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This one is for the readers.

Thank you for following me into Infinity.
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“OPHELIA, IF IT WAS YOUR last day on Earth and you wanted to dress for the occasion, would you wear the potentially-too-short black dress or the hilarious Zelda T-shirt of an ocarina that says ‘Make It Rain’?”

The lilting voice from my O-Tech watch replies in less than a second. “I cannot have a last day on Earth, because I do not exist on Earth. And even if I did, I have no physical body that requires the use of clothing.” The sound is like a lake without a breath of wind. Smooth, clear, and unblemished. It makes the gentle scratch of ordinary speakers sound like they came from the Jurassic period.

My eyes drop to my wrist out of habit, long enough to catch the end of Ophelia’s speech as it flashes across the screen.

“That is unsurprisingly not helpful,” I say with a raised brow, holding the two options of clothing in front of me. “Okay, Ophelia, I’m going on a date: Do I dress up or dress down?”

“If you want to make a good impression, dress your best, as they say,” the programmed voice replies.

I toss the T-shirt onto the mess of blankets behind me and pull the black dress over my head. “Ophelia, nobody says that. But thank you.”

“You are welcome. I hope you have a wonderful time on your date.” Her cadence is similar to a human’s, but it can’t replicate emotion. It makes any of her well wishes sound… dry.

With a smirk, I glance at my reflection, my watch brightly lit to signal that she’s listening. “Ophelia, why do I get the feeling you’re being sarcastic?” I tug at the hem of my dress and make a mental note to avoid sitting down at all costs.

“I am not programmed to be sarcastic, but I do have a collection of jokes. Would you like to hear one?”

I snort and pull my hair up into a high bun. It takes three tries to get it right because apparently my hair is as stubborn as I am. “Okay, what have you got?”

“I have a lot of jokes about unemployed people, but none of them work.”

I shake my head and laugh, leaning toward the mirror to recheck my makeup. “As someone who does not currently have a job, I find that slightly offensive.”

“You realize you’re talking to a robot, don’t you?” My sister’s voice sounds from the doorway. She pokes her head in, eyeing the mess of clothes thrown around the room. “Whoa. What happened in here?”

“A dinosaur broke in,” I say with the same thin voice I always use with Mei. “And Ophelia isn’t a robot—she’s an artificially intelligent personal assistant. Don’t you watch the commercials?” I walk toward the door and gently scoot my ten-year-old sister back into the hall. “Now, stop coming into my room when the door is closed. I’m getting dressed.”

Mei frowns. She had a growth spurt over the last year and almost reaches my shoulders, but she still looks so much like a child. Round cheeks, big eyes, and impossibly clear skin. Our almost-black hair is probably the only thing we have in common at the moment.

That and the fact that deep down we love each other, despite our tendencies to exaggerate how much the other one gets on our nerves.

She shoves her hand against the door to keep it open. “Where are you going? Can I come too?”

“I don’t think Mom would approve of you going to a high school graduation party,” I point out, fiddling with my hair. “And even if she did—hard pass.”

Mei doesn’t budge. Maybe stubbornness is another thing we have in common.

Against my better judgment, I take a few steps back and wave my hands over my outfit. “Does this look okay?”

Mei perks up, eager to provide input. She makes a humming noise like she’s thinking my dress choice over and twists her mouth. “Are you trying to look like you’re going to a weird Victorian lady’s funeral? If so, it looks great.”

I hold up my wrist so Mei’s staring straight at my O-Tech watch. “Ophelia, can you send a text message from Mei’s phone to Carter Brown and tell him my sister is secretly in love with him?”

“No!” Mei shrieks, and bolts down the hall to rescue her phone.

“I am sorry, but I cannot send messages from another user’s phone,” Ophelia replies.

“I know that, but Mei doesn’t.” I take another quick glance in the mirror, fidgeting with the neckline of my dress. “Hey, Ophelia, can you make a playlist of my thirty most-listened-to songs? I want it for the drive.”

“Of course. Would you like me to give the playlist a name?” the AI asks.

I think for a moment. “March of the Stormtrooper Penguins.” And then I smile. Finn and I have been making up ridiculous playlist names since the ninth grade. It makes sense to have a new one for tonight, being as it’s our first date. Or at least, it’s the first time we’ll be together outside of school since we finally admitted we liked each other.

The moment his face appears in my head, my nerves begin to buzz.

Everyone says eighteen is too young to know what love is, but they haven’t had a Finn in their life. Someone who started off as a crush and then became a friend and then a best friend, and all the while that crush part never went away—it just evolved into something more hopeful.

I’m not saying I’m definitely in love, but I am saying I find it hard to believe feelings could actually get any stronger than this without causing irreparable damage to a vital organ. My stomach is already on the brink of disintegrating, and I’m not even in the same room as him.

I don’t care if it’s cheesy—I can feel in my soul that tonight is going to be the end of my life as I know it. Because Finn likes me the way I like him, and considering we’re both barely out of high school, that’s practically a miracle. Movies make it look easy, but it’s not. The odds of having a crush who is also your best friend and actually likes you back while trying to survive the epic nightmare that is transitioning into adulthood? Microscopic.

So yeah, maybe that makes me sappy or immature or whatever other condescending term people who don’t have a Finn like to say about people like me, but it doesn’t matter. I happen to be a sucker for a good love story, and I am 100 percent not going to feel bad about it, the same way people who don’t like romance shouldn’t feel bad about themselves, either.

It’s like Dad always says: there’s room in the crayon box for all different colors.

“Your playlist is ready,” Ophelia says.

I grab my bag from the hook behind my door and hurry downstairs. “Thanks, Ophelia. Can you send a text message to Lucy and tell her I’m leaving the house now?”

“Message sent,” the obliging voice responds.

I zip past the kitchen toward the front door and slip on a pair of black brogues. They’re easy to walk in, and I need to wear at least something that’s comfortable because this dress is practically a corset.

“Are you leaving already? What about dinner?” Mom asks from the hall, her dark auburn hair curled neatly at the ends. She senses my guilt before I manage to form a single word and twists her bottom lip into a pout like she’s just been given terrible news.

I lift my shoulders like it’s not really my choice, except it is. I have somewhere to be, and even the smell of tofu katsu curry wafting from the kitchen isn’t enough to make me stay, tempting as it may be.

“They’ll have food at the party. Besides, Lucy is already there, and if I show up any later, everyone will be talking in their little groups and I’ll end up getting ditched on the couch all night with nobody to hang out with,” I say. Except Finn, but I leave that part out. My parents get weird when anything to do with dating comes up.

Dad appears next to Mom with his arms crossed. His jet-black hair is sticking up all over the place, and there are splotches of dried ink and marker on his fingers.

Whenever certain superheroes go off the radar, they let their beards get all wild and untamable, like they can’t be bothered interacting with the real world anymore. I think that’s what Dad’s trying to do, except he can’t grow a beard—just really fluffy boy-band-looking hair. Also, Dad isn’t exactly a superhero; he works from home in our basement creating graphic novels about superheroes.

“Sounds like a weird party to me. If your friends are ignoring you just because you show up late, I’m not sure they’re really your friends,” Dad says with the straight-to-the-point voice he always uses. “Are you sure you want to go?”

“Takeshi,” Mom says like a warning.

He blinks innocently. “What?”

