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To my dearest friend, Tama Powers McCoy, 
for keeping the window open
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Tomorrow belongs to those who can hear it coming.
— David Bowie
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xi

P R O L O G U E

October 22, 1987

Alana Khan stared at the yellow honey- locust trees that lined 
Wheeler Avenue, wondering why her surroundings always 
seemed so enchanting— so beautiful— right before her world 
turned violent.

“The calm before the storm.” She turned to Zayne Olson, who 
sat beside her in the passenger seat of the utility van. “Gimme! 
Gimme! Gimme!” by ABBA played on the tape deck. “Has there 
ever been a more apt cliché?”

Zayne procured an inhaler from his windbreaker, sucked in a 
sharp breath through the mouthpiece, then exhaled deliberately 
after ten seconds. “I hate clichés.”

Alana smiled. Don’t we all?
She exited the utility van shortly after six, alert and resolute. 

“On my signal,” she told Zayne before shutting the door. He 
nodded and then disappeared into the back of the vehicle. Alana 
turned her attention toward the looming Tudor- style home at the 
corner of Twenty- Fourth Street and Wheeler. At dusk, the Ransom 
residence appeared almost wistful— its wide lawn and waist- high 
shrubs awash in waning light and crisscross shadows.

Homes shouldn’t look sad. She slipped her hands into her 
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trench- coat pockets as she walked up the winding footpath toward 
the front door. Homes should look . . . homey.

She rapped on the door with its vintage brass knocker. A moment 
later, a short man in a green f lannel shirt answered. His white hair 
was unkempt. He smelled of whiskey and deep regret.

“Kendall Ransom?”
“Yes?” the man said, his mouth lingering open. Alana sniffed. 

That was most definitely bourbon. Good. That should make executing 
the plan easier.

“I’m Detective Forsite.” She f lashed her badge. “I’m so sorry to 
trouble you at this hour, but we have reason to believe someone may 
be planning an attempt on your life.”

“I . . . what?”
“I’m afraid it’s true. We’ve been in contact with your employer, 

Memory Frontier, and have already conducted a thorough search of 
your offices.”

Mr. Ransom swore.
“With your permission,” Alana continued, urgent yet controlled, 

“I’d like to check the premises of your home. I’m also going to have 
one of my officers stationed across the street around the clock, and 
for your safety I’d urge you to stay with family for a couple of nights. 
Do you have family nearby, Mr. Ransom?”

Mr. Ransom swallowed.
“May I come in?”
“Er, yes, please.” He stepped aside, his complexion f lorid and his 

eyes wide. Alana walked into the foyer and he shut the door. “This 
way.” When he turned his back, Alana reached for the switch on the 
wall and f lipped the porch light on and off, on and off. She did this 
twice, quickly and discreetly, before following Mr. Ransom down the 
arched hallway and into the living room.

“Are you the only one home?” She surveyed the tall ceiling and 
plaster walls, which showcased expensive- looking art. Abstract stuff, 
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really, and Alana eyed it ambivalently. She couldn’t understand why 
people spent so much money on oil paint splatters, pretty as they may 
be. It felt irresponsible.

“It’s just me, yes.”
Alana circled the living room, scoping out the interior. Two 

leather love seats. A bulky coffee table, upon which sat an empty 
glass, a decanter, and a magazine. A few f loor lamps. An empty fire-
place. A record player in the corner. The room looked and smelled 
just as it had in her vision, down to the faint scent of duck sauce.

“Kitchen’s through here.” Mr. Ransom cleared his throat as they 
walked into the next room. “So what is this all about?”

Alana noted the bamboo bowl of fake fruit on the island, as well 
as the half- empty Chinese take- out boxes. “It’s the Memory Ghosts, 
I’m afraid.”

“The terrorists?!”
“I’m sure you’ve heard they attacked a Memory and Cognition 

Enforcement vehicle in Chicago.”
“Horrendous . . . and with homemade explosives, yes?”
“Molotov cocktails. Those poor MACE agents.” Alana pursed her 

lips, selling her disgust. “We believe the terrorists have set their sights 
on Memory Frontier leadership.”

Mr. Ransom shuddered. “Why? Why would they come for me? I 
sit in conference rooms all day. I’m no threat to them!”

