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            Chapter One

          

          GIGO

        

      

    

    
      In twenty-four hours, all but one of them would be dead. Maybe it was because of the box, maybe because of what the box turned out to be, or maybe because the mission itself was flawed even before Ryu believed he’d planned it. Only in retrospect were flaws in the system obvious. At the start there were eleven of them, and their aggregate goal was simple — noble, even. As individuals, they were more complex. All were codeboxes in human form, each with their own ones, their own zeroes, their own 512-bit encryption keys. That was the thing some of them missed and those who should have known better forgot: with enough intel you could control the game, but chaos was baked into the players. Biology began with amino acids in a sequence, transcribed from RNA in a sequence. They should have seen it coming. They’d accounted for everything, but forgot that life itself was a cypher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SAVAGE

        

      

    

    
      Buzzed haircut, five-four in boots, arms like a climber and mouth like the floor of a tavern, Savage would probably have run the operation if it wasn’t Ryu who’d brought the group an offer none of them could refuse. She wasn’t angry to be another of the guns, but Twilight, the only other woman, was mad on her behalf.

      In Twilight’s view, Ryu only held the reins because he had a dick. Savage was more practical. She thought Ryu was in charge because the man kept his ear to the ground and his nose to the wind. He knew all the others, or at least their reputations. He was the one who’d discovered the changeover, or at least that’s what they all believed at the time.

      Savage had killed her share of men. She didn’t kill Ryu because he mattered apart from his man parts. Besides. If dicks were so important, anyone could get one installed. Or two. Replace all ten fingers and it wouldn’t raise your status a knot. God knew the gutterpunks in Little Harajuku had done stranger things, and nobody was handing them any promotions.

      Equality this far from the turn of the millennium was, in Savage’s mind, about other things: merit maybe one-fifth of the equation, social hierarchy the remaining four. The arrangement might have been okay if the nation knew the hierarchy existed, but that right there was the problem.

      That’s what they’d come to fix, and Savage for one planned to do her part to make it happen.

      A share of the haul was just icing on the cake, and that investment kept growing without attention or effort. Her share had bumped twenty percent in the last fifteen minutes … and although she didn’t know it yet, that take was about to jump another twenty-five.

      That was another problem with the plan: the incentives were all wrong. Keeping your teammates alive meant splitting the pot into more pieces. Death, on the other hand, was the best way to boost your bottom line — assuming that bitter end belonged to someone else.

      Tenor was covered in blood. Not his own, but in retrospect it should have been a sign. Savage was furious at him for it. Noah Fucking West … couldn’t Tenor do anything right?

      “You ass,” she said. “Get your clothes off. And drop them in the incinerator.”

      Tenor tried to roll his eyes, so Savage shoved him hard. Twilight wasn’t entirely wrong; testosterone made these XYs more confident than they should be, whereas women had to summon actual reasons for things. Savage had to hit people more often than most to keep her respect when adrenaline ran high.

      At least she enjoyed it.

      “I told you not to touch him. I fucking told you, Tenor.”

      “He was bleeding out.”

      “Yeah. Out. You bleed out when you’re dying, not when it’s worth risking everyone’s life for some goddamn warm fuzzies. What are you, a priest? You should have kept your fucking hands to yourself. Now look.”

      She pointed. Tenor looked, dripped blood, and laughed. Of course he couldn’t see the trail. Locus’s specs would’ve caught it, and Savage saw it because she’d installed the eyes Ryu had sold her.

      But to Tenor, the path he’d crossed from the door would look exactly like the floor of a standard scatter pod. To him it was proof that Savage was paranoid. That she was behaving irrationally. He was the kind of guy who believed that those things he couldn’t see would never be able to hurt him.

      “Your stupid micro-detritus is going to lead them right to us,” Savage said, ignoring his mockery. “What if they have swarms?”

      Ryu shook his head. “They don’t have swarms. This is DZPD we’re talking about, not a bunch of NPS agents.”

      “Just do it,” Savage told him, jabbing Tenor toward the incinerator. “Burn your shit or someone’ll sniff it out eventually.”