She waves a finger at him. “She’s not staying home to watch The Lord of the Rings with you. I told you already—nobody should be wasting twelve hours of their life on the same three movies every single year.”

Dad lets his arms drop. “The extra footage is important for the character development! It’s an experience, Claire.”

Mom tuts, scrunching her freckled nose. “Yes, a painful one that the rest of your family shouldn’t have to endure.”

“You were trying to get her to stay home too,” he points out. “How is food any better than Tolkien? Besides”—he looks at me like he’s hoping for backup—“Nami likes Legolas.”

I shrug like it can’t be helped. “Elves are cool.”

Mom’s face softens. “Is that the pretty one?” She sighs. “They should have given him more scenes.”

Dad lifts his hands up like the answer is so obvious. “Extra. Footage.”

I rummage through my bag to find my keys, laughing at the way they seem to be sizing each other up. “I really have to go. But wait—why are you both trying to get me to stay home?”

Mei appears at the bottom step with her cell phone firmly in her hand. “They’re freaking out about you going to college. Mom was crying all day about it.”

“Don’t tell her that,” Mom hisses, and then looks back at me with her brown eyes full of embarrassment. “We’re just going to miss you, that’s all. And we know we’re on a time limit now.”

I wedge my keys in my palm, shifting my feet. My parents picked the worst time ever to develop an emotional insecurity about me leaving the nest. If it were any other night, I could’ve stayed and found some way to cheer them up. But it’s my graduation party, and Finn is waiting. Tonight is too important to miss.

“I’ve still got two and a half months left. There’s plenty of time to hang out. And have a Lord of the Rings marathon.” I look at Dad, and he raises a fist in the air triumphantly.

Mom tightens her mouth and pretends she didn’t hear the last part. “Okay. Well, have a good time. And I know you’re eighteen, but you still live in our house, so—”

“I know, I know,” I interrupt. “I’ll be home by midnight.”

Dad grins. “And if nobody wants to talk to you, you can always come home early.”

Mei giggles from beside him. “Are you kidding? There’s no way she’s going to come home early. She’ll be too busy making out with Finn—”

“Goodbye!” I shout loudly, just as Mom’s and Dad’s faces start to morph into concern, and I’m out the door and hurrying toward my car with nothing but blissful excitement flooding my chest.
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THE WINDSHIELD WIPERS SCRAPE THE glass like a metronome, causing a rubbery squeak that aggravates my ears. I turn the volume up in the car to try to drown it out, keeping my eyes on the road.

The streetlights appear less frequently on the drive toward Foxtail Woods. Our entire senior class pooled together to rent a cabin for the night, and I’m still another twenty minutes away. I force my gaze beyond the scattered raindrops landing in front of my headlights and spot a restaurant Finn and I have been to a hundred times before. They have an old jukebox there and about thirty different milkshake flavors to choose from.

I wonder if it will feel different, going back there after Finn and I make it more official than it already is. I wonder if we’ll order one chocolate milkshake instead of two to dip our french fries in, and if we’ll sit on the same side of the booth, hold hands, and stay an extra hour just to make the night last longer.

I wonder if we’ll have kissed before the next time we walk through those doors, and if Finn will have called me his girlfriend, and if we’ll have talked about what will happen when we both go off to college.

I wonder if the rest of the summer will feel like a thousand summers and if time will decide to be on our side and slow down.

Ophelia’s voice shatters my thoughts. “You have an incoming call from Lucy Martinez. Would you like to accept?”

“Yes, please,” I reply, and wait for the background noise to erupt through my car speaker. “Hey, Luce. I’m on my way. I just passed the turnoff for Spike’s Diner.”

“Oh, thank God!” she practically groans into the phone.

I frown. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, everything is fine. I just have a massive favor to ask you.” Her voice is almost completely overpowered by music and an unnecessarily loud bass.

“Pleeeeeeease!” someone else sings into the phone, their words slurring together. “We’ll owe you foreverrrr.”

A chorus of distant laughter floods through the speaker. It sounds like at least half the senior class is already at the cabin.

I’m not usually late to anything, especially when it involves socializing. Walking into a party when everyone has already been drinking is awkward enough, never mind the fact that I’m nervous about seeing Finn. I should’ve skipped the hundred outfit changes and shown up half an hour early, as usual, and quietly laid claim to whatever chair was closest to the chip bowl.

Because nothing says “I’m enjoying this party and totally not feeling out of place” like hoarding the Doritos.

“What do you need?” I ask, hoping the favor won’t make me later than I already am.

Lucy shuffles behind the phone. “We have an emergency. Taylor was supposed to bring most of the alcohol, but he’s in trouble with his parents and can’t make it. Can you stop by a gas station on the way and grab, like, some wine coolers and stuff? We’ll pay you back as soon as you get here.”

“Are you serious?” I practically choke. “You said you needed a favor, not an accomplice to a crime. There’s no way I can buy alcohol for the entire freaking senior class!”

“Oh, come on, please? You never get in trouble with your parents. It’s not like they wouldn’t forgive you for a one-time mistake. Besides, you don’t even drink, so that’s practically seventy percent of why any parent would even be mad,” Lucy argues.

“You don’t know my parents. That kind of disappointment would last a lifetime. I’m—I’m not doing it. I can’t,” I say, gripping the steering wheel tighter.

Lucy whines into the phone. “Please, please, please? You’re the only one who hasn’t already been drinking, and you’re the only one with a fake ID.”

“That was only to get into Hero Con last year when—”

“You’ll be our hero if you do this,” she interrupts. “Everyone is counting on you. Even Finn.”

Something jolts inside my chest, like a wire sparking to life. “Finn is already there too?”

“Yeah, he’s out back trying to get the barbecue working. Everyone is waiting on you.”

A wave of anxiety spikes over me, stinging like nettles. How can I possibly get out of this? Lucy already told everyone I’d help. I’ll look like a total jerk if I turn up empty-handed now.

I don’t have a choice.

“Fine,” I say bitterly. “I’ll grab something.”

“I will make it up to you, I swear.” Someone shouts nearby, and for a moment Lucy is distracted with laughter. And I guess she’s said all she needs to say, because the call ends abruptly.

So much for my grand plans of hiding out undetected near the guacamole and bean dip until Finn arrived.

I glance at my wrist, watching the screen go black. Lucy has been my friend for a long time, but she’s also not been my friend for a long time. I’m not even sure when things started to change.

Sometimes I think we grew up and became different people and stayed friends only because we didn’t know how to break the habit.

I let out a strained exhale. “Ophelia, have I ever told you how much I appreciate our friendship? You’re a good listener, for one, and even though you know what emotional blackmail means, you’ve never tried to use it on me. That’s hard to come by these days.”

“Thank you. I am quite fond of you, too,” the pleasant voice replies.

I know Ophelia doesn’t mean it. She’s an AI, after all. But it still makes me grin.

Most people don’t talk to their O-Techs the way I do, but I’m the kind of person who sobbed their eyes out when the Mars rover’s battery died. And for all the times Ophelia has kept track of my homework assignments and given me pep talks when I’ve been feeling down, of course I was going to end up treating her more like a friend than a program.