“Calm down, Mr.  Ransom,” Alana pleaded. “We’re one step 
ahead of them. You needn’t worry.”

Mr. Ransom leaned against the island to steady his breathing.
“How many points of entrance are on the main f loor?” she asked, 

then watched as he counted on his fingers.
“Four. There’s the front door, the french doors in the dining 

room, the side door in the laundry room, and the french doors in 
the primary.”

“And you keep your doors locked at all times?”
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“At all times. I have a home alarm system too.”
“Wonderful. The primary?”
“On the other side of the house.” He led her back into the living 

room, and his breath caught in his throat in a watery choke. The liv-
ing room had been rearranged. The love seats now faced one another, 
not the hearth, which held a small crackling fire. Two of the f loor 
lamps had been replaced with potted ficus plants— their stems sway-
ing slightly from having just been moved— and where the coffee table 
had once sat there was an oriental rug.

“Mr. Ransom?” Alana placed a hand on his quivering shoulder. 
“Is everything all right?”

“This isn’t  .  .  .” His voice was small, far off. He glanced about 
the living room, looking panicked and fretful. “Something’s wrong.”

“Something’s wrong?”
“YES!” he thundered, shaking off her hand.
“I don’t understand.”
“Those aren’t mine!” He wagged a finger in the direction of the 

plants. “I hate indoor plants! And that rug . . . my couches . . . what 
the hell is going on?”

“Sir, calm down, please.” Alana lowered her voice, then posed the 
inevitable question: “Are you misremembering?”

Mr. Ransom’s eyes darted toward her, and where there had been 
disorientation there was now only fear. Giant orbs of pitch- black fear. 
Suddenly, it looked as though Mr. Ransom wasn’t sure— about any 
of it. Alana could tell by the way the fear spread from his eyes to his 
forehead, where beads of sweat began to form. Then that fear spread 
down to his hands, which he wrung intensely.

Excellent.
“Here, let’s check your primary,” Alana offered. Without remark, 

Mr. Ransom padded out of the living room and down the hall with 
Alana in tow. Cautiously, he opened the door, revealing a four- poster 
bed, an armchair, and— 
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“My drapes .  .  . where are my drapes?” Mr. Ransom breathed, 
crossing the wide bedroom toward the f loor- to- ceiling windows, 
which faced east. “And what are these hideous things?” He brushed 
his fingertips across the white silk curtains, then recoiled. He 
appeared utterly gobsmacked.

Alana suppressed a grin. “Sir, you look out of sorts. Is 
everything— ?”

A high- pitched alarm screeched throughout the home.
Alana f linched and was reaching for the handgun holstered to 

her waist when she smelled smoke. Lots of it.
It was the fire alarm.
Now Alana was the one who panicked. No . . .
They both sprang into action, darting from the primary bed-

room and racing back into the living room. White and gray smoke 
billowed out of the fireplace and rose toward the ceiling in dense 
clouds. Mr. Ransom f led into the kitchen and returned with a fire 
extinguisher.

“I never use the fireplace!” he shouted between coughing fits, 
blasting the logs in the hearth with his fire extinguisher. “I keep the 
damper closed! I always keep it closed! I never would have started 
a fire!”

Alana’s heart raced. How could she have missed that? It wasn’t 
like her to be this sloppy and— 

Through the shrill fire alarm, Alana managed to hear the buzzing 
in her trench coat. She pulled out her boxy cell phone and answered. 
“This is Detective Forsite.”

“Abort the plan.” Mr. Lear’s voice was thick and grave. “Our safe 
houses have been compromised. I’m paging Zayne with my coordi-
nates now.”

“But, sir— ”
“Alexander Lochamire’s agents have successfully knifed Malcolm 

Heckman’s memories.”
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Alana swore into the receiver, thinking back to their last 
Transference on 405. Had Lochamire really managed to access 
Malcolm’s memory of that reckless chase?

“This changes everything. Leave at once.”
“Yes, sir.” She slipped the cell phone into her trench coat pocket, 

and that’s when she became painfully aware of the silence. The fire 
alarm had stopped. Mr. Ransom wasn’t shooting carbon dioxide into 
the fireplace. He wasn’t even coughing anymore. She turned to face 
him and found that he was pointing a silver revolver at her chest with 
shaky hands.

