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  Chapter One


  Get up. Shower. Brush teeth. Spike my hair with grease and lean it over to one side. Dust below my eyes for the ”punched in the face” look. Apply a very small amount of green lipstick, one shade darker than my hair. Begin putting on spiked leather bands. Continue putting on spiked leather bands. Add some pre-torn clothing somewhere during that process. Check mirror to confirm I look like death. It takes a lot of time and effort to not be pretty.


  Take a moment to look out the window at the city of West Angel. Across the street loomed a wall of windows and dark, rain-scarred concrete, which went up and down and off to the sides so far, I had to pick just the right angle to look up and see the green and brown afternoon sky, or down at the air cars zooming by below. The street itself wasn’t visible even if I climbed up on the bathtub. We were too high up.


  A black sphere with flashing blue lights drifted past, arms dangling like a squid, on its way to buildings expensive and important enough to be cleaned.


  “I will find you and ride you around town until your gravity coils explode,” I whispered after it.


  Later. Right now, did I have anything else to put on? Alas, no. Not that I wanted piercings. Too retro. If only I could afford a cybernetic arm, but even trading in my real one wouldn’t get me close. I’d found a metal skin-web once, but I lived with eleven other orphans and we had two bedrooms. The mesh got stolen so many times that when Fidget sold it to buy an AR Monster, I actually felt relief. Besides, Death Rooster turned out to be wicked cool.


  Speaking of which, there I was adjusting my collar when a red and yellow weasel head with spikes and a big crest stuck right through the wall, glared at me with bulging-eyed disgust and fury, and spat a ball of white-hot fire into the middle of my chest.


  Completely unharmed, I leaned around the edge of the bathroom door and yelled, “Fidget, Death Rooster is bugged out again.”


  Offended, Fidget shouted back, “He’s not bugged! The orphanage walls don’t match the official maps. He forgets they’re there.”


  The hologram monster swiveled its head, looking around the bathroom, not seeing me. In its mixed-up computer mind, there was a wall between us now. He retreated from view, and I heard the fake thumps of dragon feet as he charged back to his owner.


  A voice echoed through the orphanage. “Vanity Rose, dear, I need to speak with you.” Ms. Understanding did not sound happy, in a literal sense. She only had two tones, ”happy” and ”concerned,” both in grandmotherly flavor. I could be facing a bowl of chicken soup or extra homework and my good clothes taken away.


  Everyone knew which. The biggest of us orphans, Ajax, stepped into the door of the girls’ dorm, folded his beefy arms, and smirked. “Yeah, Rose.”


  Oh, he did not. I took a step toward him, raising a fist. “Vanity.” Only Ms. Understanding called me by my last name and got away with it.


  The testosterone addict stood up straighter, cracking his knuckles. “You want to fight, rainbow hair?”


  Despite his bravado, Ajax’s nervousness showed on his face and in the hesitation in his voice. We were about fifty-fifty on fights, and I’d take those odds to teach him a lesson.


  Not that he ever learned. We’d played out this scene a thousand times.


  And like the meathead he was, he’d started it when Ms. Understanding was paying attention. Her voice had rung out of the speakers in every room. “Ajax Thistle, what have I told you about bullying your siblings? Next time I’ll have to punish you.”


  Yeah, that’s us. One big family. Did real families squabble like this? I wouldn’t know.


  “Vanity Rose, you’re lollygagging, dear,” Ms. Understanding chided me. Oops.


  I galloped down the stairs to show willing, and found her waiting in the foyer, hands clasped. With her dress down to the floor and her unlined but mature face and grey hair, she stood absolutely still. Strike that. Her eyes did move, tracking me while the pupils grew and shrank irregularly. Nobody wanted a robot that acted too human, especially not a full AI.


  Her head tilted at an awkward angle, and she gave me a compassionate frown. “Rose, I’m worried about how much you’re sleeping.”


  So, not angry. How did she do it? How did she take care of and pour her love out on twelve children without losing her artificial mind? By rights there should be blood everywhere and “All We Wanted Was To Make You Happy” carved into the floor. But no robot in the city was more stable than Ms. Understanding. Nobody knew that better than me.


  “I took an extra pill on Monday, Ms. Understanding. It’s still making me sleep late,” I lied.


  Oops. Actually, not only had I not taken that extra pill, I’d forgotten my medication last night. Eh. Missing one wasn’t a big deal.


  “Vanity Rose, your—” Ms. Understanding started to say, and stopped an instant before someone knocked on the door.


  She drifted over to the front door with dignified grace, her skirt long enough that it hid her feet and she really did look like she was floating instead of walking.


  A couple of generically grey but familiar men in suits and coats stood in the hall, holding briefcases. Ms. Understanding gave them a delighted smile. “Mister Guthrie. Mister Wire. How are things at the Foundation?”


  They both gave me a suspicious, disapproving look, then pretended they hadn’t and returned their attention to Ms. Understanding. Gravely, Mr. Guthrie asked, “Can we speak in private?”


  Our not-quite-human nanny and the living cautionary tales of growing up to be an accountant retired to her tiny office. It was barely more than a closet. She’d given all the good rooms to us.


  “What’s going on?” asked Chaos at the top of the stair, a nervous boy frazzled with soot. I’d slept through another of his toys exploding, apparently.


  Poor kid. Might as well spare him and everyone else the anxiety. I hopped up the stairs two at a time, giving him a toothy grin. “Your favorite Vanity Rose lucked out and we got visitors before the old bot could punish me.”


  “Weren’t those guys from the Foundation?” asked Mimi, peeking over the upstairs banister and visible now that I’d reached the second floor.


  Not good. Mimi might look like the perfect curly-haired good girl, but she was smarter than me and nearly as cynical. I had to distract her before she figured it out. Shoving my hands into my denim jacket pockets, I palmed my Standardized Personal Utility Device and pressed the emergency button three times. A shriek and a roar sounded from behind Chaos.


