone, the cone of light splintering into blades. More shadows. Somehow.

      A man. Huge hands, a clean face that looked like it had been shaved daily for decades, a thick mane of white hair, a wiry shell of muscle. She put her hands around his neck to knock him out but he smacked her skull and rolled out from under her, gathering on all fours, trying to stand. Above, the ceiling was awash in fractured light and dark, the abstract shapes looking like a warped nightlight. She leapt on top and got control, wrapping her legs around his torso, hooking her heels inside his thighs, sneaking her hands under his armpits and behind his neck.

      “Who sent you?!” she said.

      The man tried to stand but couldn’t. Got halfway up and collapsed. She tried to use her own weight to drag him down but he slammed his body back and her spine crashed into the tile. She winced and grunted and for only a moment lost hold of her limbs around his body, but it was long enough for him to twist out and roll away. Her back was a blaze of pain. She rolled over and crawled toward his abandoned gun in the dim boundary between the hallway and the living room, utter darkness and slivered light, but then her leg jerked back and her stomach slapped flat against the floor. The wind knocked from her chest, like a knife pressing on her ribs from the inside out. The man yanked her toward him and her body jerked back in an arch, his arms around her neck.

      Another choke hold.

      Her vision dulled, blotted by an arriving wave of senselessness, but she never took her eyes off the gun up ahead, laying lonesome on the floor. More grunting. No air. Lungs burning. Fingers almost at the gun. She threw her fist down and back into his crotch like a pendulum and leapt forward, wrapped her hand around the gun, rolled onto her back, aimed, no time to open her eyes, and fired.

      Wetness.

      She opened her eyes. The man lay beside her, facedown, his bulk limp and twitching. Blood crawled out from under his chest. She got to her feet and rolled him over, swaying while she knelt down and grabbed his collar, huffing air.

      “Who sent you?!”

      He stared past her, up at the ceiling, careening further and further to the side, his lungs inhaling their last rounds of oxygen.

      “Who sent you?!”

      In the shards of shadow, the man stilled, his eyes empty.
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      She wasn’t crazy. She wasn’t.

      The target had been identified by the police as a known associate of the Frag Liberation Front, the terrorist group originally posited by the intelligence community to be the kidnappers and killers of Lyla Walker. The apartment was now the scene of a homicide and a mystery.

      A man had tried to kill her.

      Why?

      The police wouldn’t get anywhere, even if they brought in a frag. Once a body was dead, any and all Erodium energy clinging to it vanished, as if there really was something called a soul. Even if the man was alive, she suspected a frag would find the same murk she had when fragging Mac way back in the hospital. The nameless substance in the vial was clearly being used by those looking to bury the truth, a burial that must have included the assassin that now lay dead in her living room.

      Mac was the man to find. He knew the truth. Whatever was going on, he was involved, somehow. He had to be.

      Before Robin left her apartment she took a look back. The home she’d funneled money into for years was now covered in Erodium energy by way of blood, so much of it, splattered out from the corpse the moment the bullet piecered the body. Some of it speckled the couch. It would never come out. The tile could be mopped but she’d always remember it as it was now, covered in a thin flood of crimson fluid. Amidst the carnage, the flask lay like a blasted boulder. This place was no longer home. Maybe it never had been.

      She checked her coat pocket. The book that belonged to her mother was still there, bent a bit, but it could afford the beating.

      Next stop, Mac.

      The only joint she might find him in was the bar he’d mentioned back in the hospital, Barr’s Bar, when he’d asked if they could do the whole question and answer rigamarole at his favorite watering hole. She had questions, he had answers.

      As the cab wove down avenues and boulevards, she thought back to the moment she’d grabbed his hand and seen nothing but murk. The vial explained it all. He must’ve consumed some of the substance before the kidnapping. Which meant he’d known the kidnapping was going to happen.

      Which meant he knew what had really happened to Lyla Walker.

      Barr’s Bar was like a liquored reflection of her apartment, shiny and smooth, almost everything apparently lacquered, one of those places where the light inside was eternally dimmed, even on a bright day. Dark floor, dark ceiling. Yellow globes hanging through the bar, glowing. The floating tvs played footage of troops. Robin headed for the counter, blending into the sparse crowd, scanning the patrons for Mac, stopping when she finally found him at the far end of the counter. White shirt, black leather jacket, brown pants, black sneakers. Hunched over. A rocks glass in hand. Crutches leaned against the counter.

      Robin sat next to Mac and waved the bartender over.

      “Whiskey. Best you got.”

      The tender nodded and turned, pouring her drink and putting it on a napkin. Her mind melted at the sound of the liquor slithering out of spout. A quiet, sensual glug. Pleasure. That’s what that was. She grabbed the drink like it was water in a world entirely of desert, careful to slow her movements when she actually drank. The temptation was there. She wanted to down the whole thing, feel the pulse and burn as it trickled its trail inside her.

      But she wasn’t here to drink. She was here to find the girl.

      During her first sip Robin faked just now seeing Mac, who was still curled downward, staring at the bar top, like it was a mirror only he could see.

      “Mac?”

      He looked up from his drink and scrunched his face. “Detective, right?” His words were loud but they also buckled. She knew that feeling. He was trying to maintain the facade of sobriety. She wondered how many he’d knocked back so far, and how many more she’d have to buy him before he began to talk.

      “Right,” she said. “Funny seeing you here.”

      He laughed. “Where else would I be?”

      “Listen, thanks for your help. With the case, I mean.”

      He stared at his glass before downing the rest. “You got it.” He had the bartender top him back up to full. Absinthe. Hard stuff. The kind of poison you drink to feel something, even if all it is is pain.

      “It’s on me,” Robin said.

      “Fuck off,” Mac said.

      “It’s the least I can do. After everything.”

      He scoffed and shook his head. “Right.”

      She wondered if he blamed her or himself. If, like the rest of the world, he thought the blame for the dead girl lay not just at the feet of those that killer her but those that failed to find and protect her. Detectives, Secret Service agents. The ones with invisible blood on their hands.

      “How much pain are you in?” she asked, looking at his crutches and taking another sip.

      Only one.

      No more.

      “Enough,” he said, taking a drink but wincing when he swallowed. A bullet in each leg and a bullet in the stomach. Three total. It was enough to remind even a mammoth of a man like Mac of his mortality. “Checked myself out of that hellhole of a hospital as soon as I could though. You should’ve seen the doctors. Pleading. Telling me I might die if I left early.”

      “And? How’s the dying going?”

      “We’re getting there.”

      “The others you were with, when the girl was taken,” Robin said, taking another sip. “They were shot in the head, right?”

      Mac looked at her, paused, turned away, took another drink. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m just wondering why they didn’t pop one in your head too.”

      He laughed, a metal filling in the back of his mouth catching the lame light before his lips fell down into a grimace. “What do you want?”

      “A drink.”

      “What do you really want?”

      She stopped to consider his question and wasn’t sure if her answer was the truth or a lie. “Nothing I guess.”

      He squashed a burp in his chest. “No one wants nothing.”

      Robin took a gamble and looked around for the bartender. “Let’s get you some water.”