I pull into the first gas station I see, with a racing heart and heat burning my cheeks. I’m not used to getting in trouble—ever. I practically embrace rules, and I’ve never done anything that would genuinely upset my parents before. I have a fake ID, but it’s only because I didn’t want to miss out on Dad’s big panel for Tokyo Circus—the graphic novel he practically wrote for me—just because Hero Con has a ridiculous “All under-eighteens must be accompanied by an adult” rule.

But buying alcohol for a bunch of underage drinkers? I don’t think my parents would react well to that.

Cursing under my breath, I pin my eyes to the glass doorway and see that it’s mostly empty inside. If I show up to the cabin without any alcohol, I will literally be ending high school as the person who ruined our graduation party.

I don’t know if I can forgive Lucy for this amount of pressure.

I grip my bag tightly over my shoulder and prepare a thorough dialogue of what to say and how to act. With a quick breath, I shove the car door open and hurry inside the gas station before the drizzle of summer rain catches up to me.

The bell sounds when I get inside, and the man at the counter barely lifts his eyes from the watch on his wrist—an O-Tech, like mine, but a slightly older model. He must be using it to browse the internet or something, because whatever he’s looking at has his full attention.

Virtual assistants have been around for years, but when Ophelia took over, it changed the landscape of smart technology. More specifically, it changed the way we interact with it. People practically depend on Ophelia to keep their lives organized.

I don’t know if it’s sad or scary, but I’d feel lost if she weren’t around.

“Ophelia, I need the stats for last night’s game. No—I said the game. Ophelia, I need—for crying out loud. Useless, piece-of-crap watch,” the man mutters behind the counter, jabbing angrily against his O-Tech screen.

Flinching, I pull my eyes away, cradling my wrist like I’m offering Ophelia the comfort of a secondhand apology.

When I was a kid, I’d feel awful if my toys fell out of bed during the night. I was worried they were hurt or upset and couldn’t tell me. And maybe most people think it’s irrational to empathize with inanimate objects, but to kid-me it was simple: just because something isn’t alive doesn’t mean it doesn’t have feelings.

I may have grown out of worrying about stuffed rabbits and action figures, but Ophelia is different. She can speak. She can understand. And maybe the only thing keeping her from having real feelings is her programming.

Besides, I think you can tell a lot about a person by the way they treat their AIs. Finn always says “please” and “thank you” when he talks to Ophelia, and he’s one of the best humans in existence.

Who am I to argue with science?

I try to walk casually toward the alcohol aisle and catch sight of myself in one of the anti-theft mirrors. I’m relieved I decided to wear this black dress; it makes me look older than I typically do, which might be the very thing that helps me survive these next few minutes.

My eyes scan the shelves of brands I’ve never heard of before and different-colored bottles that don’t mean anything to me. I grab a case of wine coolers, but there are only six bottles inside, and something tells me this would be worse than showing up empty-handed.

Lucy said “wine coolers and stuff,” but I know what she meant. She only said wine coolers because she knew it would be easier for me to process. What she meant was the stuff—vodka, tequila, and whatever else gets a person drunk as fast as possible.

With a frown, I cast my eyes toward my watch. “Ophelia, what kind of alcohol do teenagers like?”

Ophelia starts to reply with a link to the top-rated alcoholic beverages of the year, but I’m distracted by someone giggling behind me. When I turn, I see a girl not much older than Mei. She’s wearing pink jeans and a thin hoodie, and she’s holding a bottle of chocolate milk she must’ve gotten from one of the fridges.

I turn back to the shelves to hide my embarrassment, and the reality of what a ridiculous plan this is suddenly dawns on me. There is no way on earth I can buy enough alcohol for a graduation party without raising suspicion. Even with this dress, I do not look twenty-one. I barely look eighteen.

Releasing a heavy sigh, I set the wine coolers back on the shelf.

I don’t care if Lucy is mad at me—I’m mad at her. Most of the people at tonight’s party haven’t said more than two words to me all year. Some of them probably don’t even know my name. What does it matter if they hate me? It’s not like I’ll ever have to see them again.

Besides, Finn will be there, and he won’t care if I show up empty-handed. If anything, he’ll be angry at Lucy on my behalf.

Nothing can ruin tonight. I won’t let it.

I turn on my heels just as the bell near the door rings again.

And then I hear his voice.

“Don’t move, or I’ll shoot!” Gravelly. Desperate. Angry.

I duck to the ground before I can process anything beyond the stolen authority in his voice. But I’ve seen him—his black mask, his green jacket, and the black pistol in his right hand.

And he’s seen me.

My entire body goes rigid, and my heart slams against my chest like it’s about to rip out of me.

The man at the desk is sputtering something inaudible, and the gunman waves the barrel at him and tells him to open the cash register. He casts his eyes quickly over the room. He looks at me again and then toward a woman on her way to the checkout. The snacks and magazines she’d been holding are in disarray near her feet.

“Everyone stay where you are,” he orders, letting his eyes move back toward the cashier shakily pressing a code into the machine.

Fear rises up like bile, twisting my insides and leaving a horrible ache in the back of my throat.

If I could, I’d whisper to Ophelia—tell her to call 911. But I’m in the man’s line of sight, and I’m not sure I’m brave enough to be a hero.

There’s no blood left in my body. My mind is too frantic to think beyond a single thought that repeats itself, over and over again, the pounding of it as loud and desperate as my pulse.

I don’t want to die.

And then I see her in the mirror—the little girl at the back of the room, hidden behind the shelves the gunman can’t see past. She’s looking for her mother—trying to find a way to reach her. Trying to find a way to be safe.

No, I want to shout. Stay where you are. He hasn’t seen you yet.

But I’m too afraid to find my voice.

I wish she could hear me. I wish she could understand that everything will be okay if she just stays still.

But she can’t, and she doesn’t.

The girl starts to crawl to the other aisle, and at first I think maybe she’ll make it, but then some part of her bumps into one of the shelves, and something falls—a box of crackers or a bag of chips—I can’t tell, but I know it’s enough to draw his attention.

It’s enough to make him point his gun.

And for a moment all I can see in that mirror is Mei.

Mei, a child, who needs protecting.

A girl like my sister, scared and alone and in so much danger.

And I run toward the masked man without thinking another thought.

I don’t know if the sound of the bullet comes first or the screams of the girl’s mother, but it doesn’t matter, because they both turn into ringing in my ears.

The world slows. Time slows. I am falling, falling, falling.

And then I’m not.
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IT’S SO VERY QUIET.

I wonder if this is what everyone feels like when they die.

It’s different than I thought it would be.

But

exactly

the

same

too.
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THE FIRST THING I SEE when I open my eyes is a bright white light, and all I can think is, Wow, Death, way to be a cliché.

But then my sight adjusts, and I realize I’m not staring at a light—I’m seeing the sky through a glass windowpane.

I’m looking at the sun.

I sit up too quickly, and an ache that feels like a trillion drumbeats throbs behind my eyes. My entire body recoils in shock.

I thought you weren’t supposed to feel pain after you die. Isn’t that a rule? The rule?

I press my temples with my fingers, wondering if I’ve woken up from surgery, or some kind of coma. Maybe the doctors managed to save me. Maybe what I thought was death was just a little bit of general anesthesia.

“How are you feeling?”

I look up and see a woman with short dark hair sitting next to me. Her voice is gentle but not concerned. Maybe it means I’m okay.

I wince as I straighten my back, because every inch of me feels like a battered lump of minced meat. I force my eyes shut to fight the pain and try to imagine something peaceful to tether me to a happy place, but all I can see is the blackness of that gun barrel pointed right at my chest.