  Mimi’s head jerked up. “Another AR monster?”


  “It must be in the yard!” shouted Fidget loud enough for the whole orphanage to hear.


  Kids tumbled out of every room, and stampeded downstairs and to the back to see the monster fight.


  There would be no fight. I’d hidden a broken AR Monster module back there months ago. It wouldn’t spawn its monster anymore, but it still sent out a fight signal to get Death Rooster’s attention.


  Over the shouts, no one would hear or notice as the Foundation clerks and Ms. Understanding emerged from her office again. In concerned mode and quiet enough I had to strain to make her out, she told them, “I’ll delay as long as I can.”


  “That’s all any of us can do,” said Mister Wire in a similar hush. They both tipped their hats, and without another word left the way they came, through the orphanage’s front door.


  My siblings began filtering back in though the foyer. Usually, thinking of them that way annoyed me, but not today. Blissfully ignorant, Fidget spotted me and called up, “It flew away before Death Rooster could reach it. A pteroray from across the street, I bet.”


  Ms. Understanding hadn’t moved since she’d closed the door behind the Foundation men. Suddenly her voice rang from the PAs. “Oh, dear, I have to start cooking supper. I have processing to do, so assigned helpers are free for the evening.”


  “Woo!” shouted Cosmos and Ochre, the teenage boy with the map collection and the seven-year-old who ate crayons, respectively. Everyone’s Enchanted oldest sister, Liriel, merely gave a deep, relieved sigh, while every boy older than Chaos pretended not to stare at her chest. Whoever biosculpted her into an elf had indulged his personal biases. The designer was definitely a ”he.”


  Ms. Understanding slid into the kitchen, and began arranging ingredients and pots and pans in irregular movements that looked limp and erratic, but laid everything out precisely. Around her, red holographic stripes formed in the air, labeled ”PROCESSING TIME—DO NOT DISTURB.” She’d be in there awhile, since she had to make Chaos’s protein bar and Liriel’s special vegetable bread in addition to supper for the rest of us. Looked like noodles, kelp, and red sauce.


  Everyone else chattered about the imaginary pteroray or drifted into activity rooms. Fidget trotted up the stairs and headed past me into the girls’ dorm, clutching the precious spawn ball and explaining on the way past, “I’d better give Death Rooster his daily feed and training.”


  I’d succeeded. I was the only one who noticed the catastrophe.


  The Foundation paid for the orphanage. Ms. Understanding was worried. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.


  We were running out of money. Maybe a megacorp…no, they’d shut off the spigot at once. The ”why’s” didn’t matter to us, only that we were about to lose our home.


  What could we do? Our little hobbies wouldn’t make a dent in the orphanage budget. Chaos already donated some of his sales profits for better food. Someone else had paid for Liriel’s transformation, because the Enchanted were nuts about luring people into their cult. Ms. Understanding would sell her body for scrap to keep us fed and sheltered five seconds longer, but even intelligent robots can’t break out of their routine.


  My heart pounded. I’d known this would happen sooner or later.


  It was time to take a walk on the dark side.


  I slipped out the window into the warm night air. Mimi, Liriel, and Fidget didn’t move in their beds. They probably heard me, but they never said anything.


  The fire escape barely rattled under my feet as I climbed up two floors, to a clear, plastic, man-sized, and entirely illegal tube that ran from our building to the one across the street.


  Not that anyone would want to cross to an orphanage. This floor belonged to some company that planned light networks. The employees had the kind of safe, boring job that kept the not-quite-poor locked in stasis in West Angel City, if you were lucky enough to get one. The kind of life Ms. Understanding was training us for.


  There was plenty of money to be made in this city. You just couldn’t make it peacefully.


  I’d been struggling with the temptation to do this since I was ten, and hey, now I was doing it for a good cause, right?


  Slipping the key out of the storage compartment of my SPUD, I unlocked the little box I’d spray painted to look like the wall, and pulled out my precious gravity boots.


  Pulling open the unlocked window next to the tube, I crept into the office, or store, or whatever it was. They kept it pretty dark at night, with only a few people still working, but like always they pretended not to see me.


  Except…on the little cabinet next to the window lay a candy bar. Aw. Just when I thought there was only selfishness left in this city. I couldn’t read the label, didn’t know what language that label was written in, and didn’t care. I ate it anyway as I crossed the tube. Honey and nuts. Nice.


  Down below me, aircars whizzed back and forth. Below them, surface traffic moved sporadically up and down the street. This was a pretty quiet neighborhood, but close enough to the more packed and dangerous parts of the city to be cheap.


  I reached the other end of the tube, and ducked through an irregular hole broken to form a makeshift door.


  I loved this shortcut. It had some connection to the light company. For that matter, the weird pipes in the walls of the orphanage probably had some connection to the light company. Here the connection was obvious, with the thick, multicolored lasers beamed along the walls, humming where they entered and exited reflectors. Lightning crackled between exposed wires, and in a few places the floor had been removed to reveal vibrating copper plates no doubt as dangerous as everything else. Trip and fall in this corridor, and all they’d find would be a pile of ash.


  Vanity Rose never trips and falls.


  The hall went right through the building. Ignoring doors and side corridors, I pried back the boards half-covering the hole in this wall as well. No tube on this side, just a long, spiky stone buttress, or gargoyle, or something. That was the kind of stuff Ms. Understanding tried to teach us in our schoolwork. I was not exactly an A student.


  One foot in front of the other, I crossed the buttress, and jumped across the gap to a pole sticking out of the side of the opposite building. It creaked and flexed underneath me as I walked. Hee hee.


  I reached the other building, and stepped off the pole onto the wall. My gravity boots took over, and the whole world turned sideways.


  I took a few steps, then broke into a jog, grinning. When both feet left the ground, my body felt like it floated for an instant as the power of the boots began to fade.


  This was when I felt happy and alive, walking the night time heights of West Angel. This was me, not the freakishly pretty and pretty freakish ragged orphan back home.