“You’re not a detective.” His voice trembled. “You . . . you think 
I’m crazy?”

Alana held out her hands slowly. “Sir, please lower that firearm.”
“Who are you? Who do you work for? I could shoot you right 

now, you know, since you’re in my home!”
“I wish you wouldn’t.”
“Your cognition wheel.” Mr. Ransom’s eyes narrowed as he stud-

ied the tattoo on Alana’s right palm. “It’s a four- quarter mark.”
“It is.”
“That . . . that is impossible. No one has the four- quarter mark.”
“I do.”
Mr. Ransom pulled the hammer back with his thumb and slowly 

wrapped a finger around the trigger. “I’m going to shoot you right 
now if you don’t tell me who the hell you are!”

Alana dropped her hands to her sides. “My name is— ”
Her phone buzzed again.
Mr. Ransom pulled the trigger.
His aim was erratic, and the bullet whizzed past Alana’s head 

and punctured the wall above a painting. Alana dove behind one of 
the love seats, unholstering her own pistol and clasping it tight. She 
wasted no time, shouting, “Drop your weapon!”

Instead, she heard the sound of footfalls scampering away, 
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followed by the opening and slamming of a door beyond the kitchen. 
Alana whipped around the couch, holding her pistol in a modified 
weaver stance.

Mr. Ransom was gone.
A moment later Zayne appeared in the hallway, clutching an 

empty crate and panting heavily. “You . . . okay?”
Alana rushed past him toward the front door. “We’ve got a run-

ner! Come on!”
“What about my props? Those curtains are expensi— !”
“Leave it!”
Alana f lung open the door with Zayne at her heels, and as soon 

as they stepped out into the twilight, a black Buick zoomed down the 
driveway toward Wheeler Avenue. Alana and Zayne bolted toward 
their utility van.

“You think he saw the plants swaying? I practically threw them 
in place.” Zayne struggled to keep up with her. “And I barely made it 
out of the living room in time. I’m surprised he didn’t see— ”

“That’s a moot point, Zayne, seeing as our target is f leeing!”
When Mr. Ransom turned onto the street, he rolled down the 

passenger window and shot in their direction.
Alana heard the bullet zip between her and Zayne, who yelped 

and threw himself onto the grass.
“Were you hit?” She turned back toward Zayne. He lay in the 

fetal position, peeking up from behind his empty crate.
“No!”
“Then let’s move. C’mon!”

vvv

Alana shut the driver’s- side door and jammed the key into the igni-
tion. Zayne fastened his seatbelt as the van lurched forward. He 
tossed the crate into the back of the van, where boxes were organized 
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in tight rows on makeshift shelves. It was Zayne’s expansive prop 
collection: various throw rugs, desk lamps, couch cushions, and ran-
dom art trinkets fit for the most pretentious of mantelpieces. Just 
enough decor and bric- a- brac to alter and scramble someone’s setting 
a noticeable amount, and Zayne was an efficient Scrambler.

Most of the time.
“I’m sorry about the damper,” he said as Alana zoomed down 

the street toward Mr. Ransom’s rapidly vanishing headlights. “I was 
moving as fast as I could. If you had bought me an extra minute I 
could’ve checked— ”

“You’re right. It’s my fault.” She ran a stop sign, gaining on the 
’87 Buick GNX. “Though not because I didn’t buy you enough time. 
In my vision, I clearly missed the damper.”

Zayne’s voice softened considerably. “Look, how were you sup-
posed to catch every single detail?”

“I’m the one with the visions, remember?” She eased off the gas 
slightly and took a sharp turn onto another residential street. “It’s my 
job to log all the details. And if I had emphasized that the fireplace 
was empty, you would’ve been more careful.”

Zayne clutched the handle above the passenger window as Alana 
neared seventy miles per hour. “You knew things were going to go 
south, didn’t you?”

“What do you mean?”
“Before you went in. You said it felt like the calm before the 

storm.”
Alana shrugged. “It just always feels like that, doesn’t it? There— 

he’s headed for the interstate.”
Their target swerved onto the shoulder and f lew past the stalled 

queue of evening commuters, clipping a few side mirrors before 
disappearing.

