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      You see them, the shadows, everywhere. They look like the person you knew, maybe someone you were related to, maybe someone you loved. Always someone you lost.

      But they aren’t that someone. That’s the infuriating and the comforting part. They can’t be that someone. They’re the right age, even though years have passed. They are too tall or too thin or too young or too old. They lack the limp or the sideways grin.

      They’re not quite right, but they are enough to remind you—to send that bolt of adrenaline through you, the one that says, There he is! God, I’ve missed him. And you stop and stare, or you run toward them and sometimes, the worst times, you put out a hand and call that person by the wrong name, with just a little too much hope in your voice.

      Then the someone turns, and you see that you were wrong. The nose is too long, the eyes too close together, the chin too pointed. You stammer an apology and if they’re kind, they say, It’s okay, and if they’re not, they angrily tell you their own name and stalk away.

      The confusing ones are the ones who look at you with compassion, and then smile just a little, saying nothing as they turn their back on you and go about their business.

      You want to call after those people. You want to find out who, exactly, they are, and why they looked at you like that. Could you be mistaken? Could it be the person you lost? Could it be . . .?

      And you follow, but not too close, and usually you lose them in a crowd. You think: No, no, I made a mistake, just like all the other times, but that doubt lingers.

      Sometimes it lingers just enough that you need answers, and for those answers, you—everyone—always comes to me.
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      Katrina Kleinfelder got married at sixteen because she didn’t want to lose him. DeAndre Sheawn was tall and thin and had the kindest eyes she’d ever seen. He didn’t stand up quite straight, and his legs were a little bowed, and she loved all of that about him.

      He was six years older and he’d come into her life at the right moment. Her family’s house had been half burned in a midnight carpet bombing that never should have happened—at least that was what the government had said. They had said that the city of Zelno was too far out of the war zone to suffer through any of the battles.

      That was before the Etrines changed the rules, encroaching into protected territories and slaughtering anyone in their path. Total war, they’d called it, based on some historical analogy, and somehow they thought that was right.

      At that point, though, Katrina—sixteen—alone, stayed in the dilapidated, water-damaged house, the one that reeked of smoke, because she thought her parents would come back from their military service and be unable to find her.

      Before they left, they’d shipped her baby sister and her younger brother out of the country entirely, making them take a short shuttle to an inhabited moon at the very edge of Vorliss space where their aunt met them. Their aunt couldn’t take more than two children by law, because the population inside the dome was limited.

      Technically, at sixteen, Katrina was no longer a child, not according to that same law, so her parents figured she could remain at home, safe enough, with neighbors checking on her. School was nearby and had gone to year-round, partly because so many teens were in the exact same spot as Katrina—unable to leave, unable to serve, unable to completely fend for themselves.

      The government was supposed to care for them, and did, more or less, with food and daily examinations at school, although the nights were terrifying, even before the bombing.

      Afterwards . . .

      Katrina didn’t like to think about afterwards.

      She only stayed in the house another week, enough to have constant flashbacks when she smelled lingering smoke. She did not let her parents know what happened, although she could have, and by rights, they could have come home, found a new place to live, and maybe figured out how to care for her.

      She had gotten it into her head that they wouldn’t respect her for failing to tough it out. Later, she realized that even if she had sent for them, they wouldn’t have come. They were too far out. She would have been evacuated by the time they would have arrived in the neighborhood, and they would have had trouble finding her no matter what.

      That night—the night of the bombing—she had helped the neighbors who had put out the fires themselves. Every neighborhood had some firefighting equipment, thanks to a farseeing watch organization, and they had used the water and the pumps and the suppressants just like they had been trained.

      No one in authority had come to help; there were too many fires all over the city, in much more important neighborhoods.

      So the neighbors had salvaged what they could.

      Most of the neighbors left, but Katrina had nowhere to go, and what little money she had wouldn’t cover travel.

      The front part of the house—the living area with its large brown cushions and the kitchen with the round table that she had loved because she used it to remember better times when everyone sat around it and laughed and shared a meal—remained intact.

      She slept on the largest cushion, which had somehow avoided the worst of the water, smoke, and chemicals, and ate at the table, pretending that her family was out and would return soon.

      The school had been destroyed. Technically, she was supposed to receive a reassignment, but where would they send it? To her various devices? Those had stopped working because the Etrines had taken down all of the communications buildings with a single attack.

      By day three, she realized she should probably walk to a different neighborhood, beg for help from another school, but she wasn’t sure what direction to go in. And besides, her family wouldn’t know how to find her if she moved.

      She spent the entire day filled with indecision, and was about to leave when the trucks rolled in. Finally, the city’s rescue workers had gotten to her neighborhood.

      Finally, she met DeAndre.

      He convinced her to leave. He helped her leave messages for her folks. Then, he took her to a neighborhood on the other side of the city, one he guaranteed would be safe.

      And oh, it looked safe, with its intact houses and beautiful school. It didn’t have a working communications array either, but there, the array was being fixed.

      She moved into a house with people she didn’t know and waited until she could contact her family, and DeAndre continually checked in on her, and she didn’t cling.

