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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to Margaret Hamilton—not the witch, but the programmer. Hamilton was NASA’s lead software engineer for the Apollo project, and wrote the code that put us on the moon. She wrote a more complicated program than most of us will ever write, with more danger hanging on the outcome than most of us will ever have to deal with, and she did it with tools so primitive she may as well have been using magic. And it worked flawlessly.

Actually, you know what?

This book is dedicated to the witch, too.





ONE

Mari, where are you? We’re about to get swarmed!

Marisa Carneseca grimaced and blinked on the message. I’ll be there as soon as I can, she sent. Give me a minute.

“A minute”? her father sent back. Our livelihood is failing, with our home itself hanging in the balance, and you need “a minute”?

Yes, Marisa sent back. I’m almost done, and then I’ll be right there. She rolled her eyes, then immediately regretted it—the djinni interface could compensate for involuntary eye movement, but a dramatic gesture like an eye roll—and Marisa’s eye roll had been as dramatic as she could make it—was as disastrous as a fumbled swipe on a touch screen. Apps and icons swirled across her vision, seeming to scatter to every corner of the swanky cafe she was sitting in. She blinked rapidly on each of them, bringing them back into place. The most important was the list of lunch orders: everyone who placed an order at the Solipsis Cafe left a digital trail, and she had camped on the cafe’s network to route all of those orders through her djinni—a supercomputer implanted directly into her brain. Lunch orders ticked by, one every few seconds, on a list that her djinni projected directly onto her eye implants. The list seemed to float in the air in front of her, though of course no one else could see it.

Which was handy, because spying on someone else’s network was very illegal.

Marisa found the conversation with her father and pulled it back into the center of her vision. An angry message flashed at the end of it, waiting for a response. It’s the lunch rush, morena, he’d sent her. We can’t do this without you.

I know it’s lunch, she sent back. Why do you think I’m here?

Because . . . you don’t want to help with lunch?

Marisa controlled her eye roll this time, instead closing her eyes and clenching her fist in frustration. It was so like her father to put ellipses in a message—she could practically hear his voice pausing in the middle the sentence.

She opened her eyes again and looked down at the cafe table in front of her, and the salad sitting on it. She already felt guilty for being here—her family really did need her for the lunch rush at San Juanito, their family restaurant—and now she felt even more guilty for buying a salad. She hadn’t wanted to, but the cafe wouldn’t let her stay otherwise. She looked at the wall beside her—right on the other side of it, barely three feet away, the Solipsis Cafe server sat on a desk, oblivious to her infiltration. A direct hack would have been too easy to detect, which was why she needed to be so close—she wasn’t logged in to their network, she was literally just reading the wireless signals as they flew through it. She glanced at the order list again, hoping the one she needed would pop up before her father went apoplectic. Still nothing. At least her father hadn’t looked up her location yet—

You’re downtown? her father sent her. You’ll never make it back in time!

Marisa looked at the ceiling, shaking her head. GPS locators were part of the parental controls her parents had enabled when they’d purchased her djinni in the first place—just like they had with all of her siblings. Marisa had circumvented most of the parental controls years ago, but she had to be careful about the really obvious ones, like location, where it was way too easy to be caught in a lie. And their punishment would be swift and merciless—they’d even turned her djinni off once, leaving her completely disconnected from everything. She shivered again at the memory of it. Someday she’d be able to pay for her own service plan, and then she could do whatever she wanted, but she was nowhere near being able to afford that now.

She could barely afford this salad.

Not only are you downtown, sent her father, you’re at the Solipsis Cafe!

I know, she sent back.

Their salads cost ten yuan! We can’t afford sixty-dollar lunches!

I know!

Did you use my account to pay for this?

Papi—

You come home right now, muchacha.

And waste this salad? she shot back. It cost me sixty dollars!

He didn’t respond for a few seconds, and Marisa knew he was probably ranting out loud at whoever was close enough to hear him—her mother, certainly, and any of her siblings already roped into a shift at San Juanito. Which would be all of them, she thought, because only Problem Child Marisa would be terrible enough to run off during the lunch rush on a Saturday. She sneered at her uneaten salad, then speared a pepper with her fork and shoved it petulantly in her mouth. Her eyes went wide in surprise.

“Santa vaca, that’s delicious,” she said out loud, then immediately looked around to see if anyone had heard her. Most of the other diners were staring blankly into space, reading or watching things on their djinnis, but one man in a business suit eyed her strangely. Marisa turned back to her salad, wishing she could curl up and disappear.