“I’d hate to be Mr. Ransom’s insurance provider.” Zayne reached 
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into his windbreaker and pulled out his pager. “What’s your plan 
when we catch up to him, anyway?”

Alana opened her mouth to answer, but she could tell Zayne 
was now fixated on his pager. “Alana? Why did Mr. Lear send me 
this address?”

She ignored the question and followed the path taken by 
Mr. Ransom— up the shoulder, around the idle cars, and onto the 
interstate.

“Alana.”
“He wants us to abort the plan. But things changed when our 

target opened fire.”
“Things changed? Alana, we’re not law enforcement. You could’ve 

been killed back there. I could’ve been killed!” Once more Zayne 
produced his inhaler and sucked in the medication through a hasty 
breath. “Plus he’s no good to us all freaked out like this!” He exhaled. 
“Scrambling isn’t meant to make the target defensive . . . it’s meant to 
make them defenseless.”

“Well, we’re past that point, aren’t we? And anyway, we need 
those blueprints!”

“I’m telling you he is no good to us in this state of mind. We’re 
wasting our time!”

Alana swerved across a lane and onto the shoulder, narrowly 
missing a motorcyclist, who shouted over his shoulder at her. She 
put the van in Park and balled her hands into two fists, punching 
the steering wheel over and over until her fingers went numb. She 
reached back and pulled her black hair into a ponytail just to give her 
hands something else to do.

Once composed, Alana licked her lips and put the van back in 
gear. “Now what was that address Mr. Lear sent over?”

vvv
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Across town, in the basement of an abandoned halfway house in a 
middle- class neighborhood, Philip Lear blinked his eyes open and sat 
up. He removed the receivers from his temples and set them on the 
table beside the bulky, first- generation Restorey. The scene from his 
memory tape lingered like the sting from a cut.

“I’ll never understand why you, of all people, feel the need to 
use artificial recall.” Irene Porter stood from her stool and brought 
Mr. Lear a glass of water. The basement was dimly lit and cramped; 
the square windows near the low ceiling admitted only a fraction of 
the diffused moonlight.

Mr. Lear ejected the memory tape and slipped it into its case. “I 
suppose it’s a lot like returning to an old book. I don’t have to, but 
then, some books demand rereading.”

“I’m gonna take your word for it.”
Mr. Lear smiled and took a sip. “Once the Task is complete, you’ll 

understand.”
Irene nodded as if she agreed, even though he suspected she 

didn’t.
Mr. Lear shifted in his seat. “Alana? Zayne?”
“Almost here. Gemma’s en route too.”
“Good.” He held his right hand in his lap, fingering the four- 

quarter mark with a contemplative gaze. Irene regarded the cognition 
wheel on her dark- brown skin— a circular tattoo with three colored 
quadrants etched into her palm.

“You’ve never asked why my cognition wheel has four quad-
rants.” Mr. Lear smiled at Irene.

“That’s because I know why.”
“Oh?” He chuckled at that.
“Sure. It means you have a special ability. It’s why Gemma and 

Alana have ones, too, but Zayne, Emilia, and Malcolm don’t.”
“Well, now that’s an interesting theory.”
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“What I can’t figure out, though, is your special ability.” Irene 
eyed Mr. Lear suspiciously.

An urgent rapping from above stirred Mr. Lear and Irene into 
action. He stood and dragged the small end table toward the wall 
while she climbed the creaky stairs to unlock the door for the others.

Mr. Lear got to his knees, his joints moaning, and carefully rolled 
up the f loral rug like a giant map. On the cement f loor, written in 
smeared chalk, was a series of numbers and equations.

At the top of the stairs, Gemma Morris appeared. She was a 
retired neuroscientist, an elderly woman who never left home with-
out her clutch purse. She was Mr. Lear’s Listener. Then there was 
Zayne Olson, a young man in his late twenties who obsessed over 
antiquities and artifacts. He was Mr. Lear’s Scrambler. And finally 
there was Alana Khan, also in her twenties. Alana was a bright epi-
demiologist and Mr. Lear’s Seer.