      “Yeah. Eventually.”

      “Clothes off or we’ve got a problem.” She looked to Daemon and Twilight for support, but only Twilight managed to give it. Daemon was wrist-deep in mission electronics, doing his magic when it was no longer precisely needed. When Savage stared pointedly in his direction, his facial expression said, Who, me?

      Tenor shrugged. “Look, Savage — if you wanna fuck me, just say so.”

      When she didn’t bite, he scoffed and started to strip off his blood-soaked clothes, standing nowhere near the incinerator’s catch pad. Jesus. They’d have to hire a crew of underground scourers to get the DNA out of this place, and all because some assholes couldn’t follow directions.

      The door banged. Savage drew her weapon and spun to aim it, but anyone unauthorized would enter using a ram or piston. A Ryu lock couldn’t be opened by force unless there was a metric ton of it.

      The newcomers were Ryu and Locus, upright, holding an injured Asp between them. Shot in the leg by what looked like a conventional round, judging by the size of his wound. A slamgun would have knocked his foot off like a bowling ball hitting pins, and nobody back there was using slumbers.

      The fact that security was using lead-slug ammunition was a bit of panic that Savage hadn’t allowed herself to think too much about yet. DZPD, who they’d anticipated, would have used slams or slumbers. Same for registered, legal security. The only real reason to use bullets was shooting at will without anyone metering the shots. Energy weapons could be muted from a distance. But not so when it was all primer and gunpowder. That little difference would, when time allowed, make Savage wonder who exactly was handling security at Xenia Labs if not official guards.

      But right now she had no time to ponder.

      Tenor laughed again, then buttoned himself back up. He didn’t understand that bleeding your own blood was different from trailing someone else’s, especially when nano swarms were involved. She’d need to do something about Tenor. Knock him out, maybe, assuming Ryu agreed.

      Chase was behind them, carrying Asp’s gear for him.

      He dropped it and said, “Time to fly.” He had a Wild East accent. Savage supposed it was sexy.

      “Five minutes,” said Ryu.

      “In five minutes they’ll be all over us. Time to fly.”

      Ryu didn’t answer this time. He and Locus dragged Asp to where Savage and the others were standing, then lowered him into a chair.

      “What happened,” Savage asked. It was more a statement than a question, delivered in military fashion.

      Locus looked up. With those black specs permanently on his eyes, he looked like an insect. A very cool, very muscular bug.

      “Same guy that got Smoke. I guess he wasn’t dead.”

      “Smoke’s dead?” It was Twilight.

      “Smoke, Rogue.”

      “Wait, Rogue?” Daemon asked. “He was in a Stark suit.”

      And not even just a Stark suit. They’d boosted the suit months ago from the armoire of an Enterprise notable who’d turned up dead the next day. Nobody wanted those things floating around. Now they’d left one behind, and with all of Daemon’s modifications. Two people, one massive piece of equipment — gone.

      As clusterfucks went, the robbery was starting to look like at least six out of ten.

      “Conventional rounds,” Ryu told him.

      “I lined it with Kevlar!”

      “He took it out. Said it was too restrictive. His exact words were, ‘It’s a goddamn Stark suit. It’s its own armor.’”

      Chase laughed again. Smoke’s death, at least, should have been news to Chase because even Savage hadn’t seen her die. Chase had been trying to scoop Rogue from that goddamn robot suit at the time like meat from a lobster’s shell, knowing it was futile and he was merely making their escape harder. Yet this was his response to a teammate’s death: laughter.

      Savage would definitely be teaching him some manners once the dust finally settled.

      “You think it’s funny?” Locus demanded.

      He had disobeyed a prime directive and spent many loud hours banging Smoke in the pod’s equipment locker. Maybe it was supposed to be a secret but Ryu let it fly and now Chase was about to have his head knocked off for abject insensitivity.

      “I wasn’t laughing about Smoke,” Chase told him.

      “Rogue, then?” Twilight asked. “If you were going to be a prick, why’d you try to save him?”