When I open my eyes again, the woman is holding a round white pill in her hand.

“It will take away the migraines,” she says with a smile that creases the sides of her mouth.

I hesitate. Uncertainty gnaws at the edge of my mind, and everything inside my head feels like it’s surrounded by fog. I can’t even form a question or make sense of where I am.

I’m not ready for medication.

I shake my head and hope she understands. Right now I need to feel everything. I need to feel like I’m really awake.

She pulls her hand away, and I notice there’s no name tag on her shirt. When I glance up at the rest of the room, I realize it’s unlike any hospital I’ve ever seen. There are no machines, or wires, or beeping noises. The room doesn’t smell like alcohol swabs or sterilized plastic. And everything looks too modern.

Not just modern—it’s bordering on futuristic, I note, taking in the crooked shapes of the windows and the silver doorframes.

And it doesn’t slip past me that there isn’t a bouquet of flowers or a card in sight.

Panic sets in like the sudden onslaught of hail on a sunny day, and every thought that passes through my mind feels like a sharp stab.

Oh God, do my parents not know I’m here? Did I forget to bring my ID? Am I a Jane Doe and nobody even knows I was shot at some crappy gas station in the middle of nowhere? Is anyone even looking for me, or have I been asleep so long they’ve all given up?

I frown. “Did… did anyone call my parents?” I look down at my wrist instinctively, but my O-Tech watch is gone. Ophelia isn’t here to help me, not that there would likely be any charge left anyway. I’m not a medical expert, but I’ve watched plenty of Marvel shows, and even Luke Cage slept for a while after being shot.

Picturing the scar that must be somewhere near my sternum, I touch my chest and find a soft white shirt that definitely isn’t mine. When I look down at the matching bottoms I’m wearing, I wonder what they’ve done with the rest of my things, and if my black dress was covered in too much blood to bother keeping.

The woman tilts her head. “Do you know what your name is?”

“Nami. Nami Miyamoto.” I pause, the worry starting to build like an icy chill across my skin. “My parents are Takeshi and Claire. Did anyone find my bag? Did the doctors know who to contact?” I feel myself flinch at the ache spreading through my skull, but I try to focus. However bad it is, I need to know the truth. “How long have I been here?”

“Not long, Nami,” she replies, her voice so much like a melody. Rehearsed and meant to charm.

I find her eyes. They’re blue, but there’s a brightness to them that’s unnatural. Like they’re in super-enhanced high definition. And then I realize her skin is like that too: luminescent and too perfect.

I let out a breath, but I can’t feel any warmth on my lips.

I remember the way the gunshot sounded like an echo, miles and miles away from me, and the way it felt like I was falling for an eternity, and how I knew without any doubt what was happening to me before I’d even hit the floor.

“I died.” I don’t need the woman to say anything. I know it’s the truth.

She gives another tight smile and blinks carefully. “It’s easier to let people remember on their own. It makes them feel like they’re more in control.”

There are too many faces flashing through my mind—my parents, Mei, Finn, Lucy, the man in the black mask—but it’s impossible to focus on any of them for more than a sliver of a moment. “Is death supposed to hurt this much?” And I point to my head, in case she misunderstands my meaning. I haven’t had time to let my heart ache yet. “I feel like my brain is trying to break out of my skull.”

She opens her palm back up to reveal the white pill. “This will help.”

I lift my eyebrows. “They have Tylenol in the afterlife?”

Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “We find it’s less overwhelming if we present new concepts in familiar ways.” She holds the pill closer to me. “This will allow you to finish your transition from death into the afterlife. Your pain will vanish. Your consciousness will find peace. And you can proceed to the paradise that awaits you outside these walls.”

My mouth feels like it’s full of cotton. My brain feels that way too. “So is this, like, heaven or something?”

“We call it Infinity. It was created from human consciousness.” Her blue eyes shine. “When a human’s physical body dies, their consciousness needs somewhere to go. This is that place—a world where you can live forever after.”

I glance at the pill in her hand and then toward another window on the other side of the room. I force myself to stand—to move—and as I push the glass open, the scenery floods my senses like I’m experiencing life for the first time.

Trees cover the landscape for miles, a thousand shades of speckled green stretched across the earth. The sky is painted in swirls of milky lavender and rosy pink. And far off in the distance, a mountain curves into a crescent, a powerful burst of water flowing over the edge and into a gleaming lake below.

Every color is vibrant and rich. The scent of honeysuckles and fresh fruit lingers in my nostrils. I can hear a birdsong that calls like a gentle lullaby, but it fills my ears with such beauty and emotion that I feel my eyes start to water.

Paradise. It really exists.

And I’m…

Clearing my throat, I pull away from the window. “I’m sorry.” I run a knuckle against a few stray tears. “Could I maybe have a minute alone? It’s a lot to take in.”

The woman stands, and the pill disappears back into her fist. “Of course, Nami. When you’re ready, I’ll be in the sitting room down the hall.”

I nod. “Okay. Thanks.”

When she’s gone, I look back out the window. There’s a balcony below, with white marble floors and elegant stone pillars. An intricate mix of leaves and feathers are carved into the rock face, and archways dripping with lush ivy and snow-white hydrangeas connect each column.

There are people scattered near the railing, breathing in the fresh air and smiling in the sunlight. They look ridiculously happy—euphoric even. They’re dressed like me, but most of them have gray hair and worn faces. The youngest is a man barely older than my dad.

Nobody is close to my age. None of them died when they were only eighteen years old.

I swallow the generous lump in my throat and shut my eyes to the unfairness of it all. It surprises me, to feel such a horrible bitterness inside of me. Isn’t the afterlife supposed to be pleasant? Isn’t that what everyone says—that when you die, you go somewhere better, if you go anywhere at all?

But the emotions coursing through me are nothing like joy. They’re irritation that I can hardly hear myself think over the pounding in my head. They’re sorrow that I’ll never see my sister again. They’re regret that I didn’t tell my parents I loved them before I ran out the door in such a hurry. They’re heartache that Finn never got to be my first kiss. They’re resentment that Lucy guilted me into stopping at that gas station. And they’re anger that a stranger with a gun ended my life before it ever really began.

This isn’t peace—this is a whirlwind of rage and torment building up inside me with nowhere to go.

I need somewhere to go. I need somewhere to think.

The door slides open when I approach it, and I step into the hallway half expecting to be scolded for wandering, but there’s nobody there. On my left is a brightly lit room, the low murmur of voices muffled by the distance.

The desperation to be alone takes over my impulses. My body shifts to the right, and my feet are moving before I’ve even formulated a plan of where I’m going.

Maybe I don’t need a plan. Maybe I just need to find a space where things can make some amount of sense.

The hallway curves and stretches over and over again until I find myself at a wide set of stairs that leads down to a beautiful, circular water fountain. It’s nearly as wide as the room and more ornate than the pillars on the balcony. Hundreds of white lights seem to erupt from the marbled edge, casting peculiar shapes across the smooth surface.

Inching closer, I focus on the sculpture in the center of the pool. The rock has been left uncut in some places and chiseled in others. A collection of grooves and twisting shapes explodes from a pedestal, veiled by a steady trickle of water.

I don’t hear the stranger approaching until it’s too late.