Another message popped up in her djinni, from Sahara this time—Marisa’s best friend and VR gaming teammate. Where are you?

Hell, Marisa sent back.

No, I already looked there, sent Sahara. She lived above the restaurant, renting the apartment from Marisa’s parents, which made it easy for her to pop in and out. Your dad’s practically spitting nails.

Careful, sent Marisa. Pop in too often and he’ll make you wait tables.

Wouldn’t be the first time he’s tried, sent Sahara.

Your ID hasn’t moved, sent Marisa’s father. Why aren’t you moving? You’re supposed to be on the train coming home RIGHT NOW. Or was I not clear?

Marisa closed his message and looked back at the scrolling list of lunch orders. I’m downtown, she sent to Sahara. She took another bite of her salad. This is the most expensive stakeout I’ve ever done, but holy crap is it delicious.

Solipsis? asked Sahara.

Of course.

I’ve never eaten there.

A waiter nuli hovered nearby—basically just a watercooler with four rotor blades and a sensor. It pointed this sensor at Marisa’s glass, decided she needed a refill, and dispensed a squirt of cold water before flying on to the next table.

I’m eating the roast pepper salad, sent Marisa, taking another bite. The peppers are okay—honestly Dad’s are better—but the salad dressing is amazing.

How amazing can it be? sent Sahara. It’s salad dressing.

Marisa picked up the little plastic cup the dressing had come in and dribbled more of it onto her vegetables. It’s like a baby koala saw its mother for the first time, and its tears of joy dripped down through a rainbow, and angels kissed every drop before laying them gently on my salad.

That’s the most unsanitary description of food I’ve ever heard, sent Sahara.

Trust me, sent Marisa, eat here once and you’ll want koala tears in everything you eat forever.

Moving on, said Sahara. You think you’ll find him?

Marisa said nothing, staring at the list of orders. “Him” in this case referred to Grendel, a hacker from the darkest corners of the net. He was a criminal, and a dangerous one, though Marisa’s interest was more personal. She looked at her left arm—completely mechanical from the shoulder down. She’d lost it in a car accident when she was two years old, and the cause of that accident—they were virtually unheard of now that cars were self-driving—was only one of the unanswered questions about that day. The even bigger mystery was why she’d been in that particular car at all—the car of Zenaida de Maldonado, the wife of the biggest crime boss in Los Angeles. She’d had two of her sons and Marisa strapped in the back. Why had Marisa been there? Why had Zenaida turned off the autopilot? And when Zenaida died in that accident, why did her husband blame Marisa’s father?

Marisa had never met anyone who claimed to know the truth about that day fifteen years ago—except Grendel. She and her friends had tangled with him a few months ago, and Marisa had been hunting him ever since, finally tracking him to an IP address. It was the only lead she had, and if she was going to follow it any further she needed to be here, right now, watching these lunch orders.

Another popped up. And another one.

But not the one she needed.

You gonna be ready for practice tonight? sent Sahara.

Should be, Marisa sent back absently. If Papi doesn’t cut off my Overworld privileges for missing work today.

You’re the heart of the team, sent Sahara, which wasn’t really true, but it was nice of her to say. Marisa smiled but never took her eyes off the order list. Another message flashed from her father, but she closed it without reading.

I want to try a new strategy tonight, sent Sahara. Double Jungle. Keep you on the top, pretending to defend Anja, while she goes down to help Fang power through the sewers and hit the enemy vault, swift and fierce.

I’ve read about some European teams trying that, wrote Marisa, but they’re always trying crazy—

She stopped in mid-sentence, sending the message without thinking and focusing all her attention on the list of orders. One had just come in from KT Sigan.

I know it sounds crazy, sent Sahara, but you never know what’s going to work until you try it.

I’ve got one, Marisa sent back. She blinked on the order and pulled up the details.

Nice, sent Sahara.

It didn’t matter who the order had come from, only that it was an employee of KT Sigan. Sigan was one of the largest telecom companies in the world, providing internet service to millions of people around the world—including the IP address Marisa had linked to Grendel. If she could get inside their system, she could find out who he was, and where he was, not just online but in the real world. It would be the biggest break she’d had yet in her hunt for him. But hacking an international telecom was no simple matter, and dangerous to boot, so Marisa had started with the cafe: their cybersecurity was way lower, and if you were patient, you could get all kinds of information.