      She was proud of herself for not clinging.

      She anticipated each of his visits, though, hoping and hoping and hoping he would find her again.

      He did.

      And then Etrines came back. The battles—well, they weren’t battles, not for her. They were days of hiding and not sleeping and whistles and explosions and dirt raining on the underground bunkers someone had built at the beginning of the war.

      Then the fighting moved on. But everyone knew it would be back.

      DeAndre proposed as things eased. She married him two days before he left to fight, two days she says were the best in her life, and it wasn’t until later, the dreaded later, that a friend had praised DeAndre on his foresight.

      No soldier thought they were going to live through this, her not-friend had said. So he took care of you as best he could. You got his death benefits, right? The ability to travel, to leave Zelno? He’s your hero.

      Her hero. Her dead hero. Because, according to the government, he was long gone.
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      A sign floats above my building for most to see. It includes a version of my name—Davidson Turo—in small letters beneath an ancient image of a man in a fedora looking at something through a magnifying glass.

      No one here knows what a fedora is—they all call it a hat, which is technically correct—and of course, we have no need for magnifying glasses. But I love the image. It suits me, and it’s memorable enough that anyone can find it.

      The sign goes dim whenever the authorities are nearby. I try to remain inconspicuous. When I initially put up my sign, I deliberately put it at the very edge of Naik, back when it was small and the hub of everything on the western side of the planet. I operated illegally—still do—which was why I figured I needed to be on the edge of things.

      The city encroached and I learned that no one cared about what I did, as long as I didn’t make a stink about it. The authorities did visit me once about my lack of a license, but they saw my hovel and decided pursing me for fees would cost them more than they would make, and since then, they’ve left me alone.

      My hovel takes up the entire first floor of a building that should’ve been torn down a decade ago. Bugs have chewed through the original wood, which I fortified with steel, leaving the damaged wood around the steel as a kind of camouflage.

      Inside, the place is strong and will last another century, provided that the conventional weapons used in the various wars fought in this sector remain conventional.

      The front half, the half you would enter if you ever came to see me, is wide open, with fat steel beams that are embedded deep in the rough concrete floor. I’ve placed ancient and ratty furniture near tables, as well as a tiny do-it-yourself half-kitchen stocked with a dozen caffeinated beverages, some alcohol, some cannabis edibles, as well as real baked goods. Fruit and bottled water for the purists. Fortunately the system itself freshens the offerings daily, sending the proper items to compost and the rest to the nearest military shelter, half a block down.

      I make a fortune at this work, so I might as well share it. That’s my theory, anyway. A fortune I don’t share with the authorities. I share it with those who really need it. Who needs to fund these endless wars, after all?

      The other half of the main floor is hard to access. You need five codes, my eyeball print, a verbal code phrase that comes from a song my mother sang me when I was little (yes, you must sing the phrase. It cannot be recorded. Oh, and you must sound like me when doing so), and one palm print from a glove that I keep in a drawer to the door’s right.

      Annoying, for me anyway, since I live behind that door. I’ve had girlfriends tell me that the area in the back reminded them of apartments rented in the very center of some of the nearby space stations. No windows, but amenities to make up for it.

      The area in the back has the full kitchen that remains stocked (same deal—recycling, composting, donating), along with an automated chef who responds quickly and without emotion to my occasionally curt orders, a lot of self-cleaning devices from the furniture to the appliances, and the ubiquitous robotic housekeeper who makes sure the sheets are fresh, the towels are fluffy, and my clothes are clean.

      Those same girlfriends used to wonder if I was lonely living here, like this, with very little human contact. And I gave them all the exact same answer: It’s the best way to live.

      The relationships always ended shortly thereafter.

      I didn’t really care. I was more wrapped up in learning from history, studying what-could-have-beens and searching for people hiding in plain sight. The stories I heard, they kept me going. The people I met, they made me happy I lived alone.

      I believed—back then—that everything worked on its own predictable pattern.

      I had a lot to learn.
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      Mikah Crawley didn’t marry and regretted it every single day of his life. He was eighteen when he and Antonio Suarez discovered each other.

      They met at the hospital where Mikah was recovering from burns he’d sustained when he managed to save three little kids from a vehicle attacked by insurgents.

      He didn’t remember much about the rescue—most of the images in his head were from the vid feeds on the streets nearby. Single shot images rather than the moving ones, because maybe his head didn’t want to deal with moving images.

      First: the attack—flames shot from a blunderbuss at six vehicles traveling along a protected street. Mikah didn’t look for the bad guy, didn’t try to stop the illegal weapon from taking out civilians.

      Instead, he saw the three kids strapped in the back of a now-burning car, their injured mother crawling out on her own, and he ran in—grabbing the metal door, using his pocket knife to undo at least one of the straps, and handing Kid One—a baby—to the woman behind him, who trotted off with it. Kid Two—a toddler (this is the famous image) clinging to his neck while he tried to grab Kid Three. He couldn’t get to Kid Three without endangering Kid Two, so he handed the toddler off to another woman who took the screaming child and ran to safety.
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