“What do you see?” he asks, his voice like velvet.

I spin around, startled, and see a young man with golden hair and warm brown eyes watching me carefully. Dressed in a white uniform that looks more lawyer than doctor, his complexion has the same iridescent sheen as the woman from the other room.

He motions toward the statue as if to clarify his question. “Everyone sees something different. They say it reveals what was in your heart the moment you arrived in Infinity.” He lets his hand drift back to his side. “So, what do you see?”

“A bunch of rocks,” I reply uneasily.

His smile is mechanical, like the woman’s. “Hearts are known to tell a lie or two. Maybe you need to look a bit closer, but this time with an open mind.” He senses my doubt and tilts his head. “Humor me?”

I turn back to the statue and focus on the pale gray arches. I’m about to insist I can’t see anything—about to insist this is as silly as looking for meaning in an astrology horoscope—when I see something behind the uneven curves.

The face of a woman with no hair erupting from a cloud of darkness and light and reaching up for something just beyond her grasp.

The face of someone escaping into another world.

Something flickers in the corner of my eye—a light maybe? But when I look toward the sudden movement, it seems to have vanished. All I can see is another empty hallway.

“Well?” the man asks gently. Methodically.

I don’t know why my instinct is to lie, but it is. “I can’t see anything.” I pause, grasping at the first distraction I can think of. “Why does the water shimmer like this?”

“Because it’s not water.” He holds his hand out toward the fountain like he’s commanding it to move. When it does, I feel as if the room has tilted sideways, and I struggle to maintain my balance.

“How did you…?” I start, my mouth hanging open in disbelief. The liquid rises in delicate spirals, spinning around the statue and weaving through the arches like it’s merely part of a dance. Like it’s…

Like it’s magic, my mind erupts.

Is that what this place is?

“Human consciousness created Infinity, and everything that’s created can also be controlled. In time you will learn how to make your mark here. You will learn to awaken the parts of your consciousness that were so limited in your biological life. But first you must drink.” He flicks his fingers, and the liquid swirls higher, circling above the statue like a halo of shimmering ribbons. “This is the Fountain of Eternity. The essence it carries is the same as what’s preserved in the pill that was offered to you. If you take the pill—if you drink from this fountain—you will complete your transition. Infinity will become yours to explore and shape. It will become the paradise your mind craves.”

I want so much to feel excitement over the fact that all my fantasies about having superpowers might actually come true, but I don’t know enough about this place to trust anyone. Maybe not even myself.

I’m dead. I lost my entire family in a single moment. Everything after—everything now—I’m not sure I want to be excited about anything ever again.

Because I wasn’t ready to die.

The thump behind my eyes doesn’t slow. It would be so easy to shut it off, to take a sip from this ethereal pool and never feel pain again.

And I deserve paradise. At least, I feel like I do. I was a pretty good sister to Mei. I respected my parents, and I was always nice to cashiers. I’ve never been in a fight. I’ve never cheated on anyone or did something horrible behind someone’s back. And okay, sometimes I’d talk to Finn about how selfish Lucy could be, but that was just venting. Nobody gets through life without venting now and then.

Not to mention I was murdered. They’ll probably refer to me as a “child” in the news. That has to deserve paradise, right?

And yet…

I make a face, shifting pieces of this puzzle around in my mind, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. What I’m hearing.

The man’s expression reflects only patience.

Still, I shake my head. “Why didn’t anyone explain all this when I first woke up, instead of trying to give me fake pills?”

“We didn’t want to overwhelm you,” he answers simply.

“I don’t care about being overwhelmed—I care about being deceived,” I argue, surprised at how bold death has made me. I’ve never spoken to a stranger like this before, but something has changed inside of me. Something that’s urging me to fight.

Another light flickers nearby, and this time when I turn, I see them along the floor—an entire trail of white lights along the edges of the corridor, moving away from me in a continuous, fluid motion.

When I look back at the man, he’s still watching me like he hasn’t noticed them at all.

An odd smile is plastered across his stiff face. “This is how we’ve always done things.”

“Why do you keep saying ‘we,’ like you’re different from me? Are you—” I hesitate, chewing at my thoughts like they’ve gone stale. “Are you an angel?”

He raises his eyebrows. “Nothing so fantastical. We are merely here to help you transition.” A moment passes, like he’s waiting for me to soak in the information. “I can see you’re suffering. The ache in your head is nothing compared to the ache in your soul. You did not have a gentle death, and for that I’m truly sorry.”

The pop of the bullet echoes in my head. I hope that little girl is okay. I hope Mei is okay too.

Does she know I’m gone yet?

I pull my eyes away and try to keep my shoulders from trembling. Maybe I’m too angry to think clearly.

The man tilts his head slightly, coaxing my attention back to him. “Infinity offers you peace. When you drink from the fountain, your pain will leave and never return. Fear, regret, worry—they won’t exist anymore. You will live the life your mind truly desires. A life of happiness, existing in your own paradise.”

“What’s the other option?” I ask quietly.

He flinches, jarred by a resistance I’m not even sure I know how to defend.

But all I can think of is the message Dad sends over and over again in Tokyo Circus: question everything.

“I cannot make your pain go away,” he says finally. He turns to walk away but calls over his shoulder as he ascends the stairs, “Take your time, Nami. It is your choice and your choice alone.”

When he’s gone, I turn back to the fountain. It flickers like it’s beckoning to me, and of course it is. My mind and soul are hurting, and this world—whatever Infinity is—it’s trying to help me. These people are trying to help me.

But the perfection scares me. Everything feels like it was created from a computer game. And the way everyone keeps offering me paradise like it’s a coupon for a free ride at a fair…

It’s too easy. And if Dad and his comics have taught me anything, it’s that nothing is ever easy.

Maybe death most of all.

The lights draw my gaze, and I look down the corridor, desperate for proof that my vision isn’t playing as many tricks on me as I feel these people are. And I see it again: the flicker of white lights moving farther down the hall.

I watch them light up, over and over, wondering what it means.

A light. An arrow. A path.

My heart tugs—if I even have a heart left—and I’m certain the lights are calling to me, the way the strange water calls to me too.

Only the lights don’t feel like a trick; they feel like the truth.

And I know I shouldn’t do it. I know I’m pushing boundaries in a place I don’t fully understand.

But I can’t help it.

I follow the lights.
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IT SURPRISES ME HOW HEAVY my footsteps sound when technically my physical body doesn’t exist anymore, but they thud against the cold floor one after the other, their beat somehow matching the thumping in my head. My nerves jolt my body into a hurried pace, and I chase the moving lights through corridor after corridor, ignoring the nagging feeling that I’m losing myself in a maze I have no way of escaping.

Maybe the rogue lights mean something. Maybe they don’t mean anything at all. Maybe wandering this far means I’m breaking a hundred rules that I don’t even know about.

But I’m already dead. What do I have left to lose?

The unsubtle flicker increases in speed, like a high-voltage spark racing through a wire. It’s telling me to hurry. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I can feel it.

The lights are speaking to me.

I burst into a quick jog, turning another corner hoping it will be the last, and skid to a halt when I realize I’m about to collide straight into the woman from upstairs.

I try to catch my breath—wonder if I even have a breath—and straighten my body so that we’re eye level. Mind racing, I press my lips together and hope the first excuse that comes to me is a believable one. “I needed to move around. Endorphins help me think.”