      “Cut the shit,” Mac said. “No water for me. Never again.”

      Good. Lower his defenses. Get him wasted. Nudge answers out of him like a doctor pulling shrapnel from a wound. Gently, and for the greater good.

      “More booze it is.” She downed her drink. He’d feel closer to her if she drank alongside him.

      “More,” he said. “More more more. The most American word in the world.”

      The bartender came over and refilled their glasses.

      Three drinks in and they’d swapped a slew of stories about their time served, her as a fragment detective, him as a soldier. By that time the rest of the bar had thinned out. There was only one other patron left, a small old man that reminded her of what Tim might look like in old age, if he ever made it that far, if he was rubbed with sandpaper and nicked with a pocketknife all over.

      “Hey, what’s it like?” Mac asked.

      “What’s what like?” Robin grabbed her glass and raised it to her lips before pausing and setting it back down on the bar top. The reflex. That was what she truly hated about drinking, the feeling that she wasn’t in control of her body. It did what it wanted, and what it wanted to do at all hours of her waking life was suck down vats of alcohol that blurred every sense she had and then some, even her memory if she went deep enough, until she wasn’t dead so much as she was simply numb. Simply not. Period. She had no choice but to drink. That was how it often felt. She realized now how tortuous her life had been, for at least a decade, how she’d handed over her freedom to liters and liters of liquid that seemed malicious but in fact simply reflected an image of herself that she hated but craved.

      “Fragging. What’s it like?” Mac asked.

      Robin thought about what her honest answer might be. To her, fragging was many irreconcilable things all at once.

      The center of her life.

      The sore in her soul that would never heal.

      The tool on her belt that she’d used to save people. All but one.

      “It’s awful,” she said, taking a sip. “Truly.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Memories. Thoughts and feelings. Things that aren’t yours are painful, even the good things. They’re overwhelming, and they stick with you. When I frag someone, I don’t just become them, I carry that shit with me until I’m dead. I’ve got lifetimes up here.” Robin pointed to her head and nearly laughed when she remembered the cancer was up there too, hiding in the attic, crouched in the dust, gnawing away at the beams that held her house together.

      Mac shook his head. Gripped his glass like he was going to break it. Wiped a tear.

      “She was a frag, you know.”

      “Who?” Robin asked, slipping the word out like she didn’t care.

      “The girl.”

      Who was he talking about? Lyla Walker?

      Robin devolved her language to make it sound like she was as drunk as he was. “Whatcha mean?”

      “The girl. She could do what you do.”

      “She had the Erodium mutation?”

      “Yup, although she’d put you to shame,” Mac said, chuckling.

      Lyla Walker was a frag?

      “Whaddya mean?” Robin asked.

      “Forget about it. Doesn’t matter anymore. It’s over. We did our jobs.”

      “If she was a frag, how could she put me to shame? She was what, six years old?”

      Mac hooted. “If you could see what she can do, you’d piss yourself.”

      What she can do. Not what she could do, but what she can do. The girl was still alive. She had to be. There was no other explanation.

      “I doubt it, the last time I pissed myself I was in third grade,” Robin said, hoping Mac would take the bait and explain what he’d meant, about what the girl could do.

      “Forget it. You wouldn’t believe me anyway.”

      “Try me.”

      “No.”

      Robin was sure that whatever remained of Mac was trying to reel the rest of himself back into his body, attaching the puppet strings back to his mouth so that it would clamp shut.

      “I’m game,” she said.

      He checked his watch and stood, his stool scraping against the floor. “I’m late for something.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “You don’t know me.” He strode toward her with enough of a stumble to indicate drunkenness, but enough mass and force for her to know this wouldn’t be an average bar brawl. If it came to that.

      There wasn’t time. If Lyla was out there, Robin had to find her, before it was too late.

      “What did you do?” she asked.

      “I didn’t do anything. That’s the point,” he said, stepping up and spearing a finger at her chest.

      She grabbed it and twisted.

      No pain on his face. Only a smile.

      “What did you do?” she asked.

      “Fuck off,” he said, grabbing her wrist with his free hand and twisting it.

      She winced but grabbed the back of his neck and slammed it down and held it there, his cheek crushed against the bar top. “What did you do?!”

      The bartender spun from where he stood and raised his phone. “Out, or I call the cops.”

      Robin let Mac go and he laughed, wheezing where he was, bent over the bar, not even trying to escape. Even drunk and injured, she knew he’d enough power to escape the hold if he wanted to.

      “She was the cops,” he said. “Emphasis on was.”

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      “Forget it. You’ll be better off, hun.”

      Robin hit him in the side and he moaned and laughed.

      “Fuck it,” the bartender said, dialing the cops. “I gave you two a chance.”

      “Tell me everything,” she said, pressing down on Mac, a sick part of her hoping to split his body in half against the edge of the bar, if only to stop the laughter that was dicing her up into powerless little pieces.

      “It’s too late,” he said. “Besides, you don’t want to know. If you knew you’d turn back. Trust me.”

      “What the fuck are you saying?!”

      “Three minutes,” the bartender said. “Then the cops come.”

      Robin released Mac and the man stumbled up and then down, drifting like a drunk, the crutches clattering to the ground as he swerved into the counter and fell, his arms winging up on either side of his body, slumped somewhere between falling to the floor and standing on his own two feet.

      “Go on,” he said. “Find the truth and then bury it. I know what you’ll do, when push comes to shove, because I know you, Robin Wray.”

      She was shaking and didn’t know why. While Mac laughed, Robin gathered her energy and coordination and left, the cackle digging into her like teeth as she slipped out into the street and ran.
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      It took her until morning to scrape together her next move. Maybe her last. Interrogate the lone surviving terrorist that had allegedly kidnapped and killed Lyla Walker. See what he had to say.

      In another cab Robin texted Tim. She offered him more money for access to the terrorist, who was being held at the Hull while awaiting trial. The kid took the deal but she couldn’t get a read on what he thought of her. Crazy or pathetic or stupid. She hoped that when they saw each other he’d be the same flippantly jovial kid she knew before everything went to shit.

      He told her to meet him outside the Hull in an hour and she spent that time cleaning up, washing her face in a cafe bathroom, checking the bruises around her neck from the night before, wincing from a sudden headache, downing a green drink outside but almost wretching from the aftertaste of acrid grass, jogging in place on the sidewalk to jolt herself awake. She was okay. She was, she would be. All she needed was the answer to a simple question. Was the girl dead or alive?

      When Robin hiked up the high steps to the Hull, she saw Tim leaning against one of the grand pillars guarding the building, surfing his phone while he chewed sunflower seeds and spit the shells into a paper cup.

      “Ever heard of fasting?” Robin asked as she approached.

      “Man’s gotta eat,” Tim said, splitting a shell open and crunching a seed between his teeth before pelting the shell into the cup with his tongue.

      “You eat plenty.”

      “Plenty isn’t enough. Never will be.”

      “You sound like yourself,” she said.

      “Kinky night?” he asked, looking at the bruises on her neck.

      “Hitman for the FLF. Tried to take me out last night.”