Such as the security code of a Sigan employee ordering lunch.

Marisa read the details of the order: it had come from someone named Pablo Nakamoto, who’d requested a chicken Caesar salad, and listed the delivery address as Port 9, on the third floor of the KT Sigan building. Somewhere in the back of the cafe’s kitchen a chef was tossing together a salad, and filling up a little cup of salad dressing, and packing it all in a plastic box, and then a delivery nuli would zoom across the street and up to Port 9, where Pablo Nakamoto would take it and eat in his cubicle. Hidden behind the order was the good stuff: his financial information, which was encrypted, and the server path his request had followed to get here, which wasn’t. Marisa followed this path backward to the source, finding not only his ID but the security code the server had used to process it. It was just a couple of numbers—a long string of ones and zeroes—but it was enough. Marisa could use it to log in to KT Sigan’s system, masquerading as Nakamoto, and find everything she needed.

Another red icon popped up in her vision: her father was calling again.

Marisa clenched her teeth, staring at the security info, desperate to follow it . . . but saved the information to a note file and closed her cafe connection. The Sigan server would still be there later that night, but her family needed her now. She boxed up her salad, taking a last lick of the delectable dressing, and ran out the door.





TWO

Marisa collapsed on her bed, exhausted. For most of Marisa’s life they’d lived in the apartment above their restaurant, where Sahara lived now, but a few years ago they’d managed to save enough money to buy a bigger house a mile or so away, and Marisa had gotten her own room for the first time in her life. Lying in that room now, bone tired from a long day waiting tables, she wondered how much longer she’d get to keep it. Both their home and their restaurant were in the Los Angeles neighborhood of Mirador, and Mirador was falling apart. Her family had done what they could—they’d cut expenses, they’d dropped luxuries—but it just wasn’t enough anymore. A restaurant only made money if people paid to eat there, and day after day more people in Mirador were becoming too poor to go to restaurants. Power was free, for the most part—every building in the city was covered with solar trees—but essential utilities like water and internet were getting more expensive, and meanwhile everyone seemed to be losing their jobs to nulis. The only reason San Juanito had human waiters was because Marisa’s parents had four kids they could use as free labor, and even then the restaurant was close to going under.

Marisa kicked off her shoes and rubbed her feet and calves, trying to massage the soreness out of them before she fell asleep. How much longer would they be able to keep this house? she wondered. How much longer would Marisa be in this room? She let go of her legs and fell back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Bao, one of her closest friends, helped support his family by skimming microtransactions from tourists in Hollywood—the brave new world of high-tech pickpocketing. Was that Marisa’s future? Her friend Anja, on the other hand, was the daughter of one of the richest men in LA. Marisa knew that that wasn’t her future.

It was 2050. Los Angelenos had nearly limitless technology, and still most of them were struggling. Why wasn’t the world more fair?

She watched the ceiling until it grew too blurry to see, and woke up to bright rays of sunlight stabbing through the gaps in her curtains.

“Wake up, Mari!” shouted her mother. “Church in an hour!”

Marisa squeezed her eyes shut and moved her shoulders in slow, painful patterns, trying to work out the kinks. It took her a minute to realize that it was already morning—the night had passed in a blink, and she didn’t think she’d moved a millimeter from where she’d fallen the night before. Her legs were still dangling off the side of the bed, and as she moved them, needles of pain shot from knee to heel. She groaned, too tired to be angry, and rolled over on her side, curling into a fetal position.

Marisa’s mother, Guadalupe, opened her door with a hurried flourish. “Come on, chulita, up and at ’em. Why are you wearing jeans? It’s Sunday, mija, we need to go to church.”

Marisa pushed herself to a sitting position, squinted against the light, and pointed at her San Juanito T-shirt with both hands.

“You fell asleep in your clothes!” said Guadalupe, bustling into the room and throwing open Marisa’s closet. She was a large woman, with hair that hovered somewhere between blond and yellow. A laundry nuli rolled in after her, prowling for errant clothes, and Marisa wasn’t able to lunge for her favorite shirt in time—the nuli grabbed it with a rubber-tipped claw and stuffed it into a basket for transport to the washing machine. Marisa groaned and fell back on the bed, covering her eyes with her arm. “I tell you this every week, Mari,” her mother continued, sorting through the clothes in her closet, “but you don’t have a single dress you can wear to church. Just because there’s a band there doesn’t make it a nightclub.”