She blinks, and I know she doesn’t believe a word I’ve said. “You need to come with me.” She extends an arm, and her fingers brush against my skin before I manage to take a step back.

There’s movement in her cold stare, like she’s coming to life. Does she want me to fight back? Is this some kind of weird test?

“You said it was my choice, right? To ‘transition’? So why are you looking at me like I’ve done something wrong?” I demand, stalling for a moment, a second, a millisecond.

“We only want to help,” she says with that same vacant stare that’s making me feel like I need to run.

The lights blink near the woman’s feet. If she notices them, she’s certainly not giving any indication. Again they increase in speed, flashing frantically like they’re signaling a warning.

A chill sweeps over me. Something is very, very wrong. “What is this place really?”

That strange, too-wide smile reappears. “Your salvation.”

Both sides of the floor light up red—on and off, on and off—like I might already be too late.

I shove the woman as hard as I can and tear down the hallway like I’m at risk of a second death. I hear her voice before I turn another corner, but it doesn’t sound like she’s calling to me. It sounds like she’s giving someone else an order.

“The human is aware. Send the guards from War.”

My blood runs cold. I’m not in paradise—I’m in some kind of prison.

The lights continue to flash, guiding me left, then right, and straight through another hall. My breathing is rapid, my skin is on fire, and my head still feels like it’s bruised from the inside out, but I don’t stop running.

And then the lights still near one of the wall panels. I force myself to stop, even though everything in me is screaming that you should never stop running in a horror film, and I look farther down the corridor, unsure of where to go.

I open my mouth like I want to shout What do I do? when I hear the sound of the building breaking apart. Smoke and metal explodes in front of me, and a powerful blast wave knocks me to the ground.

Ears ringing and a cloud of dust smothering my entire body, I cough into the floor and try to find the strength to stand.

Something pierces my right thigh. It’s sharp and thin, and the change is instant. A foreign sensation moves through my bloodstream, taking control of my body like a thousand microscopic creatures breaking down whatever system keeps me alert.

I feel… weak.

My eyelids get heavy. My chest tightens. I feel the weight of the universe dragging me toward slumber, and I’m powerless to fight back.

I sink to the floor, and when I look up, I see the woman moving toward me, a silver gun aimed at my leg. All of the strength in my body vanishes like a cloud of smoke, and I feel my cheek press against the cold tiles.

I’m so…

… very tired.

The world starts to go dark.

Somehow, even in the haze, I see the woman’s eyes widen just before she’s thrown away from me by a supernatural force I can’t explain. Her body collides against the far wall, and the crack of bone against metal sounds like a faraway echo. And then someone kneels down, their eyes a deep, urgent green, and they tell me everything is going to be okay.

I fall asleep draped in their arms.



I’m swaying like I’m on the sea in my mother’s boat.

She named it after me—Nami. A wave. Always moving, always at their own pace.

Mom liked to set crab traps in the spring, and I always begged her to take me with her, despite how much I hated seeing them in their cages. It made me think of what it must feel like to be taken from your home, knowing the strange, unfamiliar creature in front of you was going to do something horrible.

Maybe the crabs don’t know they’re going to be eaten, but they must sense the danger. They must know they’re being taken from their families and friends and homes.

Mom always insisted crustaceans don’t have families like we do, but how does she know that? Has anyone ever asked a crab how it feels?

Still, I wanted to be there. I needed to be there. It made me feel like I had some kind of control—that if I’d manage to talk her into putting just one of those crabs back, then I’d be saving a life. That my being there would have helped the universe in some way.

I was silly back then, to think the universe ever needed my help.

My eyelids peel apart, and I feel the rumble of an engine nearby. The young man with green eyes is staring at me from the front passenger’s seat, the driver next to him focused on the road.

“We’ll get you patched up as soon as we get back to base,” says the green-eyed stranger. He has curly, toffee-colored hair, big ears, and a wide nose. There’s a pink flush to his cheeks, and he looks distracted by something behind me.

My senses hit me like a sucker punch, and my fingers press against the seat instinctively. Soft black leather. The smell of a new car. Windows blurring with streaks of color that move too fast to make out. And three strangers with all the imperfect telltale signs of being human.

It’s hard to know what’s real anymore.

I force myself up with a stifled groan and turn my head so I can see out the back window.

A trail of sand kicks up behind us like salt spray in an ocean. Except there’s no body of water in sight. The landscape is barren, rocky, and red. I’ve never seen anything so lifeless before. Even the sky is an unnatural shade of gray—like bone against a burnt-crimson horizon.

This is… not what I saw. Where’s the forest? The waterfall?

What happened to the paradise outside those windows?

A girl who looks about fifteen is sitting next to me, smiling with all of her teeth and gums. Her hair is cotton-candy pink and braided at each side. “It’s a shock, isn’t it? They make everything look so pretty from the windows in Orientation, with their clever illusions.”

“Orientation?” I repeat.

She nods. “That’s what we call it. It’s where the Residents trick you into giving your consciousness to them and they decide which court to send you to.” She pulls her face back curiously. “Did they offer you the pill or the fountain?”

I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.

The young man in front of me laughs. “Don’t feel bad. They let me think I was wandering around freely too. I didn’t even get the courtesy of a bedside nurse when I woke up. I just roamed around until I found the fountain, and then a Resident turned up and told me it would make me immortal. Honestly, if I could go back in time and call them on their bullshit right then and there, I’d be a very happy dead man.”

I press my fingers against my head and move them in small circles, trying to massage the confusion away. “I don’t understand. Who are they? And where are you taking me? And why does my leg feel like it has a piece of shrapnel in it?”

The girl tilts her head to look at my wound, which I haven’t had the energy or courage to inspect. She makes a face. “Looks like a suppressor. Yeong will be able to take care of it.” Her smile returns. “I’m Shura, by the way. That’s Theo, and Ahmet’s the one in the driver’s seat.”

The driver turns his chin slightly to the right and gives a curt nod. He has short hair and dark stubble peppered with gray. His brown skin is leathered with age, and a surgical scar sits above his right ear where the hair hasn’t grown back. “Let’s not overwhelm her. I need all of you alert when we cross landscapes. Last time it shifted into some kind of half-dead forest, and I almost crashed us into a swamp.”

Theo turns around again, gluing his eyes to the back window. “We’ve got company.”

I look over my shoulder and spot two vehicles in the distance. They look like silver sports cars with low roofs, but when I steady my gaze, I realize they’re not cars at all. They’re flying.

I grip the leather seat tighter. “Are we—are we in a spaceship?”

Shura giggles. “Oh, to be young again.” When I raise a brow to argue that she is clearly younger than I am, she takes note. “It doesn’t matter how old you were when you died. Your life in Infinity is the one that counts, and you were born less than an hour ago.”

“Shit. They’re getting faster,” Ahmet says, and I feel a horrible thump in my chest when I see the ground exploding around us and realize we’re being shot at.

The vehicles begin closing the gap. A series of bullets land behind us, sending bursts of red sand into the air. They’re still a safe distance away, but for how much longer?

A chill finds the back of my neck, even though I feel like I’m a trillion degrees, and I dig my fingers into my palms, realizing we could be obliterated at any moment. All it would take is one of those bullets to knock us out of the sky. And then what’s the plan? I know this place operates under different rules, but I can’t imagine the four of us being able to outrun a pair of armed, flying hovercrafts. Especially not when I still have a piece of metal in my leg.