      Tim chuckled. “Haven’t heard that excuse for a rough fuck before.”

      “I’m serious.”

      He stared at her and she could tell from his eyes, only his eyes, that he wanted to believe her but couldn’t, not with his conflicting view of a legendary fragment detective slowly losing her mind.

      “So you still think this is a good idea?” he asked.

      “Depends on what you mean,” she said.

      “Following this trail, wherever it leads. I mean we’re about to be at war.”

      “Technically we are at war.”

      “All I’m saying is, what if you’re wrong?” he asked.

      “You mean if we’re wrong,” she said, correcting him. “You’re a part of this too.”

      “Like hell I am.” Split, crunch, poof.

      “You’ve taken my money and you’ve broken protocol.”

      “I don’t believe in conspiracies.” Split, crunch, crunch. Tim chewed on the shell, probably soggy and bland, now sucked of salt. “That’s the difference between you and I.”

      “You sure were quick to jump on the China bandwagon.”

      “And I was right.”

      “Were you?” Robin asked. “How do you explain the fact that we found everything but a body, or that I was let go right after we closed the case, or, get this that a hitman tried to kill me?”

      “I don’t think you actually want to know how I explain those things.”

      “No, you know what, I do.”

      He sighed. “Do you have my money?”

      “Depends. Do you have my prisoner?”

      “Money first.”

      “Ruthless,” she said, pulling out her phone and transferring the cash to his account. Half a mil. Far more than what she paid for the report.

      “I’m just doing the best I can,” he said.

      “Because you know there’s something more to this case.”

      “Whatever.” His phone chimed and he pulled up his bank account and nodded when he saw the transfer, like he couldn’t believe the number. She’d done awful things for that money but now bribe after bribe was draining her account by the day. Soon she wouldn’t have much left for the beach she planned to die on. After this was all over. “One step closer to getting out of this hellhole.”

      “You’re welcome,” Robin said.

      “Thanks,” Tim said, pulling a bag of sunflower seeds from his coat and tipping it to the sky, tilting seeds into his mouth, his cheek puffing out like a slavering cartoon squirrel.

      After he used the palm pad alongside the door to the Hull, she followed him in and they went through security. But the guards stared only at her. When she surrendered her weapon she caught the same familiar paranoia she always did, except this time she thought that maybe the kid was setting her up, bringing her in, tricking her into disarming herself, right before whoever was orchestrating the conspiracy around Lyla Walker arrested her. Maybe did something worse. When they were through, they headed for the elevator.

      “Did you tell anyone I was coming?” Robin asked.

      “Yeah, but only the people we need,” Tim said. “Told them you’re taking one last tour of the place. Figured if they have any heartstrings I might as well tug them.”

      “You’re getting good.”

      “At?”

      “Getting what you want,” she said.

      “Learned from the best.”

      They took the elevator down to the prison ward, only a floor above the morgue, the nadir of the building holding the dead and dangerous. The lobby was bright and clean but so were the halls leading to the cells, going against the grain of a traditional prison, light everywhere, everything white, now making her feel like the floor, the building, the institution, was trying to convince itself it was the good guy.

      The kid took the lead and handled reception. “Tim Avery to see prisoner 143.”

      “Hall 1, Cell 4,” the secretary said, black hair pulled into a long ponytail that draped down her back. “And if I may say, I know you’re not officially with the NIF anymore Detective Wray, but as far as I’m concerned, you’ll always be one of us.”

      “Thanks,” Robin said, unsure of whether or not that was a good thing.

      The door to Hall 1 slid open. She and the kid stepped out of the lobby and into a pristine corridor. No doors on either side, only a bend at the far end. They navigated a series of hallways that snaked through the building, a cell in each corridor, no signs of rust on the ceiling or scuffs on the floor, barely any bumps on the white walls, until they reached Cell 4, the hall still just as bright and clean as the lobby. The door was solid, no window or knob, only a black metal slab that had been there since the birth of the NIF. She’d interrogated targets before but this was different. She was going against protocol to chase down a delusion to prove...to prove what? What was she trying to prove? What did she actually want, beyond just finding the girl? The white walls made the black door even blacker. It felt like a forbidden portal, like once she went through, she couldn’t go back. Flanking the door were two guards.

      “You guys see any frags?” Tim asked them.

      “Nope,” one guard said.

      “Never,” the other said.

      “Cameras are off,” Tim told Robin, motioning to the monitor beside the cell, a feed of the dark room inside rolling but no indiciation it was recording. He pressed his hand to the palm pad for Cell 4 and the door clicked out of its lock and slid open, beyond it, nothing but a lightless room. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Sorry, I already am,” she said, stepping toward the door.

      “Hold your conspiratorial horses.” The kid put his hand on the doorjamb and blocked the way with his arm. “I’ve got to ask, one last time, do you really want to do this?”

      What she’d been doing might turn out to be the most honest detective work she’d ever done. It had to be. If the trail turned cold, she didn’t know what she’d do. She had nothing left but the dim hope that the girl was still alive.

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “Five minutes then,” he said, lowering his arm and clearing the way in.

      “That’s all I’ll need.”

      She stepped through the door and heard it shut behind her.

      The lights flicked on. Intense white immediately. Everything. The tiles were lined with black grout and faded with the kind of grime that came with time, the result of something simply existing, year after year, growing dull.

      In the center of the room, seated at a table, was Du Yin. Chinese national. Ties to the People’s Liberation Army. The last time Robin saw him, he’d been kneeling by the shore with a blade in his gut, on his way out of this world and into the next. Somehow the man survived. Before he could saw the knife across his stomach she’d pulled it out and staunched the bleeding until the medics arrived and stitched him together on the spot, airlifted him away, saved his life in surgery. Whatever it took to keep a key player in the most significant homicide of the century alive. He should’ve been imprisoned in medical, cuffed to a hospital bed, but someone had stuck him in the prison ward, probably thinking they were doing some good by denying Du his human rights. Maybe they were. Or weren’t. She couldn’t tell. Not anymore.

      Now he looked like he had then. Barely alive, curled into a hunch, his hands and ankles cuffed to pipes jutting out of the table and floor, his body clothed in the rags he was wearing the day he’d been arrested. All prisoners were mandated by law to receive a uniform, something new and clean, but she knew the law held little value here, especially when it was applied by guards who wanted nothing more than to dole out punishment themselves to men who murdered little girls. He already had a fat lip and a bruised eye. Between those and the gash in his stomach, the room was stuffed with the tangy smell of dried blood, iron that went sour, an infection on the way.

      After her first step toward the table, Du looked up. His eyes were small and dark, childlike, eyes that hadn’t yet decided what color they truly wanted to be. She pulled out a chair. Sat down. Stared across the stainless steel tabletop that divided them, a cloudy reflection of him and her in its scratched surface.

      “Do you remember me?” Robin asked.

      “Of course,” Du said, half an accent in his voice.

      “Then you know why I’m here.”

      “No. Not really.”

      “I’m here because you killed Lyla Walker.”

      “Ah. That.”

      “At least that’s the story that’s been told.”

      His face twitched and he sighed. “Here we go.”