“Good evening,” said Mr.  Lear, rising to his feet. Everyone 
moved into a circle around the scribblings on the f loor, and it was a 
long while before anyone spoke. Irene— the youngest of the group, 
barely nineteen— eventually returned to the basement, offering 
glasses of water. Only Gemma accepted; the rest politely declined. 
Irene retreated to the stairs and plopped down onto the bottom step.

“Joshua Cohen was arrested.” Mr. Lear sighed. “As you know, the 
congressman was critical to the Task. This is a major setback, and 
Alexander Lochamire’s camp is sure to spin it in Memory Frontier’s 
favor.”

Alana gritted her teeth. “With the congressman and Malcolm in 
police custody, our numbers are thinning.”

“Indeed.” Mr.  Lear looked about the group. “And now that 
Alexander has found agents capable of knifing, there’s no telling what 
other information he will glean. The Task just got harder.”

“My oh my.” Gemma clasped the glass of water with her veiny 
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hands. “So Mr. Lochamire’s done it. He’s figured out how to enter 
someone’s memory. But who has he recruited to knife?”

“There’s no telling,” Mr. Lear replied. “I suspect they’re highly 
capable agents, especially if they managed to intercept one of our 
messages during a Transference.”

The group nodded solemnly.
After a while, Alana whispered, “I screwed up tonight’s plan. 

We really could have used those blueprints from Kendall Ransom’s 
safe, and now all we’ve done is scared him and put him on high alert. 
This will inevitably get back to Alexander.” She cursed and broke the 
circle, walking toward one of the windows and looking up at the sky, 
adding, “I’m sorry.”

“You two did your best,” Mr. Lear assured her.
“Which wasn’t good enough,” Zayne said, chagrined, gripping 

his inhaler at his side. He gasped as a thought occurred to him. “If 
Malcolm’s memories were knifed, does that mean MACE agents 
could be on their way here at this very moment?”

Mr. Lear shook his head. “Remember: I don’t disclose every safe 
house to all of you. Malcolm was never aware of this one; we are 
safe here.”

“For now.” Alana absently adjusted her ponytail as she rejoined 
the circle.

“This is our next move, is it?” Gemma asked gently, staring down 
at the white- chalk equations. The numbers were gibberish to all but 
those five in the basement— a tight- knit collective of men and women 
who sought to expose Alexander Lochamire’s dark secrets and who 
understood the coded message. Should their memories of that 
evening ever be knifed, the code would be impossible to decipher.

“It’ll never work,” said Zayne, his eyes f lying across the numbers 
over and over, as if he couldn’t believe what he was reading. “And it’s 
insane.”
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“I like it,” said Gemma, a hint of laughter at the edge of her throat. 
“Mr. Lear, you sure are full of surprises, aren’t you? My oh my.”

Mr. Lear smiled despite himself.
Alana stroked her chin. “It’s risky . . . no doubt about that . . . but 

I like it.”
“Really, guys?” Zayne scoffed. “Am I the only voice of rea-

son here?”
“Every outfit needs one,” Irene remarked from the stairs, raising 

her glass and winking at Zayne.
“Aren’t you supposed to be waiting outside?” Zayne snapped.
“Hey, cool, Zayne’s in charge, everyone.” Irene stood. “Mr. Lear, 

your services are no longer required. Zayne’s gonna steer the 
ship now.”

“That’s enough, you two.” Mr.  Lear shot them both a look. 
“Zayne’s right to be skeptical. We need every potential move heavily 
scrutinized. Time’s running out, and we must be certain we’re think-
ing through our strategies.”

Zayne folded his arms across his chest as if to say I told you so, but 
his smug expression melted away as Mr. Lear continued: “That said, 
I’ve considered countless other scenarios, yet I keep coming back to 
this one. I strongly believe it’s our best shot at leaking the truth to 
the world and bringing down the Memory Frontier empire for good.”