“I can wear the green one,” said Marisa from under her arm.

“You can’t wear the green one,” said Guadalupe. “It goes halfway up your thighs. You can wear the blue one.”

“I hate the blue one.”

“Then stop spending your money on trashy dresses,” said Guadalupe. “Nobody goes to church to look at your butt.”

“I can think of three people off the top of my head,” said Marisa.

“Sure,” said Guadalupe, dropping the blue dress and a pair of black shoes on the bed. “But those aren’t the kind of people you want looking at your butt. Now get up.”

Marisa grumbled again, but she had to admit her mom had a point. Omar Maldonado, in particular, could stab himself to death with a wire hanger for all she cared. “What time is it?”

“You have a computer in your head,” said Guadalupe, bustling back toward the hallway. “You’ll figure it out. Now get in the shower fast before Pati gets there, or you won’t have any hot water.”

Marisa sighed in the sudden quiet, as her mom’s blustering admonitions moved next door to her sister’s room. She enjoyed the peace for a moment, contemplating for one glorious second the unspeakable joy of going back to sleep again, but then she rubbed her eyes, grabbed her dress, and headed for the shower. She made it there just two steps before Pati, and locked the door while the angry twelve-year-old rattled the handle.

“Let me in!” Pati whined. “I can pee while you shower.”

“I’ll be fast,” called Marisa.

“Will you let me out first?” asked a male voice, and Marisa shrieked and spun around. Sandro, her sixteen-year-old brother, was combing his hair in the mirror—already showered and dressed. Because of course he was.

“Ugh,” said Marisa, opening the door again. “Get out!”

“Thanks,” said Sandro, smiling as he left.

“Thanks!” said Pati, and rushed in as Sandro walked out. Pati closed the door behind herself and started stripping down. “Morning, Mari, what’s up?”

“For the love of . . .” Marisa shook her head, closing her eyes, then stepped into the shower and closed the curtain behind her. “Can’t I get a second of privacy?”

“You’re wearing your clothes in the shower,” Pati called out.

“I know,” Marisa growled. “Just . . . don’t follow me in here, or I’ll upload every virus on the internet into your skull.”

“I found a virus yesterday,” said Pati cheerfully. “I tried to catch it, like you do, but I think I had my program set up wrong because the virus got into my active memory and I had to spend all afternoon cleaning out my djinni. And I need your help with my homework, because we’re trying to learn binary and it doesn’t make any sense—teacher said that two equals ten, and that two doesn’t even exist, and it’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard and I need you to explain it all to me—”

Marisa tuned her out, undressing and showering while the girl babbled on without hardly pausing for breath. When she turned off the water Pati was still going strong, extolling the virtues of some new antivirus package she’d just found online, and Marisa wrapped her towel around herself while they switched places. Pati’s excited monologue continued from the shower stall, and Marisa stared at herself in the mirror—her hair was a twisted black bird’s nest with fading red tips. Time to dye it again, or maybe try another color. Except that dye cost money, and she still had half a bottle of red. Red it was, then, but not this morning. She’d stay faded for another day. She dried herself and put her clothes on, sneering at the stupid blue dress, then retreated toward her bedroom to try to untangle her hair.

“Hey, Mari,” said Gabi, her other little sister. Whereas Pati was a roiling singularity of energy, fourteen-year-old Gabi was practically a ghost—not because people ignored her, but because she tended to ignore everyone else. She drifted down the hallway with barely a wave, wearing a cream top and a black skirt with just enough bounce to look like a ballerina’s. Gabi’s ballet classes had been one of the more recent luxuries to face the budget chopping block, and ever since then she’d started looking for every opportunity to passive-aggressively remind the entire family what a tyrannical, life-destroying decision that had been. Now that Marisa looked a little more closely, she could swear that Gabi’s entire outfit was a dance costume from one of last year’s performances. Gabi went out of sight down the stairs, and Marisa went back to her room to find her makeup.

She didn’t even think about the KT Sigan login information until her mother made another sweep of the house, dragging everyone downstairs to leave.

“Vámonos!” called Guadalupe, pushing everyone outside. Marisa ran the brush through her hair one last time before grabbing her shoes, hopping from one foot to the other as she tried to put them on in the middle of her mother’s relentless drive toward the front door. She blinked open the notepad where she’d saved the security info, cursing herself for falling asleep so early last night, but before she could do anything with the data she was outside, blinking in the hot California sunlight, and her father was gathering them all with his loud, bombastic voice.