      “I guess I’m not a prick, then.” Chase moved closer to Twilight. “I guess I’m sensitive. This is my coping mechanism.” He put a hand on the wall just over Twilight’s shoulder. He wasn’t attracted to her, but he was well aware of how much he repulsed her, so the taunt wasn’t at all unexpected. “You know what other way I like to cope?”

      Ryu looked around. He’d designed the pod himself: space-saving tech that employed holography and subtle omnidirectional treadmills underfoot to make a small place feel twice its actual size, and perceptual tricks to fool the senses.

      “Where’s Nero? Is he in the bunk room?”

      Savage shook her head. “Nero didn’t make it.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “Sorry. He didn’t make it to the punch-out point. I suppose he could still be out there.”

      Ryu looked around at the others, then at his watch. He wore one; they were on total and complete Beam blackout unless the network was accessed through his anonymizer. He had made that himself, too — his solution to the problem of The Beam’s intelligence.

      You couldn’t just scramble information sent to The Beam, because the AI recorded everything and had an infinity of time to untangle even the toughest encryption if it cared to do so. The odds of spoofed or encrypted traffic ever coming back to bite them was remote in the absolute worst-case scenario, but Ryu was paranoid to a degree Savage had never seen before.

      Instead of scrambling messages, Ryu’s add-on sent them faithfully using what he called “drunk Beam-like agents.” He’d basically created his own Beam-compatible agents, then used a process Savage didn’t want to know about to essentially drive them insane. They’d do the job without revealing the source, seeing as they no longer had that capacity.

      “How much time?” Locus was hating the blackout. Without Beam connectivity, his specs were merely somewhat intelligent sunglasses. He could see a lot of stuff the others couldn’t, but it was a lot like having a doctor on call who could tell you exactly how sick you were without being anywhere close to a cure.

      “Two minutes.”

      “I keep telling you,” Chase said, “it’s time to fly.”

      “Two minutes,” Ryu repeated.

      “Please. I saw Nero hit. They got him in the side.”

      “Where in the side?”

      “The fuck’s it matter where?” Chase answered. “He’s gonna slow down, they’re gonna pinch him, and then they’ll get him talking.”

      “He won’t talk.” Ryu shook his head. “We have contingencies.”

      “Like you had a Stark suit?”

      Now Ryu looked angry. He had face-length black hair and an even darker beard on a long, hawk-like face. “I saw you talking to Rogue about the Kevlar.”

      “What, you think I talked him out of it?”

      “Someone did. Because I sure as hell made it clear that⁠—”

      “You think something else you’re not saying, Ryu?”

      His eyes grew hard. Ryu was wearing dark glasses, but Savage was close enough to see through them. She had a good idea what he was thinking.

      They’d been double-crossed. The plan was airtight enough (in her mind, anyway, and she’d looked and looked) that this level of failure shouldn’t have been possible without a leak.

      Ryu was an artist. He’d designed a heist strategy that was perfect by way of its imperfections. Every possible disaster was considered and solved-for, its many parts made modular and redundant. Anything that went bad was supposed to be severable like a gangrenous limb: triage to keep failure from spreading.

      What they’d found inside Xenia Labs had undone most of that, and idiocy like Rogue removing the Kevlar from their primary weapon or Chase trying to drag him out dead finished off the job. They hadn’t counted on private security using ammo illegal enough to shut all of Xenia down. Even so, the Kevlar would have plugged the suit joints that were impervious to energy weapons yet plenty vulnerable to a perfectly aimed bullet.

      Not that aim had been necessary. At least two of the black-jacketed combatants above were carrying BBR5s — a weapon with a conventional-slug RPM the world hadn’t seen since the MAC-10 or Uzi. Fire that much lead in one direction and eventually you’ll get lucky. Or unlucky, in Rogue’s case.

      Savage thought Ryu might outright accuse Chase, but adrenaline and tempers were high, their collective fear compressed into knots of aggression like pressure makes coal into diamonds, with zero proof beyond instinct that they’d been ratted out or that Chase was the leak in the event that they had.