“We still have to vote,” Zayne said. His last- ditch effort.
“Wonderful idea, my dear,” said Gemma, her tone neither sarcas-

tic nor condescending. “Those opposed?”
Zayne raised his hand confidently but with reddened cheeks.
Gemma continued, “And those in favor?” Hers, Mr. Lear’s, and 

Alana’s rose into the air. “Three to one, then.”
Mr.  Lear looked around the room. He was proud of this lot, 

proud of their honesty and bravery and shared commitment to seeing 
the Task through. Zayne would come around, as he always did, and 
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when such a time arrived, the Memory Ghosts would be in a position 
to finally put a stop to the madness.

“There’s one other thing of note.” Mr. Lear walked to his chair 
and sat, resting his hands on his belly. “I believe we’re on the precipice 
of a succession. Alexander’s daughter, one Brenda Sanders, appears to 
be involved in matters relating to Memory Frontier now.”

Gemma closed her eyes and placed an index finger on the nape of 
her neck. “Ah. You spoke on the phone with her earlier.”

Mr. Lear gave a nod. “If Alexander’s health continues to deterio-
rate, I suspect she’ll be handed the proverbial crown.”

“Can you warn us before you go and read someone’s thoughts?” 
Zayne used his inhaler and then pocketed it. “It freaks me out, 
Gemma.”

Gemma kept her eyes closed but turned and pointed her face at 
Zayne. She f lared her nostrils. “My boy, those are some dreadfully 
disturbing thoughts.”

“Ha- ha.” Zayne rolled his eyes. Mr. Lear and Irene chuckled; 
even Alana let out gentle laughter. Gemma opened her kind eyes 
and smiled sweetly.

“This Brenda Sanders,” Alana asked, slipping her hands into her 
trench coat pockets. “What do you know of her?”

Mr. Lear tilted his head back and stared at the exposed plumbing 
in the ceiling. Sure, he knew plenty about Alexander’s daughter— his 
estranged goddaughter who, at one time, was like a true daughter 
to him— but he stuck to the salient parts: “Dr. Sanders is a respected 
cognitive psychologist. Recently married. She’s only been work-
ing for her father for the past few years and is currently teaching at 
Foxtail Academy.”

Gemma shifted her weight. “She’s overseeing that mysterious 
trial of his?”

“It’s possible. I have some theories.” Mr. Lear crossed his legs. 
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“Well, I think you all should take the rest of the evening to your-
selves. Tomorrow, we begin our Hail Mary.”

Everyone agreed, and then, one by one, they quietly filed up 
the stairs and left. Once again, only Mr. Lear and Irene Porter occu-
pied the musty basement. Mr. Lear nodded toward the f loor. Irene 
grabbed the small broom from behind the stairs and— careful not 
to glance at the cryptic message— swept away the chalk scribblings.

When she finished, Mr. Lear thanked her and asked, “Are you 
ready for your assignment?”

Irene leaned the broom against the wall and folded her arms 
across her chest. “Only if you tell me what this Hail Mary plan is.”

Mr. Lear f lashed her his usual grin, the one he always gave her 
when she asked to be more involved. “You know I can’t do that. It’s 
too risky, especially now that we know Alexander has agents who 
can knife.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Irene f lipped her hand.
“Besides, I have a very important assignment for you.”
“If you tell me to take out the trash, so help me.”
Mr. Lear’s grin broadened and his eyes twinkled.
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F R E YA  I Z Q U I E R D O

A Few Days Earlier

As I climb into Dean Mendelsohn’s rental, invigorated about the 
answers that lie ahead, I’m met with intense panic.

It’s sort of like this: Sometimes, in the dense darkness just before 
dawn, when everything outside my window is just as still and quiet 
as everything inside my bedroom, I wake up and forget where I am. 
Two things happen then, and in this order: (1) I anxiously look about 
the shadowy room, and (2) I spot my foster sister, Nicole, sleeping 
soundly in her bed. Then I remember: I am a student at Foxtail 
Academy in Tennessee, but right now I am a foster kid on fall break, 
at home in California. In those predawn moments of forgetting 
where I am, seeing Nicole anchors me to reality, and I’m able to fall 
back asleep, if only for a little while.

But the panic I feel right now in Dean Mendelsohn’s car is 
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different from the one that sometimes visits me before daybreak. 
It’s not that I forget where I am but rather why I’m going where I am 
going, as in, After all this time, am I really ready to face the answers about 
Dad’s mysterious death?