“Line up, Carnesecas!” he bellowed cheerfully. “Miran, qué lindos!”

Good morning, sent Sahara.

No time, Marisa sent back, sweeping the message away with a blink. Church.

“Late night?” asked Sandro, falling into step beside Marisa. The church was at least a mile away, and they couldn’t afford an autocab, so they walked.

Ooh, sent Sahara. Have fun.

“No,” said Marisa, trying to keep track of all her conversations at once. “I fell asleep as soon as we got home.”

“Maybe there was a sedative in that pricey salad,” said Sandro.

“Cállate,” said Marisa. She focused on her Sigan security notes, hoping to use the walk for something productive, and almost immediately tripped on a broken slab of sidewalk. “Madre de—”

“Ay, qué fea,” said her abuela, catching her right arm and steadying her before she fell. “That’s a mouth, not a gutter.” Guadalupe’s mother had lived with them ever since the move to the larger house, and church was one of the only times she left it.

“I’m amazed she heard you,” Sandro whispered.

Marisa waited for her abue to snap at Sandro for disrespect—they didn’t call her la Bruja for nothing—but of course she only heard Marisa’s breach of courtesy, not Sandro’s. Of course. Marisa shook her head, considered trying to parse the data, but closed the notepad and blinked it away. She’d already scratched the toe of her shoe, and her abue was gripping her arm like a nuli with a broken claw. She’d have to resign herself to a morning with the family before she had a chance to break into Sigan’s network. She leaned against her abuela’s arm and sighed.

“Ay, abuelita,” she said. “It’s been one of those days.”

“You’ve only been awake for an hour,” said her abuela.

“One of those weeks, then,” said Marisa. She looked at the scratch on her shoe. “One of those lives, maybe.”

“Why do you always wear the blue dress?” asked her abuela. “If I had your butt, I’d wear the green one.”

Marisa smiled for the first time all morning. “I love you, Abue.”

The seven of them made their way to church, already sweating in their stiff, uncomfortable clothes: Marisa, her siblings, her mother, her abuela, and at the head of them all her father, Carlo Magno Carneseca. The only one missing was her older brother, Chuy, but he was estranged from everyone in the family but Marisa herself, and even their relationship was strained. He’d left their home years ago, and now lived with his girlfriend and their year-old son. At times like this Marisa missed him even more than usual, but as long as Chuy insisted on running with a gang—La Sesenta, the most dangerous in Mirador—their father would never allow him back again. Chuy was probably too proud to come back anyway.

Men were idiots.

Is Omar going to be there? sent Sahara.

At church? asked Marisa. Probably.

If you slip the priest a few extra yuan will he damn him to hell?

Marisa smirked. You think Omar needs help getting into hell?

I just want to cover all my bases, sent Sahara.

Stop talking about Omar, Marisa sent back. I’m going to church, I need to think reverent thoughts.

What’s up, my sexy bitches? sent Anja. Her message popped up in the corner of Marisa’s vision, automatically merging with Sahara’s to create a single conversation.

Shh, Sahara chastised. Marisa’s trying to be reverent.

Sorry, sent Anja. What’s up, my reverent bitches?

I’m seriously going to just close this conversation and block you both, sent Marisa.

But then you’ll miss my news, sent Anja. It is both great and momentous.

Aren’t those the same thing? sent Marisa.

Marisa has news too, sent Sahara.

Yeah? sent Anja.

I found a Sigan security code, sent Marisa.

Toll, sent Anja. She and her father had moved here from Germany a year ago, and she used almost as much German as Marisa used Spanish. That word, Marisa knew, meant “cool,” but that was pretty much the limit of Marisa’s German. What’d you find when you went in?

I haven’t yet, sent Marisa.

Then stop wasting time in church, sent Sahara. Let’s find Grendel!

That’s big news, sent Anja. My news is bigger.

Marisa laughed. How am I possibly supposed to think about Jesus with you two chatbots babbling at me like this?

Fine, then, sent Anja. I’m calling a meeting. As soon as Fang and Jaya wake up, we shall convene our most sacred order of the Cherry Dogs.

You want the team to meet in Overworld? asked Marisa.

So let it be coded, said Anja, in the great central processor in the sky.

She’s either making fun of you, sent Sahara, or this is really big news. She only talks churchy when it’s serious.

The seriousest, said Anja. That’s a stupid word, by the way.