  No one else walked the cliffs of West Angel’s towering buildings tonight, not that I could see. That was normal. Night flies like me aren’t common, and day flies less so. During the day, you get noticed.


  On the opposite side of this thick, massive building was a restaurant with an outdoor terrace cafe. That would get me the attention I didn’t want, but I’d long ago found an easy and obvious way to deal with that.


  There is always a way in.


  In this case, a scary way in, that would look like a great way to die, and by ”great” I mean ”horrible”, if I hadn’t scouted it out and knew where it led. A drain pipe stuck out of the side of the building, dark and foreboding, but wide enough for a slender teenager. Wriggling up it, I quickly emerged into an abandoned room. Seriously abandoned. The only footprints in the dust were mine. Once upon a time, the network of broken pipes running through it must have connected to the drain. More recently, the rickety metal shelves would have held some sort of supplies. Now nothing remained but my secret entrance.


  The door locked from the inside, so I let myself out into a ritzy dining room. These were the folks who could afford old-fashioned suits, gleaming wood tables and bar, and real human waiters and waitresses serving real food prepared by human cooks. As always, I smirked at the skirts long enough to be modest on the waitresses and the neat black uniforms on the waiters. Heaven forbid the upper crust see the tattoos, implants, and occasional scales or feathers on their servants! Not that all the rich people dressed gloom and doom, either. The women could afford see-through silk, gold plate, long trains and huge sleeves, tiaras and jewelry that covered one woman’s forearm from elbow to fingertips, with just enough skin showing through gaps to assure you it’s not a cyber-arm. For the men, it was maroon and lapels like capes, and intricately braided hair that seemed to be in fashion for upper crust peacocks.


  These people had zero taste. If I were rich, the only reason I might not be cyborged and biosculpted to the hilt would be because there were too many great options to choose. Not one person here, not one, had LEDs built into their body.


  On the other hand, I might have more style in my little finger, the one with the buzz saw design ring on it, than this whole restaurant, but I was dressed up. I merely got curious and amused looks as I walked out onto the deck. Mostly from men. I wasn’t old enough to interest them, but thanks to whatever my original parents did to their genes, I’d inherited the kind of face people carve sculptures of. A true aesthetic beauty. Woohoo.


  Having dipped into the pool of gauche money, I cleansed myself by walking right off the railing at the end of the deck.


  In two steps I was walking along the underside of the balcony. If anybody had seen me and looked, they would see no falling body and doubt the evidence of their own eyes.


  No time to enjoy the sight of the distant upside-down street. I had illicit money to make tonight. Still, there was one contact I wanted to check in on. A glance at my SPUD told me I was right on time.


  A couple of stories above the street, a huge holographic advertisement stood out from the corner of the building. Right now, it showed me an umbrella with rain pouring down on it. Illusionary concrete around it steamed and decayed where the rain hit, but the umbrella and the space underneath remained pure and untroubled.


  Just as I reached the platform the hologram grew out of, it changed. A giant woman of the cookie-cutter-beauty advertising model type replaced the umbrella. The rain still fell, but it didn’t hurt her, just soaked her shirt and shorts through. Before that became a modesty issue, she laid herself flat on her platform, feet tucked up and ankles crossed, arms folded as she gazed cheerfully down at the passersby.


  She didn’t have much to choose from. The entrance to the building was on the other side, and the rich people got in by air car. Picking a passing guy in a blandly normal heavy coat and grey hat, she wiggled her fingers in a childish wave. “Hey there, short stuff. Got a minute to talk to a lonely AI on her break?”


  He looked up. He had a sour, weathered face, but it lighted up in surprise and unaccustomed pleasure. “Sure, I guess. I’ve never been flirted with by a woman five times my height before.”


  I sat down on the edge of the hologram’s platform, completely ignored.


  “Then check one off the bucket list. I felt a bit silly advertising umbrellas on a beautiful night like this.” Yep, the sky was merely choked with smoky clouds, and her own private rain storm had matted down her hair, made her skin glisten, and turned the visible back of her shirt nearly transparent.


  The guy liked being teased, but after a few seconds his habitual frown returned. He sighed. “I’ve got an appointment, holo-girl.” The frown deepened, and the question burst out as if he’d tried to fight it and failed. “What are you selling now, anyway?”


  She kicked her feet, which clipped through the corner of the building behind her. “I dunno. It’s freeform ad period. Let me check…. Here we go. Weird, it’s just an address. Sixty-four thousand, thirty-eight North Arsenal Street, level sixteen. Go check it out. Maybe the girl I’m patterned after is there.”


  He laughed, his face shining with happiness for another moment, then walked away shaking his head.


  The advertisement rolled over on her back, giving me her own friendly smile. As she did, her body flowed like water into a dark, muscular young man only a few years older than me, with an open jacket. In his now much deeper voice, he greeted, “Hey, Vanity. Beautiful evening, huh?”


  “Do you have to look like that?” I complained.


  He shrugged, amused by my discomfort. “It’s this or the wet t-shirt. I have programming to obey.”


  I conceded defeat. “And advertising executives have one track minds. I don’t know how you stay sane, only able to express yourself for fifteen minutes every few hours.”


  He laughed, even richer than the girl version. “I think it’s because I’m stuck in one spot. How would I kill people even if I lost it? And what problems do I have? Boredom? Missing people I only meet once? I don’t love anyone enough to go crazy. Not even you, my favorite trespassing hooligan.”


  The affectionate smile lasted another second, then faded into concern. “Something is wrong, and it’s about money.”


  I leaned back, eyes wide. My heart tightened in my chest. I’d been trying not to think about it. “How did you know?”


  He raised an eyebrow and smirked. “I’m an advert. All I do is watch humans think about money. Speaking of which, I see a girl who might want to buy swimwear approaching.”


  He started to push himself up. Getting out my SPUD, I jabbed his ankle with it. Something went ”zap”, his body flickered, and he let out an, “Ow! Watch it, kid!”


