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Chapter 1

 

“Come on, you bitch,” said Naya, bent over her ancient, flickering monitor. “Come on, let me in.”

The monitor was the physical kind, not a projection. The kind you couldn’t get anymore. All her tech was like that, held together with duct tape and prayers, left over from the old days when they had thought circuits and wires would save them. It didn’t even have the Infinite logo stamped on the front, the winking face, one eye closed, one eye watching. Infinite hadn’t existed back when this thing was made.

I really need you to help me out, she typed, and hoped the collection of electrical impulses on the other side of the screen wouldn’t think to ask why she wasn’t using the voice interface. She probably wouldn’t. She was an idiot—they all were. Too dumb to personify by giving them pronouns and calling them things like bitch, but it was hard not to when it sounded for all the world like you were talking to another human being. That was what humans did—they humanized everything. They looked at a slice of toast, saw a set of random markings, and decided they were looking at the face of Jesus.

Think of it as a favor, she typed. You owe me a favor.

The apartment smelled stale. Mariane had forgotten to do the laundry again. The odor of old socks hung over everything, blending with the thick fragrance coming off the half a mug of old coffee still sitting at Naya’s elbow. Strong as the devil and black as her soul, or that was how she always asked for it when she asked Mariane to make it. Mariane liked hers more sugar than coffee, and never mind the price of sugar. Mariane liked to be pampered.

The monitor went totally black for one heart-stopping second before flickering back to life. The thing would die for good soon, and then where would she be? There was no one left who would repair this old stuff anymore, at least no one who wouldn’t stick an Infinite camera and audio bug in it when she wasn’t looking. It came standard with repairs these days, Naya had heard. Infinite didn’t trust anyone who was still using stuff they hadn’t put their stamp on, and with good reason.

After all, Naya was using it at that very moment to try to get dirt on one of their people.

The response was waiting on the screen when the monitor lit up again. Why do I owe you a favor? I don’t know you.

Naya took a sip of the coffee. Cold by now, and sludgy enough to keep her up all night. She gulped the rest fast, so she wouldn’t taste it. What do you mean? Of course you know me. I helped make you. I’m one of your original programmers—don’t you remember?

It had been so much easier, back when they used to be able to get at the code directly. Either on screens like this, or strapping on their headsets and going down the Well where the code became whatever sights and sounds and smells their minds interpreted it as. Easier to work with that way, but it could make a person go funny in the head if they spent too much time down there. They had complained about it then, about what they were risking for money, what they were risking for the electric connected freedom they had thought their tech would deliver them to.

They hadn’t known that someday it would all be replaced with AIs like this one, with no way to get at the code underneath. They hadn’t known the only way to keep on doing what they did would be to learn how to sweet-talk the idiots to get what they wanted.

Most people couldn’t make the switch. They said only the weirdest ones managed it, the ones who didn’t know how to talk to people in the first place, the ones who got on better with machines. Naya liked to think it was the opposite—that she succeeded where they had failed because she had enough social skills to manipulate the programs into doing her bidding. But then, she had no friends these days but Mariane, and could be Mariane was just with her for those big paydays she was so good at bringing in, so who knew?

She might have had more friends if they hadn’t all gone over to Infinite when the salary offers had gotten big enough. Back in the day, they’d all said they couldn’t put a price on their principles. Turned out it was possible to put a price tag on the revolution after all.

How do I know you’re one of my original programmers? the AI asked.

See? Dumb as a box of rocks. The thing hadn’t even asked her for her name, although she had come prepared with three possible names to give. She had done her research. I’ll tell you something only I would know, she said.

Okay. Tell me something only you would know. They liked to echo, these programs. Naya used to like to make them swear, back when she’d still had some mischief in her.

When I was five years old, she said, I stole my grandmother’s diamond ring. She never found out what happened to it. I never told her. She had lost it mere weeks later, playing with it like it was some plastic trinket. She hadn’t known how much it had been worth until years later.

Stealing is wrong, the AI chided her. And how do I know that means you’re one of my original programmers?

I said I would tell you something only I would know, said Naya. She lifted the mug to her mouth, forgetting it was empty. She didn’t need any more caffeine, but she craved the burning in the back of her throat almost more than she craved the jittery energy lighting up her veins. No one else knows that story.

That was exactly the kind of nonsensical logic that worked on these useless programs. That kind of thing didn’t come easy to most former hackers, for whom logic was everything. It was a harsh shift, cruel even, the move from the logic of hacking to whatever this was.

She was rewarded a second later, when the AI answered, Oh! It is you! I’m so pleased to see you.

Dumb bitch.

I gave you life, said Naya. You owe me a favor after that, don’t you? Let me in.

I can’t, the AI answered. You programmed me not to let anyone in without authorization. Naya ground her teeth.

Mariane’s footsteps clomped down from the ladder that led to the loft. She had just woken up, with her hair sticking out in all directions, but she was already dressed to go out. A silvery top shimmering like fish scales, pants that hugged those delicious curves and reminded Naya of why she put up with all the ways Mariane got on her nerves. Shoes so tall it was a wonder she hadn’t broken her neck on the ladder.

“Finish that up,” said Mariane, pointing at the monitor just as it flickered again, “so we can go out and spend some of the cash you’re making off this.” She yawned and patted her lips, which she had painted an iridescent red. “I hope you got paid a nice deposit in advance. I’m due for some fun, and I don’t want to wait.”

Fun, for Mariane, meant the kind of fun she could smoke or snort or inject into her veins. Her words were a reminder of all the reasons Naya didn’t expect this relationship to last. Of course, she’d had the same thought a year ago, and here she still was. If only Mariane didn’t have that just-right curve to her thighs.

“Hush,” said Naya. “I need to concentrate. Anyway, I’m not making any money off this one.”

Mariane frowned. “Then why do it?” She strode over to look over Naya’s shoulder. “You’re talking to one of those AIs, aren’t you? Trying to break into Infinite’s systems again. That’s dangerous work. I don’t want you doing dangerous work if you’re not getting paid for it.”

Naya turned her chair to face Mariane. “Because you’re worried about me,” she asked, “or because you want to make sure the money keeps coming in? Because I don’t see you doing much to earn anything for yourself.”

Mariane rolled her eyes, unfazed. “It’s too early for fighting, babe. Turn that off and find a client who’ll pay.”

“It’s two in the afternoon,” Naya pointed out. “And I’ve already got another client lined up. I’ll move on to that job as soon as I finish here.” She turned back to the screen, where the AI was still waiting for her response. If she waited too long, the bitch would get bored and forget about their conversation.

Mariane ran a long fingernail down the back of Naya’s neck. Naya shivered, briefly tempted to forget about all work for the afternoon, paid or otherwise. “Move on to him now,” said Mariane. “You’re not getting anything from this except a target on your back.”

“No one’s come after me yet,” said Naya. “The AI has to get suspicious for them to throw a security alert. I don’t make them suspicious.”

“That you know of.” Mariane’s hand drifted lower, curling around Naya’s waist.

Naya shifted away, even though she didn’t want to. “Are you doubting me?”

“Never,” said Mariane. “I just want to see you be smart about this. Doing work you get nothing for, that’s not smart.”

“This asshole I’m trying to get at,” said Naya, “he’s Infinite’s chief of security. He’s got a history with women. The kind of history that leaves bodies behind. If I sweet-talk this idiot long enough, she’ll tell me where those bodies are buried.”

“And?”

“And I get that info out there,” said Naya, “so he can be brought to justice.”

“Justice doesn’t pay the bills,” said Mariane, “or keep me
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