It’s not a word, sent Sahara.

English is just stupid in general, sent Anja.

Blame Sahara, sent Marisa. Yo soy Mexicana.

“We’re here,” said Sandro, nudging Marisa subtly with his elbow. She refocused her eyes on the real world, and saw the big yellow church looming in front of them. Most of Mirador was right on the poverty line, if not well below it, but the Maldonados knew when to throw money at community projects, and the church they’d built was a massive tribute to both God and themselves, in relatively equal parts. Her eye caught a row of black autocars rolling up to the curb—two Dynasty Falcons, by the look of them, flanking a long, sleek Futura Sovereign. That could mean only one thing.

Gotta go, sent Marisa. Don Francisco’s here. She blinked the conversation closed and glanced at her father—he liked to arrive early at church to avoid this exact situation, caught on the sidewalk at the same time as his nemesis. As much as Francisco Maldonado hated her father, Carlo Magno hated him back even more.

Marisa was dying to know why. She considered opening the Sigan information again, but held off.

“They look like they’re here for a movie premiere,” said Gabi. Guadalupe bumped her firmly, universal sign language for “shut your mouth or I will shut it for you.”

Sergio was the first one out of the cars, not the Sovereign but the Falcon in front of it. It was a nice car, but one built more for power than luxury, and in Mirador it served as the go-to vehicle for Maldonado’s enforcers. Sergio was Don Francisco’s eldest son, and he always wore his police officer dress uniform to church, either because it was the nicest thing he had or, Marisa assumed, because he just liked to underline his family’s authority. You know how you have to pay us protection money every month? Well, we’re also the cops, so no one’s going to stop us. He helped his wife and kids out of the car, and led them in while the Sovereign’s side door opened and Omar got out with a bounce in his step and a devilish grin. He was, in contrast, the youngest of the Maldonado children, just a year older than Marisa, and he couldn’t have been more different from his brother. While Sergio acted like he owned the church, Omar looked like he owned it, while simultaneously looking like he didn’t even care. He glanced quickly around the street, winked at Marisa, and then reached back into the door to help his sister, Franca. “La Princesa.” Marisa stifled a sneer at the tall, gorgeous young woman, dressed in what Marisa assumed was the most ostentatious thing in her closet—a slim indigo dress, with a corset and shoulder pads of black leather. The pads were decorated with curls of polished sandstone, like little bits of barbed wire, as the final piece of pretension. In a fashion market where you could literally print any dress you wanted out of adaptable plastic, in any style and complexity, natural materials like leather and sandstone were the new way of conveying wealth.

“I want to punch her in the face,” whispered Pati.

“I used to as well,” whispered Marisa.

“What changed?” asked Pati.

Marisa couldn’t tell her the truth—that Grendel, in his final act of horror before disappearing back into the darknet, had infected La Princesa’s djinni with a virus that had controlled her mind. Marisa was pretty sure it was gone now. Pretty sure. Marisa had made it her quest to update Franca’s antivirus software with everything it needed to close the gate that Grendel had opened—which was hard to do, considering how much La Princesa hated her. But enemies or not, no one deserved to be a living puppet.

“I’m the one who changed,” Marisa whispered at last. “No one ever found happiness holding on to a grudge.”

“Quiet,” said Carlo Magno.

Marisa looked back at the car just in time to see Don Francisco himself step out, strong and solid, with a graying beard and fistful of bright metal rings on each hand. Omar and Franca were dressed to impress, but Don Francisco was in a simple black suit. He didn’t have to work to impress anybody; the whole street knew who he was, and stopped to watch him. He offered La Princesa his arm, and they walked into church with Omar close behind.

“Let’s go,” said Guadalupe, once the Maldonados were out of sight. “Those hymns aren’t going to sing themselves.” She urged them forward, but none of them started walking until Marisa’s father did. Marisa and Sandro helped their abuela, and Pati fiddled with her dress, as if suddenly aware of how shabby it was—it had been one of Gabi’s, and before that one of Marisa’s.

Marisa shot a final glance at the jet-black autocars, which silently closed their own doors and drove themselves away. There was one more child in the Maldonado family, but he never came to church. Jacinto had been so badly injured in that mysterious car accident that he hadn’t left the family compound in years.

Marisa touched her metal arm, and went inside.