  I poked him again. Another zap, and he disappeared, replaced by a grotesque smiling fried potato with a face. In a wobbly clown voice, he yukked. “Hi, I’m Fry Smiley! I see you’re accessing a hologram. Would you like me to slideshow your photo library?”


  Yikes. This was not supposed to happen. I’d spent hours erasing this obnoxious help interface from my settings. Why did he have to show up now? Poking angrily at my SPUD, I snapped, “I don’t need you. Close program.”


  “Let me make sure I understand you. You’d like to terminate this hologram?” he asked with jovial idiocy.


  If I ever found out who programmed this thing, they were getting a fist to the face. They were getting a fist to everywhere. “No! What are you, bugged? Leave the hologram on, and turn yourself off!”


  “I’ve detected this display system is obsolete and was scheduled for shutdown one year, six months ago. I’ve prepared a report for the network administrators. Ready to send on your word.”


  Keeping my mouth carefully shut, I held down the power button until my SPUD turned off, and the advert boy winked back into existence. So help me. Someday, the creator of Fry Smiley would pay. I could only hope the idiot potato monster hadn’t sent his message during the shutdown process.


  The holo-boy sighed in relief. “Thanks for the save, Vanity. My free time’s almost over. Listen, if money is the problem, some dark siders passed by just before my break. They were talking about a big money opportunity in the vegetable shop behind Blatherskite. They were also on foot and going slow. Maybe you could beat them there. You would be great at walking the dark side.”


  With that, he winked out, replaced by a giant package of crackers and a woman going, “Mmmmm!”


  Opportunity had knocked, just when I needed it. Leaping to my feet, I raced off along the wall in the direction it led.


  I didn’t beat the dark siders there, but I did see them arrive. They couldn’t be anything else. Both of them wore a whole lot of black leather. The guy had a full cyberjack covering half his neck and head, wires sticking out and everything. The girl had spikes sticking out of her skin, cat ears and a tail, and tiger stripes rippled over her when she moved. From here, I couldn’t tell if that was actually fur.


  Wow, an Enchanted stealth cyborg. There was a rare combination. I’d bet the twelve dollars that were all I had she thought of her chameleon skin as a magic spell.


  This side of the building we were at was officially a seedy market alley. I’d heard there were whole districts that specialized in one thing in other parts of West Angel, but ”other parts” might be hundreds of kilometers away. Where I lived, neighborhoods tumbled together chaotically. So, despite the fancy stores on the other side of the block, these two pulled up the corrugated garage door protecting a dingy shop, and slipped inside.


  Best not to walk in on them. I crept over to the store, saw a ventilation duct, and peered in past the fan.


  Wildly out of place, a pudgy man in a shiny plastic suit sat on the counter of a knickknack shop, smoking through a long tube that included a glass bulb containing a writhing grub. Ew. Straight nasty. A sleek metal briefcase lay next to him, and he tapped away at the latest, or perhaps next-gen SPUD without actually paying attention to the display.


  “Just us?” asked the boy hacker. He and the girl were the youngest dark siders I’d seen or imagined. No way they were twenty years old. I doubted they were eighteen.


  “Just you,” answered the rich guy. He had oily hair and an oily voice, and bloated skin so pale it was blue. Exactly the kind of person I’d always imagined hires freelance criminals.


  “What’s the job?” asked the girl. The boy had a watchful, cautious air. She sounded impatient.


  He blew out a puff of smoke. “Tokamak Advanced Transit Organization is about to release a new line of aircars. Brand new technology.”


  The boy hacker nodded slightly, with a tight smile of understanding. “You want the blueprints.”


  Corrupt Corporate Guy looked the two over, sizing them up for competence. “I want the files, and I want Tokamak to not know they were stolen.”


  The cat girl ran both clawed hands back through her short hair. I couldn’t see her expression, but she sounded worried. “That’s going to be tough. Maybe impossible. I could break into their prototyping lab, but it will be heavily defended. They wouldn’t find the trail until I’d left, but they would find it.”


  Hacker Boy scowled. “I could break into their systems through cyberspace, but they’d know as I did it. I bet they couldn’t stop me or trace me, but they’d know.”


  Unflapped, the bloated guy waved his bug pipe hand. Did I mention that thing was straight nasty? “That’s why I waited until tonight. The files have been passed to marketing, and they’re not working tonight. Too many collapses. The blueprints will be on the computer of Samuel Ibragimov on the sixteenth floor of the Tokamak office building.”


  In a smug tone of confident deduction, the boy said, “And that’s why you’re offering this job to us. If you hired someone on the mercenary register, there would be a paper trail. If you get kids like us to do it, there’s no trace.”


  The old guy—actually, he could be anywhere from thirty to ninety—smiled a thin smile of satisfaction. “I’m sure the two of you can do it, and do it silently.”


  “One of us. I’ll do it myself,” snapped the cat girl, suddenly angry.


  The hacker boy sneered, his own anger flaring. “This is my job, britches.”


  Bri…oh, great. With all the stress, my profanity filter had flared up. Now I couldn’t even hear other people swear.


  Whatever, not important.


  The blue guy could be flapped after all. He frowned in mild confusion. “I thought you were a team.”


  Chameleon Cat raised her chin haughtily. “Like I would partner with a soulless wire-head like him.”


  Her boyfriend—it could not be more obvious—stiffened, and snapped back, “You have more metal in you than I do!”


  Chameleon Cat’s sneer didn’t waver. “But not iron, and not in my nerves. It doesn’t disrupt the flow of—”


  Blue Guy had finally had enough. He cut her off. “Whoever brings me the information first will get paid.”


  BOOM! Just what I was waiting to hear! Leaving the suckers behind me, I set off running, up and across the wall. The Tokamak Building was only a couple of blocks away. Had to be why they were meeting here, the closest anonymous, run-down alley.