      “You know something. Something else about what’s going on. With the girl, with China, with all of it. You and your people tried to bury the truth, but I’m standing here with a shovel. I know you didn’t kill her, Du.”

      “You think you know.” He smiled but it looked painful more than anything else. “There’s a difference.”

      “I know that you and your pals were using a substance to prevent folks like me from fragging folks like you. I also know Mac, the guy you took the girl from, was using the same thing. That enough for you, or should I keep going?”

      Du shook his head. “Enough to tell me I was right. You think you know but you don’t. The arrogance of law enforcement. Truly a miraculous gift.”

      “Lyla Walker was a frag, wasn’t she?”

      He smirked. “Not bad for a goon.”

      “You give me something I can work with and once this is all over I can testify to your cooperation.”

      “My cooperation? In what?”

      “In solving this case,” Robin said. “Truly solving it. The right way.”

      “There is no right way. Not now.”

      “Say what you mean.”

      “You’re used to getting you what you want, aren’t you?”

      “If you won’t give me what I need,” Robin said, slipping off a glove, “then I’ll have to take it from you.”

      Du laughed and leaned forward. “You might not like what you find.”

      She stopped what she was doing. Did she really want to frag him? Unglue every memory he had and claim them for herself? Did she truly want to see what lay on the other side?

      It didn’t matter because what she wanted didn’t matter. What mattered was finding the girl. The girl the girl the girl. No matter the cost.

      She grabbed his hand.

      Then she was Du Yin.

      Stuck in a different cell, bars that blocked him from the outside world, Tim coming to shuttle him and his locked limbs from that cell to this room, cuffed to the table, left alone, remembering when his father smacked him with bamboo and his mother soothed the stings with ice that always melted before he was ready to let her go.

      She scrubbed backward.

      Stuck in the cell, shivering atop a mattress only a few inches thick, peeing in a toilet in the corner, remembering what it was like to piss in a meadow as a boy, ferns underfoot.

      Backward.

      Stuck in the cell, looking down at his stomach, running his fingers over the silicone seal that held his gut together, remembering the knife, the feel of the blade piercing his skin, untold pain bolting through his body, holding true to the word, us, clinging, us us, dying, us us us.

      That was the Frag Liberation Front motto. One word. Us. Seen scribbled across the world on sidewalks and subways. Du was FLF, which meant that maybe they’d taken Lyla Walker under the guise of Chinese terrorists.

      Robin paused. Took a breath. Tried to push through the pain. Heard Du laugh. Pushed it aside and dove back in.

      Backward.

      Thrown in the cell hours after surgery, tumbling into a cove of darkness and filth, unconscious for hours on the cold hard ground, coughing, hacking up blood.

      She wanted more but the memories were blurring.

      Backward.

      Surgery, wheeled through the hospital on a gurney, looking up, watching the bulbs overhead sail by, a single thought running through his mind like a primordial river, she is safe, she is safe, she is safe.

      Robin pushed further back but the stew of watercolor memory turned to murk.

      She released his hand and turned away from the table.

      The vial. It had to be the vial that was blocking her from fragging the day she found him on the beach. Du must have downed the substance and then dropped the vial in the sand, hoping the tide would carry it out and wash it away. Maybe he’d hoped, deep down, someone would find it and dig up the truth. Someone like her.

      “Find what you’re looking for?” Du asked. Smiling. The monster was smiling.

      “I know what you did. The vial. Blocking everything before the beach.” Robin sat and shoved her glove back on her bare hand, savoring the plush against her palm. Armored once more.

      “Please keep—” Du coughed, “—believing that.”

      The longer she sat the more she felt herself sink. Out of leads. No time left.

      “You know nothing,” Du said.

      Robin knew what she had to. She just didn’t know if she had the courage to do it.

      Until she tugged off her gloves and laid them on the table. Impossible to forget the girl. The one she was decades ago and the one who disappeared days ago. Rage. Rising into a cosmic maelstrom, swallowing planets, snapping stars out of existence, bending reality like a mirror that could never break.

      She stood, her fists at her sides.

      “Old school, huh?” Du asked, looking at them. “Good for you.”

      For a single solitary moment Robin glimpsed what she was about to do, a flash of clarity that struck her like a harmless thunderbolt, lassoing her away from the void to remind her who she was, who she might be. Someone who tried to do the right thing.

      But it vanished.

      She punched him across the jaw.

      “Where is she?!”

      Battered.

      Pummeled.

      Lashed.

      “Where is she?!”

      Each time her fist connected with his skin she got a glimpse of his memories from the past few weeks.

      Wilting in the cell.

      Thinking of the son who hated him.

      She is safe.

      “Where is she?”

      Du coughed, laughed, wheezed. Spat blood at her feet. Dripped blood on the floor. His wrists and ankles were still cuffed to the table. He was powerless. Hers to break. She socked him in the head, her hand rattling from the impact.

      “Where is she?!”

      He coughed and wheezed.

      She threw her whole arm into his gut.

      “Where is she?!”

      He wheezed.

      She rocketed her fist into his nose.

      “Where is she?!”

      He cried. Blood spurted from his nose like a spring and his pain bore down upon her. She forgot where she was. The only thing she could even remember was herself, as a little girl, hidden from the world when her gene mutation came knocking, forcing her parents into an impossible choice that had to be made, little Robin Wray not taken but given, housed by the government for years, her heart cored from her body, the rest of her remade into a predator, inanimate and uncaring. Something empty.

      “Grab her!”

      Robin was pummeling Du to death when Tim and the two guards pulled her off him, uncuffing Du and sliding him away from Robin. The prisoner slumped where he sat, against the wall, blood oozing everywhere, both eyes swollen shut, his teeth coated with blood, tears trickling down his cheeks. His mouth whispering a single word.

      “President...”

      She fought against the men and tried launch herself back at Du.

      “What did you say?!”

      He cried, panted, gasped.

      “Your...”

      His mouth stopped moving and his body slouched to the ground. Toppled over. Meat against stone. A thud and that was it.

      “Get her out of here!” Tim said.

      The guards tried to remove her from the room.

      “Tell me!” Robin said, bucking, thrashing, her elbow hitting a nose, her fist hitting a chin, her eyes entirely on Du, the fallen man, dying in his own blood.

      “Your... President...”

      His lips, puffed into purple strips of jerky, barely moved.

      But she heard what he said.

      Your President.
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      The President.

      Robin sat in a different room at a different table but it might as well have been Cell 4. Identical. The only difference was her own wrists and ankles were cuffed. She was stuck in a metal box with no way to measure time. No windows, no sunlight, not even a clock on the wall. Locked away from the rest of the world with only the relentless fluorescent light of the Hull.

      The President.

      The words swung through her mind like a pendulum.

      The President.

      Lyla Walker had been a frag.

      Lyla Walker had been kidnapped.

      Lyla Walker had been supposedly killed.

      The President was involved.

      How?

      Why?

      Time passed. Hours she guessed. Enough for her to feel thirsty. She started to smell herself. Sweat and stale booze mostly. Couldn’t remember the last time she took a shower. Eventually the door opened and Tim shuffled in. He didn’t look her in the eye. She wondered what she looked like. In his eyes, in her eyes. If she looked as deranged as she felt.