      This morning, they’d been friends — or as much as self-interested criminals could be thought of as such. The mission, though it meant different things to each of them, was the glue binding them together. They might be criminals in the eyes of NAU law, but nobody saw it that way. The job paid, yes, but only because it had to. None of them could take normal gigs without risking exposure. More important than money (to most of them, Savage believed) was the ideal that Ryu had presented for them.

      What if there was no more Beau Monde? And what if what Xenia actually had was available to everyone?

      Ryu wasn’t exactly kumbaya and didn’t believe the world’s problems would simply disappear once the tech gap was eliminated, but he hated the way everyone was forced to play a rigged game.

      Choose Option A or Choose Option B, the parties said — Enterprise or Directorate, you choose your fate!

      But really Option A and Option B were the same thing, and both lived under the heel of Option C, which nobody was permitted to see, let alone aspire to.

      You were born Beau Monde or you were pulled up and into it by back-scratching buddies, but it couldn’t be earned. It was a club with its doors locked. Implying freedom in a world of lies was even more insulting than unfair. And that was Ryu’s reason for this, Savage believed. He didn’t want technological equality so much as he hated having his intelligence insulted. The mission meant as much to him as it did to her. She trusted him more than she trusted just about anyone else in the world, and had quietly given Ryu a ring to show they were friends and not just co-conspirators in this impossible heist.

      Ryu shook his head and turned away.

      Chase took this as a victory. “Let’s talk about you, then.”

      He followed Ryu across the pod. The treadmills underfoot grew confused, interpreting his walk-off as him wanting to get away, but then interpreting Chase’s pursuit as something Ryu might not have noticed.

      Ryu walked faster but Chase easily caught him.

      “Conventional ammo,” he said to Ryu’s profile. “Noah Fucking West, Ryu — you wanna tell me why the fuck they were firing conventional ammo?”

      “It was on sale.”

      “Is this a joke to you?” Chase grabbed him by the shoulder of his leather jacket, then immediately realized he’d made a mistake.

      He let go, but not before Ryu gave him a death stare.

      “Look,” Chase continued. “I’m not saying it’s your fault. But it’s for goddamn sure someone’s.”

      “You could have worn Kevlar, if you were so worried.” Asp wore an eyepatch. It was in no way necessary, because even if he couldn’t afford a replacement eye (he absolutely could), Ryu had boxes of spares. They weren’t as fancy as Savage’s, but they’d at least fill the hole in his face and give him some depth perception. His hair was unruly and long and reminded Savage of a lion’s mane. His words were all snarls. Savage had never felt threatened by someone saying Hello before meeting Asp.

      Chase said, “Look who’s talking.”

      “I got shot in the leg, asswipe. Your buddy was a target. He thought the extra weight wasn’t worth it? Obviously he’d be the first one shot.”

      “If we’d known they’d be shooting lead.”

      “We’re shooting lead.”

      “We’re the goddamn bad guys! Of course we’re shooting lead! They’re⁠—”

      “We’re not the bad guys.” Daemon was putting two old-fashioned circuit boards together in a fashion so clumsy, it looked like a little girl bumping dolls to pretend they were kissing.

      Of course, he wasn’t actually clumsy, though his white-haired-old-man look sure made it seem that way. Daemon’s work with those two old boards would’ve probably won him a Nobel Prize in the pre-Renewal days.

      “You know what I mean,” Chase said.

      Tenor nodded. “We’re bad to the bone, baby.”

      “I just think we need to stop talking like that. Words have meaning. If you think you’re⁠—”

      “Time,” Ryu called.

      “Thank West.”

      Asp looked at Chase. “Pretty eager to leave a teammate behind, aren’t you?”

      “If he’s dead, yes. If he’s pinched, yes.”

      “What if he just got his balls shot off, like you?”

      “I didn’t get …” Chase stopped and scowled.

      Asp smiled. Bullseye.

      “Spool up,” Ryu said. “Twilight, cover Nero’s spot.”

      “What about the others’ spots?” Asp asked.

      “No problem. I’ll take Rogue’s and you take Smoke’s.” Tenor grabbed a bag of potato chips from the cabinet and flopped on the couch, then he pointed between Asp and Locus. “You’ve sucked his dick before, right?”