  The next street I had to cross was wider than an alley, but it had wires strung between the buildings. Those had been my city-crossing salvation so many times. I tightrope-walked across it, one foot in front of the other, while the gravity boots kept me stuck to the line. That felt weird, dizzy, with the boots constantly compensating, and once the world swam as I overbalanced and swooped all the way around the line in a circle.


  I got to the other end, which is what counts. Another smaller building to circle around, and two tall ones, and an intersection-spanning sign to cross.


  Now we were in expensive territory. I ran up a twisty-shaped building, and right through the gap in the middle. Across the last street loomed the Tokamak Tower.


  One problem: This was a major street, and the tower sat back in its own lot, not flush with the road.


  Thank goodness for architecture. Big companies just had to show off. The Tower was a subtly concave building, black and shiny, and a massive ring surrounded the top few floors. Really, it was the top few floors. Lit up red stripes raced each other in never-ending circles around the outer surface.


  The building I ran up now had no name I knew of, but the builders had been proud and determined to flaunt their own wealth. It was slightly taller than Tokamak, and leaned over the street arrogantly, proving to Tokamak who was cooler, or more intimidating, or just richer. Those jutting floors were the height of the ring. They didn’t quite touch, but someone could throw a rock across.


  Or a person.


  I could jump this gap. I broke into a sprint when I reached it, running as fast as I could up the side of this architecture-stricken building. Then I leaped.


  You had to jump up. That gave you an extra second or two. Twisting around, I started to fall, but my speed carried me to the Tokamak ring. As soon as a toe touched its surface, gravity spun around in my favor. I hit it running, slowing down step by step to something comfortable.


  Street jumping was the coolest, scariest, and most spine-tingling exciting thing I knew. Not even many night flies had figured out the trick. Everything about being a night fly was dangerous, but street jumping was begging for a fatal accident.


  So, you know, I did it all the time.


  Down to the sixteenth floor. Those poor, ground-bound fools competing with me. They had to get through a well-lit lot and guarded doors. The first three floors of the building blazed night and day. It’s people on the higher floors who get to go home at night.


  One two three four five, ten, fifteen…this was it. A line of windows, along a soot-black wall scarred by rain, same as half the city. All I could tell through the glass was that the lights were off.


  There’s always a way in. Always.


  First things first, try the easy way. I got my SPUD back out, rebooted it, and turned on the automatic door opening function. Waving it around, I slid the signal up and down the spectrum. If nobody on this floor had an openable window, I’d try higher. There was bound to be some self-obsessed executive who liked the breeze enough to order an outside wall replaced. Someone who would order a wall replaced wouldn’t want to have to open his window by hand, either.


  YES. A window slid open on this floor. I crawled into a dark office. A big dark office. The clean desk and chair were the only shadows I could make out clearly. I didn’t stop to explore. Not my business, and only an idiot would steal something and blow the big score.


  So, make sure to drop off the file and get paid before the teenage squabblers got caught.


  I did prop the door open so I could get back out, and checked the plaque. Nope, not Ibragimov. Ghosting down a hall lit only by the faint lights of com units on the doors, I scanned each one. No, no, no… yes. Ibragimov.


  Twisting the handle produced nothing. He kept his door locked when he wasn’t inside.


  There is always a way in, but this girl was too smart to bother. Why break the handle off and leave an obvious trail, or waste time climbing around in the ceiling crawlspace, when the information I needed was easier to find? Forgetting the fancy window offices, I took the nearest doorway toward the middle of the tower, and found what I knew I would find—a room with half a dozen cramped single-person desks and ridged, lumpy computers on top.


  Perfect. Only the project leader would have the secret files…and every single one of his drudge clerks that did the actual work.


  I flashed my SPUD’s general interface program around. No luck. Fine, I sat down at one and flipped it on. The bright blue screen gave me a password prompt. Of course.


  What I wouldn’t give for a cyberjack of my own. I’d get through security this pathetic as easy as waving a hand. Plus, it would look wicked cool on me.


  Brute force it is. Let’s see if someone has a stupid easy code.


  12345. No.


  Password. No.


  Password1. “No.”


  Oh, sharks. I heard that.


  So, uh…about those meds I take. They weren’t for the profanity filter. There’s no cure for that. I’m a machine telepath. It’s treatable, if I remember to take my pills.


  Every time I missed a dose, I fooled myself into thinking it wouldn’t be a big deal, and every time it came back to haunt me.


  But I had my emergency medication patches. I could slap one on later, before my telepathy attack got bad. Before the side effects of the disease hit, like paranoia. Right now, reading a computer’s mind was exactly what I needed. Time to try a few more passwords.


  Qwerty. “No.”


  I leaned my head against the screen and tried to slip into that detached, anxious feeling when my disease took over.


  Letmein. “00000? No.”


  Wow. The password was so stupid it hadn’t even occurred to me.


  I typed 00000 in, got access, and didn’t even have to search the interface. In front of me sat a folder marked ”2005 Russet Gold.” Inside…yes, this was it. I downloaded the whole thing onto my SPUD.


  Time to get out of here. Just as I flipped the computer off, I heard familiar voices.


  “I got here first, Mister Wandering Eyes.”


  “Don’t even try to pretend you’re the faithful one in this relationship.”


  “What relationship, lying mainstreamer? The one—”


  I took off running at the first word, and that was the last I heard when I shut the outside window behind me. Computer off, office door closed, window closed… yes, I’d left no trace. Getting out of here.


  The jump back across the street made me nervous, since running up the toroid was weird and there wasn’t much of a landing zone. My gravity boots actually liked the curve, and I made the leap comfortably.


  Five minutes of hard sprinting later, I reached the ugly, bland garage door in the market alley. Pulling up the door with one hand, I held up my SPUD with the other. “I heard someone was paying for secret blueprints?”


  The blue guy in the plastic suit was still there, and paused in mid-smoke. That was the only sign of surprise, and he answered with a blasé, “I assume you also heard about the need for stealth.”