      But she wasn’t deranged. She knew that. She did. No matter how much they hid the truth of Lyla Walker, it was there. Within reach. She was so close to finding her.

      Tim sat down and stared at his lap. ”Du’s dead.”

      “I’m sorry,” Robin croaked, like she was speaking for the first time.

      “Was it worth it? Chasing down your conspiracy theory?”

      “It was not, is not, a conspiracy theory. Lyla Walker is alive.”

      “This is sad,” he said.

      “Do you want to stop a war? People on both sides are going to die for a reason that doesn’t exist.”

      “Don’t pull that card.”

      “The President of the United States kidnapped her own granddaughter, Tim. That’s the truth.”

      He laughed, some sort of joy in it. “I’m listening.”

      “The girl was gifted. I confirmed it with Mac. Except she was, is, way beyond either of us. Any of us.”

      “Then why kidnap her?”

      “I don’t know,” Robin said. “Not yet. But I can find out. Not in here but out there. Let me go.”

      “You don’t look well,” Tim said, “but frankly, I’m tired of worrying about you. You’re twice my age. You should be on this side of the table, not me.”

      “Then you haven’t lived long enough as a frag to know what it’s actually like. You’re just a kid.”

      “You know what? You’re right, I am. I just barely got out of A-Cad. I get called kid more than Tim. I’m short. I can’t grow a beard. My fucking parents still call me champ, as if that’ll turn things back to the way things were. Before they did what they did. I’m scared of everyone and I’m insecure and I’m full of fucking hate, and the worst part is, I’m aware of it all, but I can’t do jackshit about any of it, because I’m just a kid. So why am I cleaning up your mess?”

      “It’s not a mess, it’s the truth,” Robin said.

      “The truth.” He scoffed and chuckled like the short puff of an exhaust pipe. “I could let you go. No one likes what Du did. To the girl. The official cause of death is suicide. The cameras were off and the guards that saw what happened were hoping he’d die before the trial. No one mourns a child killer.”

      She laughed. More lies. Du didn’t kill Lyla Walker.

      “Something funny?” he asked.

      “You’re one of them now. A fragment detective. Burying the truth.”

      “The truth would put you away for years.”

      “I don’t have years,” Robin said.

      He didn’t say anything. She wondered what it would feel like, to finally confess to someone that she was dying from brain cancer. Forrest had found out on his own. Other than him, no one knew. There was no one to know anyway. She had no friends, no family. Not even Tim. But she could try. Whatever they were to each other might still matter.

      “I have — ”

      “I don’t care,” Tim said, leaning back like he was giving up for good. “You want freedom, I want money.”

      “How much?”

      “How much do you have?”

      “Don’t do this Tim.”

      “How much do you have Robin?”

      She had no more leads, no more ties to the NIF. Money was her last resource. She’d earned the cash in her account through hard but unethical work. Hunted for it. Killed. In A-Cad they’d told her an upside of the job was all the money she’d make, and through that, the freedom she’d have. Without money, who was she?

      Nothing but a girl. Lyla. Little Robin Wray.

      “Just under a million,” Robin said.

      Tim whistled. “That’s a legendary bank account.”

      “It’s not worth it.”

      “You know how many people would kill for money like that?”

      “I don’t,” she said, “but I do know what it’s like to actually kill for money like that, and I’m telling you, I’d give it all back if I could.”

      “Well here’s your chance. You might make me the youngest frag to pay off their Erodium contract. I take nine hundred thousand, you keep the rest. You’ll need it. For whatever it is you do next.”

      He gave her his phone. Her chains rattled when she picked it up. Logged into her bank account. Transferred the money. Handed back the phone. He took a look at his own account, stared at the number, and put the phone away. Looked at her long. Burning this moment into his head, her head, together.

      “This is your last chance. Don’t come back.”

      Tim left the room, a pair of guards entering after he exited. They unlocked her cuffs and escorted her from the cell, refusing to remove their hands from her arms as they paraded her through the building, in front of other frags that were clearly puzzled as to why Robin Wray was being thrown out of the Hull. Outside, at the top of the steps, the guards flanking her let her go and left her there. Alone.

      Pedestrians stared. For a while she looked at the sky, milky, a single white cloud that seemed to blanket the globe.

      She did the only thing she could do. She pulled her phone from her pocket and texted the President.

      I know what you did.

      Then she sat on a stone bench and waited, watching the metropolis whiz by like she was a statue of a person the world loved to revere but never truly remembered. A part of her began to hope she’d die then and there, her life a candle with no wick left to burn. Robin Wray, dead with grace, nothing but a corpse.

      Her phone buzzed, but she left it where it was on the bench beside her and imagined what might happen if she chucked the phone in the trash and walked away. If she could ever be happy. If, in the end, her life would ever mean something.

      She turned the phone over.

      341 Rogers Drive. Come alone.
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      In the rearview mirror Washington D.C. looked like a cardboard backdrop, fading and shrinking behind a grey haze. Robin assumed she was on her way to meet the President. She texted Tim the address in case something happened to her. It wasn’t much but it was all she had.

      She was thirsty, not for water but for booze. It was coming. Withdrawal. She hadn’t even realized she’d stopped drinking until now. It had only been a day, but it was something. While the cab drove down a highway, further from the city, forests on either side, Robin watched an anchor report the news on her phone, hoping it might distract her.

      “Following the murder of her granddaughter by the People’s Liberation Army, President Molly Walker declared war on China in a solemn address from the Oval Office. Now, the war is real. Troops on both sides are mobilizing, saying their goodbyes to their families before jogging across this tarmac to the planes that will take them to war. Some say—”

      Robin locked her phone and tossed it on the seat beside her. The war had begun. That didn’t mean it couldn’t be stopped, that the truth couldn’t bring the world back from the brink of apocalypse, but it did mean that what happened next with Lyla Walker would determine the fate of millions.

      The roads got narrow, bumpy, dusty, until the cab turned down a dirt driveway, that was eerily similar to the route to A-Cad, a single lane she’d only ever gone down twice, first when she was six, again when she was eighteen.

      She knew she was headed in the right direction when she spotted snipers in the trees, then soldiers manning the road. The cab pulled up at the checkpoint and she rolled the window down.

      “Robin Wray,” she told the soldier that met the cab, assault rifle hanging from his neck, hands balanced on the stock and barrel.

      “ID?”

      Robin pulled her license. Normally she’d flash her badge but she’d left that with Forrest when she quit the NIF. Or when he let her go. She still wasn’t sure what happened. Who gave up on who.

      “Half a mile down,” the soldier said. “Cabin, lake. Can’t miss it.”fore

      So that’s where she was headed. The address had to be the same cabin on the lake from the picture in the Oval Office, backing the snapshot of Lyla digging for worms and Molly holding a fishing rod.