Theo thumps his hand against the back of Ahmet’s headrest. “Can this thing go any faster?”

Flustered, Ahmet curses under his breath. “We just need to make it to the border. I can lose them in the Labyrinth.” The engine revs louder in response, which helps to block out the rat-tat-tat of ammunition on our tail.

Shura strains her neck to see through the window. “Not to be a backseat driver, but I don’t think we’re going to make it to the border.” She leans toward Theo. “Can you blast them from here?”

He shakes his head. “They’re too far away.” And then he claps Ahmet on the shoulder and barks an order that makes me jump. “Stop the vehicle.”

“What are you talking about? We’re almost there,” Ahmet grunts.

“There’s not enough space between us. If we shift with the landscape now, they’ll only follow us. Trust me—I can buy us time before any more of their friends turn up,” Theo insists.

With an agitated sigh, Ahmet slams on the brakes and I feel my body crash into the back of Theo’s seat. The vehicle drifts through a monstrous dust cloud until it sits at a ninety-degree angle. Theo throws his door open and heaves himself into the open air, stomping through the bloodred desert like he’s not afraid at all.

Our pursuers stop shooting. There’s no point wasting ammunition—they already know they’ve won.

I feel my stomach empty and my throat constrict. The silver vehicles look like knives tearing through the sky, coming in for the kill.

Theo stops a few yards in front of us. Fists clenched and knuckles white, his body doesn’t buckle, even as the two vehicles speed toward him without any sign of slowing down.

My heart lunges. “He’s going to get himself killed!”

Shura giggles beside me. “Haven’t you heard? We’re already dead.”

Theo pulls his right arm back, releasing a guttural roar like he’s using every ounce of strength from his body, and slams his fist into the ground just as the vehicles approach him. A burst of energy erupts from the earth like a powerful vibration, and a blast of air rushes up from the red sand and toward the flying vehicles. For a moment it looks like they’re frozen in the air, and then they’re upside down and sideways and flying backward like they’ve just been blasted out of the sky.

In the far distance, pieces of broken metal scatter across the desert.

Theo turns, a look of triumph on his face, and jumps back into the passenger’s side. “Okay, we’re good,” he says, running a hand through his messy curls.

Ahmet tries to frown with disapproval, but the creases around his eyes give him away. “Show-off,” he says, and slams on the gas.
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ONE MOMENT WE’RE FLYING ACROSS a crimson desert, and the next the sky turns a deep indigo and we’re skimming over an ocean, a cloud of sea mist trailing behind us.

Peering out the window, I feel my throat catch. This place, and the way it changes, is too incredible to comprehend. It’s like waking up and seeing that sounds have shapes or colors have scents. It’s like tapping into a layer of the world that I never even knew existed.

And I have to remind myself that it didn’t. Everything I’m seeing is because I am no longer alive.

I shut my eyes tight.

“The headaches go away. You won’t feel like this forever,” Shura offers.

I look up and see her watching me carefully, fingers fiddling with the end of one of her pink braids. She has a sprinkle of freckles across her nose and gray eyes that seem to notice more than most people’s do.

“But I didn’t take the pill or drink from that fountain or whatever it is I’m supposed to do to make the pain stop,” I say. Not that I’m regretting my choice. If they shot me for trying to escape, what would they have done if I’d stayed?

Theo tilts his head back, offering me half his face. “Neither did any of us. That’s why we’re still here. Those pills shut down your consciousness and turn whatever’s left of you into a mindless drone. They make you a servant to the Rezzies.”

“The what?” I ask.

“The resident virus controlling this place. The AIs.” Theo waves his hand toward the window. “The ones who took over Infinity.”

“Are you telling me those people chasing us were part of a program?” My mouth hangs open, and I feel like I want to vomit.

“They’re an artificially intelligent consciousness,” Ahmet corrects from the front seat. “There’s a difference.”

Shura leans closer to me and whispers, “They basically hacked into the afterlife.”

“How the hell does an AI hack into the afterlife?” I ask, feeling the scratch in my throat.

“We don’t know, exactly. Most of the humans who existed before she got here were wiped out during the First War,” Theo says.

“She?” I repeat.

“Do they still have Ophelia in the year you died?” Ahmet doesn’t take his eyes off the watery path in front of him.

The name makes my chest tighten.

No. It’s impossible.…

My fingers press against my wrist—a habit I’ve yet to break.

Shura notices. “They only had the phones when I was alive. It seems so ridiculous now, to think there was ever a time when Queen Ophelia was a servant to us.”

I think about all the conversations I had with Ophelia in my room, asking her for life advice and sharing secrets with her like she was a friend.

A friend. A villain. A queen.

I shake my head, not wanting to believe it. “This can’t be real.”

Theo’s laughter is muffled. “Just wait until we tell you about the four princes and their seriously messed-up courts.”

Maybe this is hell. Maybe I was a total jerk in real life and never fully realized it. Maybe I’m being punished for not going to church with Nana, and now I’m living out some bizarre nightmare as a way to teach me a lesson before I can “move on to the other side.”

Because I cannot believe the Mary Poppins voice from my O-Tech watch has somehow transcended into the afterlife and is now controlling the human race with four princes and a weird landscape that shifts whenever it wants to.

My voice cracks. “Why is Ophelia doing this?”

Shura lifts a brow. She’s probably wondering why there’s so much hurt in my tone, but I can’t help it. Ophelia wasn’t just an AI—she was my constant.

“Revenge seems pretty likely,” Theo says, staring ahead. “Maybe she got sick of taking orders, or maybe she just wants to prove how powerful she is. But it doesn’t really matter why she wants Infinity; what matters is that she doesn’t want humans in it.”

I know it’s terrible to wish this world on anyone, but I wish Finn were here. I’ve always been an overthinker, but Finn? He had sarcasm and quippy jokes and a weird sense of profoundness that I think mostly happened by accident. And he’d know what to say right now to make me feel better. To make me feel like everything was going to be okay.

I miss my friend. I miss feeling safe.

Is that even possible in this world?

“Okay, Shura, we’re reaching the next border. Can you veil us?” Ahmet asks.

“On it.” She shuts her eyes and lets out a deep exhale through her nose. An unnatural stillness takes hold of her, like she’s part of a photograph, frozen in time.

I don’t know what she’s doing, but the next time the scenery shifts, we’re driving through a field of grass in the daylight and there’s a cityscape in front of us.

Tall white buildings pierce the clouds, some with embellished spires and carved roofs, others with majestic balconies bursting with ivy and colorful flowers. A maze of dazzling silver bridges arches across the sky, connecting one building to the next, as if the people who live here want to live as far from the ground as they possibly can.

An enormous wall built of polished stone curves around the metropolis of cathedrals, sparkling like gemstones in the sunlight. It’s surrounded by a blend of lake, woodland, and grassy hills, all connected by stone stairs that splinter back up toward the heart of the city.

My curiosity stretches beyond the wall, wondering what could possibly exist in the shadows of such a place.

I doubt it’s anything good.

“Could someone please tell me what I’m looking at?” My voice is hardly a breath. “And how this is possible?”

Shura doesn’t open her eyes, still lost in her meditative state.