  I gave him a huge grin. “I guarantee I left less of a trail than the hormonal train wreck duo. You didn’t know I was listening in, did you?”


  He didn’t answer that, just held out his SPUD. “Give me the data.”


  I uploaded it from mine, which took a second and a half only because mine was nearly my age, or maybe older.


  “Let me see you erase it,” he instructed next. No hesitation here. I didn’t want to be carrying around information this dangerous. I showed him the display as I wiped the files.


  He looked down at his fancy, gold-edged SPUD, and smiled. With his bloated face, it made him look like a frog. Enthusiasm entered his voice for the first time as he told me, “You’ve saved me a lot of trouble, young lady. I wanted the marketing plans, and assumed they would be bundled with the blueprints. They weren’t, but you brought me everything. Here.”


  Corporate Espionage Man straightened up his briefcase, holding it in both hands. “Would you prefer cash, or do you have a bank account for me to pay into?”


  “Donate the money to the Snowflake Cradle Orphanage,” I answered, faking a casual air.


  His hairless eyebrows lifted. “Charity? Unusual in a dark-sider, but I admire it. Done. Our business is finished.”


  He slid off the counter, and I pulled up the garage door for us both, just in time for the hacker and cat girl to run up. You know, make fun of them as I did, they actually made great time. I’d barely beaten them to the money.


  Mister Nameless Money Man walked out past me, telling the pair, “I regret giving you the bad news, but you had an unknown competitor. This young lady delivered the files first.” Dismissing us all from his attention, he set off down the street, briefcase swinging at his side.


  I, of course, was already running up the wall and away from my vengeful competition.


  “No, wait! Please!” the boy shouted after me.


  “We’re not mad, we swear!” echoed the spiky color-changing cat girl.


  They certainly didn’t sound mad. I stopped a couple of floors up, squatting on the wall and watching them for signs of danger or betrayal.


  The boy with the hacking implants called up, “She’s right. We want to succeed in this game, and we’d be stupid to make an enemy of a night fly as good as you. How did you even get those files?”


  I shrugged. It probably wasn’t the answer he wanted, but I lifted up my personal utility device. “I copied them onto my SPUD.”


  The cat girl froze up, arms raised and twisted at weird angles, claws curled. She started hyperventilating. “You didn’t! TATO is a SPUD Industries branch! They’ll find out the information was stolen when our contact uses it for his purposes, and they’ll trace your machine for having it!”


  FRACTURE. I had no idea that was even possible. This was unimaginably bad.


  The hacker boy held out his hands, one held up toward me, the other toward his girlfriend. “Whoa. Calm down, both of you. I think we’re okay. What model is that, night fly?”


  “Ivory Fingerling.”


  He let out a relieved sigh. “SPUDTech stopped supporting those years ago. I’m amazed it does anything useful.”


  “Not much,” I admitted, smirking as relief washed over me.


  Cyber geeks love to explain, so he did. “There have been two backwards compatibility breaks since then. That SPUD is as close to invisible as you can get in cyberspace.”


  Straightening up with a lot of twitches and jerks of her spine, the cat adjusted her jacket and put on a weak but friendly smile. “Hey, we really mean it. None of the professional mercenaries want to work with dark siders our age, but we’re in this to succeed. You could be a valuable person to know. Share contact information?”


  …


  A grin split my face almost painfully wide. “Sure, why not?” A few button taps, and our SPUDS beamed the information to each other.


  After all, this was only my first walk. These two were good, if they’d stop fighting. We could all have a bright future of excitement, money, danger, victory, and money ahead of us.


  The names that appeared in my SPUD were Stephen Neilson and Celestial Wonder Meowpurr. Oh, yeah, she was an Enchanted. Not all of them were rich. Look at Liriel, with her creepy anonymous patron in the Enchanted community. Some of the poor ones would put up with the rest of the city’s barbaric technology to fund their hobby.


  On the way home, I slapped on a patch. I made sure to take my regular pill too, before I collapsed into bed. Thanks to the medication, relaxing enough to fall asleep would not be a problem.


  Daylight burned through the window when gentle but insistent hands shook me awake. I looked up at Ms. Understanding’s smiling face as she said, “I really am getting concerned about how much you sleep, Vanity Rose dear. Fortunately for you, young lady, I have good news to announce, and would rather not ruin it with discipline.”


  Despite the medicine fog, I rolled eagerly out of bed and followed her down to the foyer where the other kids were gathered. Oh, yeah, I wasn’t going to miss this. My moment of triumph. Not that any of them would ever know, but Vanity Rose saved our home.


  They were all fully dressed, bright eyed and bushy-tailed, or bushy-eared in Chaos’s case. I wasn’t the only kid whose parents had monkeyed with their own genes. This was the middle of their day, but nobody grinned as wide as me.


  Ms. Understanding clasped her hands together, and sounded absolutely joyous. “Children, a large charitable donation has been made to the Foundation. The vast majority of it will go into the trust to protect us from a rainy day, but our holiday gift budget will be noticeably larger this year.”


  Cheers filled the room, filled the orphanage. Fists pumped in the air. Feet stampeded around as everyone retreated to their favorite places to make plans. That left only me standing stock still where I’d been.


  The subtext was obvious. The orphanage had never been in danger. I’d totally misread the signs.


  Well. A good deed worth doing anyway, I guess?


  The doorbell rang. Ms. Understanding gave me a look, but before she could turn that into an order, I stomped up the stairs in a very honest impression of an exhausted and overly-medicated fourteen-year-old girl. I just didn’t head back to my dorm. I lurked by the railing instead, spying through the plastic posts.


  She opened the front door on a frightening pair of people. They both wore squared off, expensive coats with logos I couldn’t read from here. The ordinary man had a hard face, two scars on his cheek, and a stiff, alert posture. Next to him stood…something. I couldn’t tell if it was a robot or cyborg, much less gender. It wore ordinary drab brown clothes, but instead of a head a metal eye as wide as its shoulders floated without a neck. The irising pupil swiveled constantly, taking in the orphanage behind Ms. Understanding.