      The further she got from the checkpoint the more the security thinned, until she no longer saw soldiers, only a gravel drive fringed by woodlands. She rolled down the window and huffed the air. Moss, pine, bark. The tires crunched over dry leaves, beckoned down from limp branches by autumn. Somewhere, a bird chirped. The road mutated into a circular driveway around a great dead elephantine tree, behind which sat a cabin on a lake. It looked just like it had in the picture. A wraparound porch and a few rocking chairs, some windows that reached the roof, a stone chimney exposed to the elements top to bottom, rising from the grass like a mythological finger. Alongside an elegant wood door, a Secret Service agent stood guard. Mac. Shades covering his eyes. Suit covering his body. Hands folded in front.

      She got out, the forest weirdly feeling like it had been paused even though she was moving, and walked up the porch steps. Worn wood, dark brown. Cracks in the planks, squeaks where she stepped, the head of a nail sticking out an inch.

      “Detective,” Mac said.

      “Agent,” Robin said.

      “I need your weapon.”

      “Really?”

      “Those are the rules,” he said.

      “I think we’re well beyond rules at this point.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Hand it over.”

      “No can do,” she said.

      Mac shook his head. “Why do you always have to be such a bitch?”

      “Why do you always have to be such a dick?”

      “If you won’t give it then I’ll take it.”

      “No need,” Robin said, assembling a bluff. “I can just turn back and leak your name to the press. This address too. See what else I give them. Let the media do the digging.”

      From the look of his jaw and lips she thought he might scream. “Fine. Keep it. See if I care.”

      “Thank you kindly.”

      “You’re not at all fucking welcome. You’ve made my life a living hell.”

      “Maybe you did that yourself,” she said.

      “Right.”

      “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      “We’d always planned for this possibility,” he said.

      “We?”

      “Best go inside. See what you came for so you can head the other way and forget everything you know.” He looked away and she wished she could see his eyes.

      “You don’t look so good, Mac.” The irony wasn’t lost on her, she looked worse than he did, but it was true. She looked bad, he looked bad. The whole world and everyone in it looked like they’d lasted twelve rounds in the ring.

      He shook his head. “I never wanted any of this.”

      “I believe you,” she said.

      He remained stolid, blocked by shades, chiseled from stone, a person in a painting, unchanging for all time.

      Robin grabbed the handle on the door, paused, then twisted it open and stepped inside.

      President Molly Walker, sitting on the floor, her back leaned against a couch. Blue jeans, white blouse, bare feet. Her grey roots were coming at her temple.

      Then the girl. Lyla Walker.

      Alive.

      Curly hair tied in a ponytail, gums missing a few teeth, denim overalls layered over a white shirt, mismatched socks on tiny feet, the girl sitting between the splayed legs of her grandmother, turning the pages of a big thin book, held in both their hands.

      “All grown-ups were once children,” the President read to the girl, “but only few of them remember it.”

      Then the President looked up from the book. “Detective.”

      “Madam President.” Robin didn’t know what else to say. Seeing the girl, here, now, was like experiencing a dream with full consciousness.

      She found her.

      The President looked down at Lyla. “Sweetie, why don’t you go to your room and start that big book I said we’d read one day.”

      Lyla knew something was up, clearly, Robin could tell from the way the girl looked at her as she climbed to her feet, nervous, curious, grabbing her bowl of crackers and heading for a door on the right side of the living room but stopping to turn and look at Robin, fixing her with a stare she’d never forget, like looking into her own eyes three decades ago, before heading into the bedroom and shutting the door.

      “So,” the President said. “I suppose you want to know what’s going on.”

      “I want the truth,” Robin said, “that’s it.”

      “Don’t we all.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      The President sighed, stuffed her hands in her pockets, paced the living room, stopped at the windows lining the back wall of the cabin, watched the surface of the lake ripple in the wind. The patrol was identical to the one she walked in the Oval Office, when she planted herself at the windows looking out onto the lawn.

      “You can frag things how far back Detective, a few weeks?”

      “Usually,” Robin said. “Once I was able to reach back a month.”

      “What if you could reach back as far as you wanted? Touch someone or something and see an entire history. All that had ever happened.”

      “Then I’d say you’re a liar, and a bad one at that,” Robin said.

      “I wish you were right,” the President whispered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My granddaughter. She’s one of you. You know this, I know this, and I applaud your detective work. But do you also know how high she scored on her Erodium test? They said she broke the meter. In fact, it was such an unprecedented accomplishment, that in records I have only recently obtained, only nine children in the last thirty years, worldwide, have managed to do the same.”

      “Okay, so she’s good at what I do, great even,” Robin said, pushing aside the implications of a frag as gifted as Lyla. “Why kidnap her? Fake her death? Lie to the world?”

      “I had the money to pay out of pocket for the neural device that would allow her to control her Erodium mutation. The thing that would make her normal.”

      “She was normal. She didn’t need a hunk of electronics in her brain for that to be true.”

      “She did if she wanted to live, and to live well. To touch others, to know love. Without it she’d go insane. You know this. Don’t argue with yourself.” The President had an uncanny ability to make Robin feel like a girl being scolded in school, a normal school, where the kids wore whatever and had recess and never once had to touch a gun. “Shortly after the procedure, I caught an unfamiliar Secret Service agent about to enter her room.”

      “I don’t understand,” Robin said.

      “A day later, I received whispers through unofficial channels about a classified government program gathering frags.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. We already have the NIF.”

      “We do, but we have frags like you, not frags like her.” The President looked at the closed bedroom door. “Before her, nine in the entire world. Imagine the kind of power you could wield if you could frag the entire past of anyone or anything.”

      “I’d rather not,” Robin said.

      “The tragic twist is that those nine children all disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      It sounded like a conspiracy, but her own conspiracy had turned out to be true. “Your point?”

      “Those nine children were kidnapped by a heavily classified program with an unknown purpose,” the President said.

      “And the people who run this program were coming for her. Your granddaughter.”

      “Yes. The only problem was, she was the granddaughter of the President of the United States.”

      “Who knew privilege was a thing,” Robin said.

      “I will never apologize for the power my position affords me. Ever. Too many women have done that throughout history. I won’t have it.”

      “You kidnapped her to save her.”

      “Yes,” the President said.

      “How?”

      “You won’t believe me.”

      “Try me,” Robin said.

      “The FLF.”

      Robin laughed. The Frag Liberation Front. It made sense. In some ways it was the only possible answer. The intelligence community, the FBI, the CIA, they’d all been right. The President was the liar all along.

      “A tenuous alliance, I know,” the President said, “but in times like these, you take every friend you can get.”

      “I had no idea you could be friends with terrorists.”

      “Save your petty barbs for someone who understands the world less than I do. My granddaughter is safe. I did what had to be done, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Robin felt like the President had drilled her into the floorboards. She couldn’t tell if she was loaded with compliance or anger. An anchor or a spring. Ready to sink or explode.

      “And the vial?” Robin asked.

      “The FLF. It’s breakthrough technology, so new they don’t even understand the full scope of its effects, not yet, but we couldn’t afford for you to find her.”

      “Mac. He knew everything.”

      “Yes,” the President said. “And he sacrificed.”

      Now Robin understood. Everything she’d found on the hunt for Lyla Walker could be sorted into two categories. True and false, light and dark, buried and unburied. She wasn’t supposed to be here.