Of course I am. This shouldn’t even be a question. But panic cares 
little about logic. Panic can’t be reasoned with. It comes and goes as 
it pleases, and sometimes I need a life preserver to cling to so I don’t 
drown in it.

I wish Fletcher were here, holding my hand from the back seat 
of the dean’s rental. I can weather this on my own, sure, but I want 
him here.

“Are you still dizzy?” The dean’s voice, soft and cautious, cuts 
through the silence.

I can’t talk about this right now. If I do, I’ll be forced to dwell on 
my latest vision . . . the one of Fletcher lying motionless in— 

No. Stop, Freya. Not now . . . not yet.
I distract myself by fishing out the voucher from my back pocket. 

Dean Mendelsohn gave it to me just before we left, and it grants me 
a cognition wheel upgrade. I stare at the words on the piece of paper, 
trying to decide how I feel about becoming a recollector . . . an elitist. 
Part of me despises the thought— if the two- quarter mark was good 
enough for my dad, it’s good enough for me. But the other part of me 
wonders what kinds of doors this could open.

There’s definitely a lot to consider.
“Where are you taking me?” I ask, putting the voucher back in 

my pocket.
“We’re almost there.” He glances at the digital clock above the 

speedometer. “He agreed to meet us at Shoreline Aquatic Park.”
He? I shrug this off, figuring he is either some social worker or 

private investigator Dean Mendelsohn hired to find answers about 
my dad. But the question sits with me like a pesky f ly that quickly 
becomes intolerable, and so I ask, “Who is he?”
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The dean sighs. “I’m sure this is all very . . . complicated. I spoke 
with your foster parents ahead of time, and they agreed you should 
take as much time as you need.”

He’s not answering my question. Why isn’t he answering my 
question?

“Okay. Fine. But who is he?”
The dean scrunches his eyebrows together. What isn’t he tell-

ing me?
“Freya, I . . . I’m confused.”
“That makes two of us.”
“We’re going to see your father.”
“You mean we’re going to see about my father.”
“Huh?”
“We’re going to see about my father since, you know, he’s dead.”
“Dead.”
“Yes, dead, as in no longer alive. You said you had answers about 

his death.”
“I said I could get you the answers you sought, as in the answers 

to his whereabouts.”
This is quickly becoming one of the most confounding and frus-

trating conversations I’ve had in a long time, and I once lived in a 
foster home with not one but three six- year- olds.

“Freya?”
“Dean Mendelsohn.”
“Who, um, told you that your father died?”
My frustration rises to an angry boil, and I just might snap. Who 

told me? Really? What is Dean Mendelsohn implying— that my dad 
staged his death and then, from the shadows, just let me fall into the 
state’s fractured foster system so he could watch from afar as I popped 
from one foster home to the next for over two years?

Before I can push back, the dean rolls to a stop in an empty park-
ing lot, and I see a lone figure sitting on a bench beneath some palm 
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trees, his back to the car. The man, backlit by the twilit sky, turns 
toward us.

“Do you . . . do you want me to come with you?”
Dean Mendelsohn’s words are garbled, like he’s speaking under-

water, but instead of replying I unfasten my seatbelt, get out of the 
car, and walk toward the approaching stranger— all the blood in my 
body rushing to my head.

The tall stranger and I meet on the lawn.
The man has a sad, tired face. It’s the kind of haggard face a lonely 

person wears, a person who lives a sequestered life.
“Hey, mija.” His voice is as tired as his eyes.
This man is clearly not my dad. And yet . . . and yet his eyes . . . 

the shape of his nose and ears . . . the way his chin curves up, like it’s 
trying to get away from his face . . .

“You’re not my father,” I say defiantly, but then I gasp and all 
sound and smell and sense of where I’m standing evaporates.

Memories of my childhood crash into me, a tropical storm rush-
ing a fortress, threatening to crush me into fine powder. The water 
washes the dirt off the photographs in my mind. Now I see the gallery 
of my past with newfound clarity: This man, this coward who stands 
before me, left me when my mother died, forcing my older brother 
to raise me. All this time I had been misremembering my brother’s 
identity. Because he raised and cared for me, because he was more 
than I ever could have asked for in a dad, my subconscious skewed 
some details and rewrote my past.