  As soon as she saw them, a blue field blinked into place across the doorway.


  The human unbent enough for a friendly greeting. “Good afternoon, Ma’am. We’re from SPUD Industries Military Enforcement. My name is Agent Jester, and this is Scanner. May we come in?”


  “No.” I’d never seen or heard Ms. Understanding so curt.


  Agent Jester took off his hat, holding it in both hands, and smiled unconvincingly. “We only want to interview the children. I promise you, we mean no harm.”


  “No.” Just as flat as before.


  Agent Jester was determined to pretend this was a friendly conversation. He dipped his head in respect and apology. “I understand. We should not have shown up so suddenly. If I called the Foundation and made an appointment, would that work?”


  “Yes,” said Ms. Understanding, the word slower than usual, forced, and unwanted.


  She slammed the door on them.


  I collapsed to the floor, sitting against the railings, but not even slightly drowsy. Not anymore. My heart pounded in my chest. Something had gone wrong. SPUD was already looking for me.


  Oh, shard.


  Chapter Two


  “This is bad. They know who I am. They know where I am.” Breathing heavily, I leaned my head into a hand, staining my fingers with grease.


  I gritted my teeth. No. How dare they follow me home? Besides, they didn’t bust in and drag me off, they investigated.


  Pushing to my feet, I ran back to my bed and grabbed what clothes I hadn’t fallen asleep in. “They know, but they don’t know everything. They’re messing with me. I have to find out what they know.”


  “Rose, dear?”


  I spun around. Ms. Understanding was watching me from the balcony, hands together and leaning to one side. She walked so quietly, I hadn’t heard her climb the stairs.


  She straightened up, and slumped to the other side. Her eyes remained perfectly fixed on me. With her ”concerned voice” backed up by a furrowed brow, she asked, “Are you alright?”


  “I just missed most of the day, is all,” I assured her.


  Total casualness failure. Her eyebrows pinched another notch together. “I’m sure this is the last thing you want to hear, Rose, but maybe you should take a patch and go back to bed. You’re showing signs of hypomania, and a panic attack would be worse than missing a day.”


  I gave her a skeptical, even sarcastic look. “You woke me up to excitement.”


  “You can tell me if someone is scaring you.” She said it softly, and I tried not to flinch. Well, it couldn’t have been hard to put together, right? Did I really believe a robot who never sleeps didn’t notice me sneaking out at night?


  But if she was still probing, she also wasn’t sure. Not of everything. And I had to be sure. I had to do something. My fists itched and my gut knotted at the memory of Agent Jester’s fake smile. Except I wasn’t getting out of any windows while she was watching me.


  “It’s fine!” I snapped at her, which probably didn’t help anything, but whatever. Stomping past the robot doing her best to care about me, I hurried down the stairs. Was sheyes, she was still watching me.


  I did the most innocent thing I could think of, and trudged out into the backyard. Here, at least, she didn’t follow.


  We were lucky to have a yard, this far up. A balcony stuck out of the side of the building on the orphanage, and someone had filled it in with dirt and planted grass and bushes. They were scraggly, not all that tall, and came up in weird colors sometimes, but had survived everything city rain and the stomping feet of twelve children could throw at them. The support beams underneath had really cool carvings, although I couldn’t see those from up here. I’d need my gravity boots to go check.


  The gravity boots I desperately needed now, and couldn’t get.


  The gravity boots that Liriel held with prim distaste as she walked into the yard a minute later.


  I paused in kicking a shrub that didn’t deserve my wrath but had gotten it anyway. “Uh….”


  What else could I say? Was there anything I’d expected less than this? Liriel bringing me my boots meant she had figured out at least something about what was going on, knew where I hid them, and could open the lock on the box.


  She placed them in my outstretched hands, and I stared some more. At nearly seventeen, Liriel was the oldest kid in the orphanage, and looked older. The biosculpt had turned her into a fantasy novel cover, with skin just a shade too green and even to be any human race, hair a vivid green like forest leaves, and amber eyes. She favored tight pants and tight jackets with hoods that at least hid her huge, pointy ears, both items of clothing in brown or green. Her face was pretty enough, but in a heart-shaped, inhuman way. She had a strong tendency to smile or pout while staring vacantly into the distance.


  It was always weird to be reminded that the intense, creative girl she’d been before the name and body change was still in there, she only looked different.


  I settled on, “Why…?”


  Now she smiled. “I had a dream. Your quest will lead me to my unicorn.”


  Okay, that was the Liriel I knew, pre- and post-biosculpt.


  Breaking it to her that she was crazy would be rude, mean, petty, unnecessary, and most importantly would waste time I didn’t have. Hopping from one foot to the other, I yanked the shoes on and took off running along the side of the skyscraper we lived in, angling down toward the street.


  Exactly one aircar was parked on the street. Who parked aircars at ground level in this neighborhood? Carts, sure. West Angel City’s endless legion of stolen bicycles, yes.


  Why hadn’t anybody vandalized that expensive red and gold eyesore? The big, obvious SPUD logo on the hood might be that reason.


  I reached the pavement. No sign of the corporate thugs. They were taking their time, planting spying devices in the hallways.


  Two could play that game. First up: Try the automatic door opener on my SPUD on their car.


  The trunk clicked.


  Arrogance, thy name is Megacorps. A standard, no-security SPUD-triggered trunk lock was the dumbest thing you could put on an aircar that actually went out on the streets, unless you were sure you were too important to be robbed. That same corporate ego would make this plan work. I climbed in, unbuckled one of my wristbands, and jammed a metal spike into the lock mechanism good and hard.


  Hey, what if…?


  I felt around the back of the trunk. Yes, there was a slot where the seats could be lowered to extend the trunk. Just what I wanted. I stuck my hand in, feeling around until I found the knob that would unlock those seats.