      “There had to have been some greater plan,” Robin said, “some way to stop this from happening at all. The kids being kidnapped.”

      “There is. In fact I’ve already been working on it, pulling records, finding out where the money comes from and who runs the damn thing.”

      “You’re the President and you can’t find out who runs what?”

      “I didn’t peg you as naive.”

      “So your plan is to dismantle the program from the inside?”

      “Yes,” the President said.

      “Why not come out with the truth? Show the world what’s happening to kids like your granddaughter?”

      The President turned back to the window.

      “You’re guilty as hell,” Robin said, thinking back to the bill Representative Molly Walker had passed all those years ago. WASA, the Walker American Supremacy Act, the entire foundation of the National Institute for Frags. “You did this.”

      “And what exactly is this?” the President asked.

      “You may not have started this classified program but you opened the door that led to it.”

      “I will dismantle the program and return the children to their homes and it will all be like none of it ever happened.”

      “You want to bury it,” Robin said.

      “No.”

      “You want to bury it because you can’t admit that you made a fucking mistake.”

      “There is no such thing as a mistake,” the President said. “Only actions and consequences.”

      “Must put you to sleep pretty quick at night.”

      “When you’re the most powerful woman in the world, it helps.”

      “How does China fit into all this?” Robin asked.

      “It was the one request of the FLF in our agreement. All they asked was that we framed China for the crime. I’ll admit, at first, I was surprised, but the more I sat with it the more I realized the FLF was a useful pawn in the right spot at the right time. We’ve been on the brink of war with China for decades now. Us falling, them rising. It’s inevitable. Look at history. All colliding superpowers go to war. I just escalated the timeline to end the charade of peace. Plus I nixed them from the negotiating table for colonization rights to the moon. The country that controls the rock up there controls the next century of geopolitics.”

      “You started a war.”

      “I started a war to protect my granddaughter. There’s a difference.”

      “Men and women are going to die because of a lie you told them,” Robin said.

      “I made a move for our future,” the President said.

      “The reason is wrong.”

      “The reason doesn’t matter.”

      “How can you say that?” Robin asked.

      “By remembering each and every person imperiled by the rise of the People’s Republic of China, and not just the civilians living under communist rule. Did you know they’ve been experimenting on frags?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “How can you say that?” the President asked.

      “Fuck you.”

      “In China, people like you vanish every day. Our intelligence says the government is trying to edit the Erodium mutation out of the gene pool. They’re close too. Soon there will be no one left like you.”

      “You think that justifies a war based on a lie?” Robin asked. “Tell the truth and we could have the same outcome.”

      “If it’s the same outcome, why does it matter?” the President asked.

      Outside, a gale bent the trees and the water in the same direction.

      “You’re betting that if I bring Lyla back from the dead and tell the truth,” the President said, “that the investigations from the media and the outrage from the public will shut the program down and she won’t go missing. I admire your faith. I wish I still had some. But the fact is, truth isn’t enough for most people. The story would hit headlines for a week, maybe two. Who knows, the public might even wise up and pay attention longer than that. Protest, fundraise, petition. Congress might even make some concessions in their next budget proposal. Less money to the DoD, more money to something sweet that’ll satiate voters. But the people who wield power like a wand will hold the line, the story will fade, and then, when no one is looking, my granddaughter will go missing, and no one will even notice.”

      Robin looked at the ground. “I can’t let you do this.”

      “I think you can,” the President said.

      “You had to have known what I would do. I can’t just bury this.”

      “Yes you can.”

      “You don’t know me.” Robin said.

      “Actually I do. I know that when you were the same age as Lyla, you went into A-Cad. You know what it’s like. Severed from your family, pruned of emotions. Now imagine no one knew where you were, and those in charge, well, they could do what they want. You’re telling me you’re going to hand a little girl the same sentence you already suffered?”

      “You knew,” Robin said, the realization hitting her. “You knew that if it ever came to this, if I knew everything, I would walk away. Because I always walk away. That’s why you picked me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Let her go, Molly.”

      “Answer the question. Do you want her to have the life you had,” the President asked, “or the one you wish you had?”

      More wind shrieked through the trees. She saw it now. Her entire life had been leading to this moment. A choice. Leave, and give Lyla Walker the life Robin Wray had never had, or take the girl, return her to the world of the living, and risk condemning her to a life even worse than the NIF, all in the hope that the truth still meant something, no matter how horrific.

      Robin couldn’t look at the President. “Please don’t make me do this.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Robin looked at the bedroom door. Behind it she knew Lyla wasn’t playing or reading, because back when Robin was a girl she’d been smart enough to eavesdrop on her parents bickering about what to do with their daughter. How to help her, how to save her. How to save themselves.

      Her life had been chosen for her. When she was the same age as Lyla she’d been swept from society, buried in an institution, molded into someone she didn’t know or like. Lyla might have it worse if Robin told the truth to the rest of the world. The girl would be flung into the spotlight, but when it died down, they could take her, the anonymous monsters that had already taken nine other kids. Somehow, someway.

      The last time Robin saw her mother, wrought with dementia, frail and forgetful in the nursing home her daughter had put her in, unable to even speak, was on a cold bright day in winter, the sky a pale blue but bereft of clouds. She found her mother in a wheelchair by the window, swathed in a blanket, staring out at a world she no longer remembered. Robin brought over a tray of food. A bowl of soup and a plate of bread. It took a while for her mother to notice her, but when she did, her eyes remained the same. She couldn’t identify her daughter. All the woman did was open her mouth and wait for the other woman to spoon soup inside. Which was what Robin did. She fed her mother. For a long time she thought that moment was all they’d ever had together, a devastatingly mundane ending, the only thing worthwhile from the woman she came from. But if she dug deeper, with a clear head and an open heart, and courage in the face of nihilistic fear, she saw her other memories too, from the achingly gorgeous beginning. Soccer with untied laces her mother would retie anytime she ran off the field in the middle of a game. Birthdays with smeared icing and a mountain of torn wrapping paper that her mother used to cocoon her up like a caterpillar. Video games with one can of soda and one bowl of chips and an extra of each if she beat her mother. Homework with markers and stickers that devolved her mother into a color plastered queen.

      “I’m sorry,” Robin said, looking at the President. “I wish I could let her go. I really do. But I can’t bury it. I just can’t.”

      Beneath her stoicism, the President looked shocked. “You know what this means,”

      “Yes.”

      “If that classified program lives on, you’ll have blood on your hands, the blood of my granddaughter and all the other children who have disappeared.”

      “The truth has to mean something, Madam President.”

      “At what cost?”

      Robin shook her head. “I wish I had the answer to a question like that.”

      “The answer is to walk away.”

      “I’m sorry.” Robin walked across the cabin to the bedroom door. When she reached it she grabbed the knob but stopped when she heard the cock of a gun.

      Her back to the President.

      “What are you doing?” Robin asked.

      “I will not let you take her from me,” the President said.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I have no other choice.”

      Seconds became centuries.