No . . . it can’t be . . .
Hot tears materialize in the corners of my eyes.
“We got a lot to catch up on,” the man says, his frail voice 

quivering.
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F L E T C H E R  C O H E N

Fletcher watched in horror as three MACE agents escorted his father 
out of their home, across the lawn, and into the back of a hulking 
armored vehicle. It all happened so quickly that Fletcher didn’t even 
know what was going on until his father was out of sight.

Reporters were everywhere.
The neighbors watched from their stoops.
And Fletcher’s mother openly wept on her son’s shoulder.
The Cohen family attorney, Quentin Thorne— a tall man whose 

hands were mottled with liver spots— exchanged quick words with 
one of the MACE agents before joining Fletcher and his mother on 
the porch.

“Here’s what we know.” Quentin always seemed to start his 
conversations with what he or others knew. “There’s evidence tying 
your father to the Memory Ghosts, who were allegedly plotting a 
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coordinated attack on multiple MACE field offices up and down the 
coast. Right now, the charges are domestic terrorism.”

That’s impossible, Fletcher thought, only he said, “Maybe let’s talk 
about this later.” His mother needed to get inside, away from the 
f lashing cameras and snooping neighbors.

“I’m headed to the station with your father,” Quentin said, and 
then to Fletcher’s mother, “I’ll call later this evening with an update.”

Fletcher’s mother nodded feebly, then he led her inside and shut 
the door and deadbolted it.

He recalled that evening when he came home and witnessed 
his father meeting in secret with a woman he’d never seen before. 
Suddenly this all felt a lot less impossible, and all he wanted to do was 
hop on his motorcycle and go see Freya.
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F R E YA  I Z Q U I E R D O

“You’re a coward,” I say, tears pouring out of me at an embarrass-
ing rate.

He nods, and I’m annoyed with his agreement.
Before he gets the chance to say anything, I yell, “So why now?”
“Why now?”
“Why come out of hiding?”
He glances past me at the dean, who’s still sitting in the driver’s 

seat of his rental, pretending to read some book.
Of course. I’m so stupid. He’s only here because the dean forced 

him to be here.
“Did he pay you?”
“What?” The stranger shifts his weight. “Mija— ”
“Did Dean Mendelsohn pay you to come here and see me?”
There’s a long beat; the stranger runs a hand through his shaggy 

hair. I catch sight of his two- quarter mark and decide right then that 
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degenerate has been an appropriate descriptor only once, and I’m star-
ing it square in the face.

“He said he’d make some calls, get me a clean record and 
whatnot.”

And whatnot. Am I really this man’s daughter?
My breathing starts to quicken; my body tells me this “conversa-

tion” has run its course. I take the cue and turn on my heel.
“Wait,” the stranger calls. I almost don’t, but his tone has shifted, 

so out of curiosity I loiter for a second. “Don’t you wanna know about 
your mamá?”

I decide that’s it, that’s enough, that’s about all the earth- shattering 
news I can handle for one night. See, my mom died giving birth to 
me, and this I know to be true. I can think back to those moments in 
our apartment when my brother . . . when Ramon would talk of her 
big and bright light, of her stubbornness, of the way she’d sing over 
the skillet like she was “serenading dinner”— her ceremonial rou-
tines, as Ramon put it. He’d talk about her death with sadness, then 
would hug me and say the world couldn’t handle all the big and bright 
light that she had to offer, and so she was called home.

My mother’s name was Theresa, and Ramon said it meant “to 
harvest,” and I remember him saying that every harvest must come 
to an end. He told me it was now his purpose, his calling, to protect 
and hold me close just as our mother had protected and held him.

So I don’t care what this stranger thinks he knows about my 
mother. Ramon already told me everything I need to know, and 
between that and my pictures of her in my photo album, I don’t want 
hollow words from some stranger in a park.

“Take me home, please,” I say when I get back to the car. Tears 
run down my f lushed cheeks in rivulets. I wipe them off with a f lick 
of my hands.

Dean Mendelsohn starts the engine without saying a word. We 
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pull out of the parking lot wordlessly, and I watch the silhouette of the 
man who’s my father but is not my dad vanish into the night.
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