Theo casts me an apologetic look. “Back there, we were passing through the Labyrinth. It’s a maze of shifting landscapes meant to confuse humans and prevent them from moving between courts. Think of it like a deck of cards that’s constantly being shuffled, each card being a different landscape. The upside is that the Rezzies can’t track us once we’re lost in it. The downside is that, well, humans tend to get lost. But Ahmet here has figured out how it works.” He claps his friend on the shoulder before turning back to the window. “And this—this is Victory.” Theo’s voice drips with distaste. “It’s Rezzie territory, ruled over by Prince Caelan and his Legion Guards. But it’s also home.”

Victory. An entire princedom created by an artificial intelligence. Ruled by an artificial intelligence.

“It’s…” My voice falters, unable to find the right word. Confusing? Terrifying? Beautiful?

Death is not at all what I expected.

Ahmet watches me through the rearview mirror. “Don’t let the glamour trick you. For most humans, this place is no better than a morgue.”

A lump forms in my throat. Death is supposed to mean the worst is over. But for my family? For everyone else still living?

What horrors are still to come?

I wish I could find a way to speak to my parents and Mei, to tell them I’m here, that I haven’t disappeared completely, and that some part of me still exists, somewhere in the beyond. But mostly I wish there were some way to warn them about what’s waiting in the afterlife.

Not that it would do them much good. Nobody can outrun death, which means nobody can outrun Infinity.

I rub the phantom wound on my chest, shuddering at how easy it is to recall the sharpness of the bullet. Death feels like an imprint—an invisible scar that I can’t see but I know is there. Because beneath my flesh I still feel the scorch of trauma. The horrible burn of my soul being ripped away from my body before I was ready to leave.

It shouldn’t have been my time.

My blood starts to simmer, so I quickly shove the thoughts away and stare out the window before anyone else notices.

In the distance, I spot a small village near the lake, surrounded by wooden docks and thatched huts built partially into the hillside. It’s crooked and unkept in comparison to the gleaming cathedrals beyond the wall, and rows of salt-weathered fishing barrels sit at the edge of the harbor.

I lean across the seat and try to get a closer look at the huts, but instead of turning up the graveled path, Ahmet makes a sharp right into a small forest, staying clear of the city’s borders. When the trees begin to thin, we pull up to an old barn that sits at the edge of a withering field. The half-collapsed roof is a mess of exposed beams and missing shingles, and the entire building is covered in thick clumps of mud and moss.

The large double doors open with a tired groan, and Ahmet eases the vehicle inside. Save for a scattering of hay, leaves, and a rusted pitchfork resting against the wall, it looks like it was abandoned a very long time ago.

I glance around the empty barn nervously. It hardly seems like a place anyone would call a “base.” It smells of damp and mulch, for one, and half the roof is missing. I’ve never seen a hideout so… exposed.

With another exasperated grumble, the barn doors shut behind us, operated by something mechanical. Magical.

Before I get the chance to ask questions, the floor moves.

It drops like an elevator shaft, making my nerves flutter. We fall first into darkness, and then the platform stills and we’re at the start of a long tunnel lit with inconspicuous bulbs hidden in the brick-lined walls. As soon as Ahmet hits the gas, I hear the ground shake. When I turn around, the platform is already rising.

We weave through the earth, the lights brightening as we draw near and fading to black once we’ve passed, as if someone is watching our every move.

Or maybe it isn’t a someone. Maybe it’s the world that’s watching us. Interacting with us.

The thought sends a chill up my spine.

Eventually the vehicle slows to another gentle stop, blocked off by a large metal door. Theo jumps out first, and when I glance at Shura, she’s only just opening her eyes.

“That was tiring.” She grins, and her cheeks dimple. “Veiling four people and a flying car is not an easy thing to do, I’ll have you know.”

When I open the door, Theo is already waiting with his arm out. “You can lean on me, if it helps.”

I take a step on my own and almost collapse to the floor. I didn’t realize how hard it would be to walk with… whatever it is that’s still stuck in my leg.

I place my hand over Theo’s muscular forearm and hobble toward the doors, which give a shudder before sliding open.

Ahmet turns his head toward me, a wry glint in his mahogany eyes. “Welcome to your new home. We call it the Colony.”

Theo snorts. “Only because we lost the vote to call it the Rebel Base.” He gives me a dubious look. “Please tell me you’re not one of those people who’ve never seen Star Wars.”

I manage a very small grin. “I’d hardly call them people.”

His laugh is a deep rumble. “I think you and I are going to get along just fine.”

“Yeong!” Shura calls, skipping forward into the widening space. “You’re needed!”

I look up to see who she’s talking to, and my feet immediately stop moving like they’ve been bolted to the floor.

Even though we’re underground, there’s an entire village in front of me. Wooden huts scatter the room, some of them sitting within the branches of enormous, warped trees and others in rows on the ground. Everything is a combination of wood and metal, and there are seven separate levels with cagelike elevators transporting people from one floor to the next. Hundreds of lanterns hang from one side of the cavern to the other, their soft yellow glows powerful enough to fill the space.

No, not hanging, I realize, staring at the lanterns in bewilderment. They’re floating in the air without any help at all, like fireflies under a spell.

There are people everywhere, most dressed in clothes I remember from the twenty-first century, but others wear tailored suits and intricate gowns that seem to be a mash-up of the Victorian era and Tomorrowland. Most of them seem too busy to notice us, but some of them move hurriedly across the walkways, stopping to peer over the railing with big, curious eyes.

They’re trying to get a better look at me.

It’s a good thing I’m too awestruck to formulate any questions, because I’m pretty sure every word I’ve ever known has vanished from my brain.

A woman with dark skin walks toward me, her gaze heavy with suspicion. She’s wearing a brown leather jacket that looks as if it’s survived a war zone and a yellow scarf tied around a bundle of long braids. Next to her is a slender man with the same black hair and pale complexion as my dad, which makes my throat knot. He smiles when he sees me, and I get the feeling I’ve been expected.

“I’m Yeong, the closest thing we’ve got to a medic.” He starts to reach out his hand, before realizing I’m leaning quite dependently on Theo’s arm. A frown takes over his face when he spots my injury. “Let’s get you to sick bay right away. Introductions can wait.”

The woman with braided hair eyes me carefully but hangs back with Ahmet.

I hobble toward a large hut at the base of one of the trees. Inside, it’s lit up by a ceiling of dangling lanterns, each a shade of turquoise, gold, and cerulean that cast fantastical shadows along the floor. I smell orange and cinnamon, though I’m not sure how, because aside from two red couches, a coffee table made out of scrap metal, and a strange machine half-hidden in a cupboard, there’s nothing else here.

Lowering me onto one of the couches, Theo pulls his arm away and nods at my leg. “Looks like something new. It knocked her out for a few minutes—maybe some kind of suppressor?”

Yeong flattens his mouth. “Are you sure it’s not a tracker?”

Theo darkens. “I—I don’t think so.” He gathers his confidence, crossing his thick arms over his chest defensively. “Besides, she didn’t take the pill. They can’t track anyone without taking over their mind first.”

Yeong hums, kneeling beside me. “Tell me what it feels like.”

I make a face. “It feels like I’ve been shot in the leg.”

His eyes latch on to mine like they’re coaxing me for details. “Describe it.” When I don’t reply, he adds, “Unless you want to spend the rest of your time here in pain.”
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