      Robin pressed her ring finger to her palm and twisted her body, her gun shooting out her sleeve and a bullet skewering her stomach as she raised her arm and, through squinted eyes and searing pain, aimed her weapon and pulled the trigger, the President now looking like the mere image of a woman with a gun.

      Centuries became seconds.

      Robin and the President fell to the floor.
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      Blood. Hers. She looked around. She was slumped against the door leading to the bedroom, a dribbling hole in her coat, only darkening the already black leather. The bullet almost hit the book that belonged to her mom. Across the cabin, Molly was on her back, blood staining her white blouse, a revolver beside her body.

      The front door flew open and Mac ran in. He looked at Robin and the President, back and forth, until he spotted the revolver.

      “What did you do?!”

      Mac rushed to Molly and grabbed her hand, blood smearing across their fingers and palms while Robin stumbled to her feet. Wavered in place. Locked her footing. Stabilized. The wound pulsed, leaked blood in rhythm with the beat of her heart. She hadn’t been shot in years. Forgot what the pain was like, burning outward.

      Her hand pressed against her side, Robin trudged over to Molly, kneeling to grab her other hand but stopping when she remembered her gloves. She looked at them. All they’d ever done was hide who she was from the outside world. She pulled them off and held her hand, assaulted by every fragment Molly Walker had to offer, observing them and nothing more, like flotsam gliding down a river.

      “I did my best,” Molly said, gasping, her eyes wide and unblinking. Horrified.

      “I know,” Mac said. “I know.”

      “Don’t let them take her.” Molly looked at both of them. “Protect her. Please.”

      Then she took her last breath, and her body went still.

      Robin watched Mac put his hand to his ear and then survey the scene. The President of the United States, dead, Robin, alive, the revolver on the ground, their blood splattering the cabin like paint thrown by a child.

      “Just some target practice,” Mac said into his earpiece. Nothing to report.”

      “Did you just save my life?” Robin asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      Mac stared at Molly. “I loved this woman. I believed in her. But we shouldn’t be here, drowning under a lie. All these secrets. She made her choices, you made yours.” He paused. “I made mine.”

      “I’m sorry. For everything.”

      Mac did nothing but stare at the bedroom door. Still shut. “Take her.”

      “What?”

      “The girl. Take her.”

      “Fuck no.”

      “The only woman in the world that might have had a chance at protecting her is dead. If Lyla goes back to the world of the living, and Molly isn’t around, these fuckers will take her faster than we can see it happen. They’ve done it before, they’ll do it again.”

      “I’m done,” Robin said, believing it less and less as time wore on, despite the weariness that pressed through her skin, muscles, bones, swelling by the day.

      “Children are disappearing, the FLF is radicalizing, and we’re at war with China,” Mac said. “The world is soaked in kerosene and all you want to do is to walk away?”

      She thought about the cancer in her brain, how she’d almost used it as an excuse to finally pull the trigger and depart from life for good, to walk away and drink herself into the sand until her brain ate the rest of her and she was claimed by the sweet bliss of true oblivion.

      “Fuck,” Robin said.

      “Fuck,” Mac echoed.

      “I can’t just take her.”

      “You can,” Mac said. “Take the cab you came in, put her in the trunk, and drive the two of you out of here like nothing happened.”

      “What about you?”

      He looked her up and down. “You know how to knock someone out?”

      “I mean, I’ve never tried a three hundred pound man before, but there’s a first time for everything.”

      “The only way we get away with this is if we make it look like you held me at gunpoint, forced an all clear through my earpiece, and knocked me out.”

      “They’ll think you’re a coward,” Robin said.

      “Doesn’t matter if it keeps Lyla safe.”

      “I’d say sorry but this is your idea.”

      “The truth will come out,” Mac said. “You killed the President of the United States. You’ll be the most wanted woman on the planet. But the girl will be safe. And then we can get to work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The program, the one Molly was looking into. It needs to stop. We can finish what she started.”

      Robin thought about all those kids, the ones like Lyla, stolen from A-Cad, from their families, caged in some facility somewhere, hidden, suffering in ways she didn’t want to imagine.

      “What do I even do after I—” she remembered the girl, “—we get away?”

      “Find the FLF.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “They’re deceitful fuckers, but they’re honest folk,” Mac said. “Some of them at least.”

      “You want me to walk into a den of terrorists and ask for help?”

      “I want you to hide the girl by finding the people who saved her in the first place. Ask for Joel. Don’t trust him, just use him.”

      Joel. The enigmatic leader of the FLF, a man who had done something bad for a good reason, bury the truth to the save the girl.

      “What about you?” Robin asked.

      “I’ll be fine. Fired, but fine.”

      “Stay in touch.”

      “A hard ask, Madam Fugitive.”

      Robin stared at the scene, processing the enormity of what had happened and what was about to happen. She was about to make more irreversible choices. Somehow though, standing there with a hole in her side and her head in withdrawal and the President of the United States dead by her hand, she felt she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

      Robin walked up behind Mac.

      “Sorry.”

      She choked him out. He was tougher than the usual suspect, beefier, denser, wider, but she got the job done. The fight he instinctively put up was a pathetic shade of what she knew he could throw her way if he really wanted to. After she slapped his cheek and got nothing back, she laid him down beside Molly.

      Then Robin walked to the bedroom and opened the door, knowing the girl inside was scared, confused, alone, and about to wonder if the only woman in the world who could protect her was the same woman who had killed her grandmother.

      The first thing the girl saw when the door opened was a woman that looked like her mother, the one that died of drugs, stalk into the room with a speckle of blood on her hands. Beyond the woman, the girl saw her nana. Laying on the ground. Blood everywhere. The girl said nothing. She locked up, returned to the familiar inside place she went to when things went existentially wrong, when she didn’t know what was happening or why and couldn’t do anything about it because the world was big, bigger than she was, bigger than everything.

      The woman with blood on her hands scooped the girl up and buried her face in her chest. As the woman held the girl and ran out of the cabin, the girl held the woman, her hands on her neck, and the girl saw everything the woman had ever done, seen, heard, thought, felt, the worst parts of herself, the wounds that wouldn’t heal.

      Robin, small, her parents driving her down a dirt road, out in the wilderness, trying to convince her everything was going to be okay and nothing was going to change and they loved her, later on staring down at her for some time, looking for a sign that would tell them they were doing the right thing.

      Before the woman lowered the girl to the ground, cupping her cheeks, telling her she was safe, the girl saw one last thing.

      Robin, turning, firing a bullet at President Molly Walker.

      The woman heaved the girl into the trunk of the cab and their connection broke, leaving the girl with nothing but fear as the woolly felt on the trunk bottom smelled like dust and itched at her arms and the inner lights glowed through the dark like pale eyes without pupils and the woman grabbed the open trunk, pressed her finger to her lips, and slammed it shut.
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        Thank you for reading Find Her. The story continues in Hide Her, book two in the Erodium Trilogy. Find out what happens when Robin and Lyla go on the run. Can Robin keep Lyla alive long enough to find the FLF?

      

      

      
        
        Click here to read Hide Her

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Did you enjoy this book? Please help other readers find it by leaving a review.
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