      Asp made to stand, wincing as he rolled over his injured leg. Tenor laughed again. Savage, as she sat back and let the appointed people handle departure, went about the task of hating Tenor even more than she already did.

      Maybe humor really was his defense mechanism, but if so, Savage wanted to give him a lot more to defend against. Adrenaline and fear aside, two of their number died today. Smoke and Rogue had had friends, even families. It wasn’t funny in the least and she intended to prove it once given a chance.

      “Belts on,” Ryu said. Then, after a pause: “Jump.”

      Savage had never gotten used to the sensation of a pod jump. It wasn’t actually a jump, for one. The action was closer to diving, or drilling, while being precisely neither of those things. Digging was concussive; anything from the earthquake folks to amateur geeks with their ears on the ground could sense it and, if they wished, follow.

      The pod did something closer to an earthbound breaststroke, using electrostatic tech like that in the ocean levies to soundlessly push even hard-packed ground aside molecule by molecule, then nanobots like those in the NAU dome to hold the works back with a carbon nanotube mesh. The works was broken down as the pod passed.

      More of Ryu’s tech — stuff Xenia could have developed if they weren’t so preoccupied with making rich people perfect, before turning them immortal.

      On the jump command, the pre-energized ground atomized fast enough that the sensation was that of an old-fashioned elevator with its counterweights cut. Savage always felt like she was going to barf.

      When they’d reach depth and were moving fluidly to the backup rendezvous point (good luck, Nero — you’re gonna need it), Savage saw Locus, bored, begin to toe the backpack he’d been wearing on the job. He’d set it aside in all the blood and commotion — a funny thing, considering how important it was. Officially, two people (so far) had given their lives to fill that backpack and one had been wounded. Nero might be among its victims, too; they’d have to wait and see.

      Savage moved to sit by Locus. They’d be down here a while, moving fairly fast but with a long way to go.

      He considered her but said nothing. Locus wasn’t afraid of her, and that was nice. She looked a little like beef jerky even on her best days, and some genetic trick made her eye sockets deep, shadows giving them what looked like permanent black eyes. After growing tired of being asked if someone had beaten her up, Savage finally leaned into her image. Now she let people assume her not-actually-black eyes were collateral damage from a fight in which she’d doled out much worse.

      “Okay, Savage?”

      “Okay, Locus. You?”

      “Not good. Smoke …”

      “I know.” She gave him a look, but that was all the sympathy he’d get. They were professionals. Nobody expected sappy displays even at the worst times. Everyone here had signed up knowing full well that there might be casualties. Smoke had just drawn one of the short straws.

      “You got it,” she said of the backpack.

      It wasn’t empty. She’d thought it would be, because the original contents were jettisoned by necessity and she’d assumed there was no time to fill it with dreams during their little melee. Shit had gone so bad so fast, a part of her brain had forgotten they’d gone to Xenia with a goal.

      “Sort of. Maybe.”

      A strange answer. They’d been looking for a code nexus, and the existence of that nexus wasn’t a sort of, maybe thing. Back in the days of Crossbrace, it was still possible to undo encryption with brute force (even though doing so took ages) because that network had been built by humans.

      The Beam, on the other hand, had been built by the AI that evolved inside Crossbrace. It stopped being understandable by human minds around the time Noah West had died, and even back then he was the only person who came close to understanding.

      Beam codes couldn’t be cracked by humans alone. AI assistance was always required. Even back then the AIs had to know the other AIs who’d birthed the code in the first place. And that’s what Ryu’s group had been after: Xenia’s heavily firewalled codemaking AI, from which Ryu believed he could clone codebreakers.

      And impossible as that might have seemed to anyone on the outside, Savage believed it. Ryu’s tech was better than Xenia’s because he worked in Little Harajuku within District Zero, where innovation was driven by necessity. By contrast, Xenia was fueled by profit and could only move so fast. Unfortunately, they also had a lock on the upgrades sector, encoding the protocols that let their add-ons work with The Beam, thus effectively sidelining all competing tech. Censored, really.

      It wasn’t that Xenia had all the upgrades wisdom in the modern North American Union; it was that they’d throttled all knowledge that didn’t come from Xenia.