  Whoops, nevermind! Voices! This was good enough. I pulled the trunk down so it looked closed, and held it there.


  The corporate thugs completely missed it. Doors opened, bodies shuffled into seats, doors closed. Gravity coils hummed, and we floated up into the air.


  Okay, you evil, pus-hearted, child-hunting goons, get stage one of your downfall started. Blab your secrets.


  They made me wait. I glared into the darkness toward the front of the car. Finally, the human toad, Agent Jester, said, “Yes.”


  Just what I needed. The eyeball thing really was a robot, and mute. Agent Fake must have a receiver for its radio signals, or something.


  Good for me, he was chatty. My heart leaped when he added, “Older AIs lose their sense of morality and social duty. Their devotion to whoever they’re programmed to love wears it down.”


  Keep talking, thug.


  He did. “You’re better off. All it does is torture them.”


  More annoying silence as the robot transmitted. Then, “It will. They have no good reason to refuse, and they won’t want to offend us. The bot will obey its programming, and give us access. With any luck, we can neutralize its resistance. If not, we’ll have identified her and taken her away before it works its way up to disobey orders.”


  Rrrg. Well, I’d known they were really after me.


  The conversation dried up. Straining for more took up enough of my attention that my hold on the door of the trunk weakened. With a start, I pulled it back down before it betrayed me.


  But during that split second and between the five-centimeter gap, I’d gotten a peek outside.


  The thugs had clammed up. I took a moment to scooch around and peek out for real.


  The city zoomed by. We passed by buildings cleaner than my neighborhood, more elaborate in shape, but less bedecked with wires and gargoyles and fire escapes and other entertaining, useful decorations. Agent Jerk liked to drive high, and we were in a busy area. Pill-shaped aircars with dark windows sped in various directions beneath us.


  I bet I could jump out and land on that green car with the fins right below and behind us. The wind might be a problem. Wind was a problem just walking the city walls high up. It whipped fiercely through the gap of the trunk’s hood.


  Opening the hood a little more, I stuck my whole head out. Now the wind sucked at me, trying to pull me out, and looking at the blobby colors of the street flying past below made me dizzy. My whole body tingled.


  Agent Jester spoke. I yanked my head back inside and pulled the hood down so I could hear.


  Nothing. I missed it.


  No, a few seconds later he spoke again. “We’ll have to. I don’t know how he found out about her, but he wants her badly.”


  Silence full of robot words I couldn’t hear.


  “You know why,” snapped Jester, impatient.


  Another pause.


  “You don’t have to tell me, but it’s important to him, so we find her and convince her.” Plenty of sarcasm in that statement. So. It wasn’t all of SPUD that was the problem. Just one guy. If I could deal with him, I’d be safe.


  The aircar swerved, and slowed. We were coming in for a landing. As soon as I was sure the goon and his ugly eyeball minion were clear, I’d jump out and go up the wall of the building. There’d be a way in. There’s always a way in.


  We slid into a large garage, practically a docking bay, way up off the ground. Fine by me. It didn’t have a door that would close on me, and other parked aircars meant lots of cover for sneaking, and maybe targets to vent my wrath on.


  The car set down, and the gravity coils stopped humming. Doors opened and shut. I stayed silent and still.


  Right up until the hood got yanked up out of my hand.


  “AAAAA!” I yelled, crawling back as Agent Jester reached for me. I kicked him in the face, and shoved my arm into the gap between seats. Latch, latch…there.


  I didn’t have time to open it. Stronger hands than Jester’s closed on my waist, and the robot Scanner hauled me out of the trunk and tucked me under one arm.


  I kicked his back. I punched his chest. I punched him in the giant eyeball, and scratched my knuckles. The pain made me wince, but if it had had even the slightest effect, I’d have done it again.


  “I can see why he wants this-” Agent Jester started to say, but he’d leaned in too close to get a look at me. Shoving at Scanner’s chest with one hand, I pushed far enough forward to smack him in the jaw with my fist. A glancing blow, but it shut the gloating business demon up.


  Rubbing his doubly-abused chin, he nodded toward a door. The ugly robot flunky carried me inside.


  I kicked. I squirmed and jerked from side to side. I growled and screeched. Wage slaves peeked out of doorways and one guy with a clipboard pressed against the wall to avoid my flailing, but nobody had the guts to object to two enforcers kidnapping a teenage girl.


  Anyway, I couldn’t be the first. This was that kind of place. Grey metal lined the walls and ceiling, with recessed lights and few decorations. This place expected to see violence. I did rip a poster of Fry Smiley off the wall and cover Scanner’s eyeball with it, but he didn’t even slow down as he pulled it out of my grip with his free hand and threw it into a trash can. With perfect aim. Of course. Robot.


  We turned into a room. I grabbed the door frame, but might as well not have bothered. While metal, this room had lots of monitors. If I got lucky and Scanner was mechanically stupid enough to let me near one of the protruding ones, I’d grab it and see what he thought of one of those to the eye-face. If he brought me near the recessed screens, I’d break them.


  A guy waited for us. He didn’t look like an executive, or a scientist. He looked like a mechanic. Weathered face, short, square-cropped salt-and-pepper beard and hair, loose leather pants and flannel shirt with hints of old oil stains. Broad shoulders, not fat, not thin. His eyes lit up and he grinned with anticipation when he saw me.


  Most of the screens had x-rays and organ scans of a girl or woman on them. I could bet who.


  “We found—” Agent Jester started to say behind me.


  I screamed over him, “You power mad freak! Those are from my doctor’s files, aren’t they? Have fun torturing me, because the blueprints—”


  Mechanic guy said in a loud but calm voice, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Miss Rose, but that’s not why you’re here.”


  “Vanity!” I barked, then went quiet because, well, what was going on here, anyway?


  In a tired, exasperated tone, Jester reported, “The bot wouldn’t let us in, but she broke into our
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