      Xenia sold the best of that knowledge to the upper one percent — the so-called Beau Monde class — and erased its tracks so the lower ninety-nine didn’t know those premium upgrades even existed. Without that artificial information blockade, the NAU would be a very different place. Hence Ryu’s plan to upend Xenia’s cookie jar. And hence the code nexus, which would make it all possible.

      The thing was, Ryu’s intel said the nexus was actually simple. The AIs that comprised it were small enough to fit on a plain-old slip drive. Ryu had taken his drives and cables just to be sure (or in case they found other salacious Xenia data ripe for the copying) but she’d watched the pack unzipped in preparation, then dumped empty in the surprise of the first ambush.

      If the pack was full now, it could only contain something new. But why was that something-new so big? Savage had assumed, when asking Locus if he’d gotten the nexus, that the device had been bigger than expected — maybe they’d had to yank and steal an entire set of drives instead of delicately copying information to a slip. But his reply suggested that wasn’t the case.

      Sort of. Maybe. It was stranger than I don’t know. That answer implied they’d gotten something but hadn’t had a chance yet to see if it contained the code nexus they’d been looking for.

      Sort of and maybe both said something else.

      Something less defined.

      Something out of the ordinary.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It wasn’t the way Ryu said,” Locus told her.

      “No shit.” Savage looked at Asp.

      The fact that only one of the remaining eight (maybe nine) had been wounded was downright miraculous. Only after they’d gotten out had Savage allowed herself to breathe, wondering how and why they managed to get out. The forces they’d met had been perfectly prepared to thwart them and hadn’t seemed at all surprised. It was like they’d been waiting.

      Ryu seemed to believe that they’d been ratted out. But if that was true, then why were any of them still breathing? Savage swore she’d seen armed soldiers hold the others back not once but three separate times. It was enough to make her feel toyed with.

      “No,” Locus said. “I don’t mean the job. I mean the clean room.”

      Savage wanted to shake her head. A clean room was a clean room was a clean room. Small technicians wore neutral white jumpsuits and rubber-soled shoes, building circuits that didn’t dictate the way devices worked anymore so much as gave sentient data options for where to play. Clean rooms had dry benches, halon fire suppression systems, shielded terminals, and many carefully managed parts.

      The clean room should have harbored zero surprises.

      “Did you have trouble getting inside?”

      Locus shook his head. His blacked-out specs made it look like his eyes were blank, or missing.

      “Different upgrades inside?” Savage guessed. “Apparently they moved all the Series Six nanobots to a room on the other side of⁠—”

      Locus stopped her with a head-shake so subtle, she might have imagined it.

      “What, then?”

      “There was no clean room.”

      But that was like saying there was no sun in the sky.

      At first, she didn’t understand. The plan had clearly gone tits-up. They’d found unregistered private security firing illegal rounds; that security had seemed to follow them in (without engaging) and then out (after engaging); despite Tenor’s quip about DZPD, they’d not seen a single cop — even after their thunderous exit from the building, a gunfight on the streets of District Zero, and getting spotted by enough civilians for The Beam to sic a hundred autocops on them before they could flee the core network.

      But … no clean room?

      That was the one thing Ryu had been certain about. They’d all watched his nanocam footage, seeing the heist’s layout with their own eyes. The recovery crew was to enter the lobby, head left, then hold the employees at bay while they copied what they needed. That entire side of the building was a clean room.

      Wrong clean room would have made more sense than no clean room.

      “What?” Savage said. “How could there be no clean room?”

      Locus removed his specs. “See for yourself.”

      His eyes were too normal beneath them. She expected empty pits, every time.

      She donned his specs, then keyed a time index a few minutes into the heist. She observed the scene from his point of view as he led the charge, watched data gates open doors with his enhanced vision. So far, the mission seemed to be unfolding as expected. Savage didn’t understand all of Ryu’s models, but she understood enough to know they were working.

      Everything was as predicted until she heard the guns going off — auditory input that on Locus would be funneled straight through his implants and into his brain.

      The first
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