THREE

Having to watch the Maldonados arrive in their pompous cars and ridiculous clothes destroyed any chance Marisa had of enjoying church; instead she spent the morning watching her parents’ faces, and the back of Don Francisco’s head. She rose and sat when her abuela did, and sang the hymns even more atonally than usual. It certainly didn’t help that the church building was sweltering inside. The final prayer was like a call to freedom, and she rushed out into the fresh air—scalding, but fresh—as fast as she could. The walk home felt like a blessed escape; changing into a T-shirt and shorts was a profound liberation; and when she plugged herself into Overworld, every other physical sensation melted away, replaced by the crisp perfection of virtual reality. Nothing saved you from the horrors of the real world like escaping into a fake one.

The Cherry Dogs had their own private lobby, a constantly shifting collage of all five girls’ different decorating styles. A week ago Anja had replaced the entire floor with what looked like a window into a non-Euclidean abyss, but it gave the rest of them such vertigo that Sahara had sworn to change it; Marisa saw now that she already had, and the new floor was some kind of polished marble tile, like the lobby of a nice hotel. One wall was covered with floating monitors of various size and specialty, so the team could review the latest game developments together. Marisa’s current game avatar was simple and utilitarian—a set of dark green army fatigues, with the flag on the shoulders replaced with the Cherry Dogs logo.

“Hey, Mari,” said Fang, who was already waiting in the lobby. She was Chinese, and lived in Beijing, but the two of them had been playing together for years, and her English was perfect. Marisa felt a pang of embarrassment that her own Chinese hadn’t improved nearly as much in the same amount of time, and greeted Fang in Mandarin to help make up for it.

“Nĭ hăo.”

Fang was wearing one of her typical avatars: a small figure in a tattered black cloak, her belt heavy with wickedly sharp knives and her face mostly obscured by a hood. Marisa had never met her in person, and had no idea what she looked like in real life. Fang smiled, a bit deviously, her mouth only barely visible in the shadow of her hood, and spoke again: “Nĭ juédé Anja zhèngzài chóuhuà zhège shíhòu?”

Marisa struggled the parse the sentence: something about Anja, obviously, and she was pretty sure she heard the word plan. She guessed at the possibilities: Am I ready for Anja’s plan? Do I know Anja’s plan? After a second she simply laughed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I really suck at your language. This is why I’m failing all my classes.”

“All your classes are in Chinese?”

“Fine,” said Marisa. “This is why I’m failing two of my classes: Chinese and Business. I’m failing all the rest of them for completely unrelated reasons.”

Fang smiled again, warmly this time. “Don’t feel bad. I don’t speak Spanish at all.”

“But you could probably learn it in an afternoon,” said Marisa. “It’s stupidly easy.”

“I could say the same about Chinese,” said Fang. “Why else would it be the most commonly spoken language in the world?”

“Because there’s more of you?”

“That’s our secret plan for world domination,” said Fang, looking back at the wall of viewscreens. “Unbridled procreation.”

“Ooh,” said Jaya, appearing in the lobby just in time to hear Fang’s last two words. “Sounds fun—I’m in.”

“Nĭ yŏu méiyŏu kàn dào láizì rìběn de jiéguŏ?” asked Fang.

“Hái méi,” said Jaya. Jaya was from India, and spoke so many languages Marisa didn’t even know them all. Worst of all, her English was even better than Mari’s. “Hey, Mari, what’s up?”

“Todo bien,” said Marisa. “Y tú?”

“Todo bien,” said Jaya with a smile. She was wearing an avatar that made her look like a hybrid human/plant, with soft green flesh under a flowing robe of flower petals. “I’ve got a date tonight with that hot guy from my office. Did I send you a pic?”

“Which one?” asked Marisa. “White shirt or maroon shirt?”

“Maroon shirt,” said Jaya.

“Nice,” said Marisa, remembering with a touch of envy the photo Jaya had sent a few days ago. The guy in the maroon shirt had been unfairly good-looking. “Touch his chest for me. Just, like, once, and then tell me about it.”

Jaya laughed, and Fang rolled her eyes. “Is Anja going to get here soon?” asked Fang. “Or do I have to figure out how I can kill myself while sitting in the lobby?”

“Oh, come on,” said Jaya, her voice practically rippling with laughter. “You don’t have some boy somewhere?”

“Maybe she has a girl,” said Sahara, appearing in the lobby with a flourish. She wore her standard avatar—an almost exact replica of herself, in a fancy, form-fitting dress. “Show a little imagination.”

“Good point,” said Jaya, and looked back at Fang. “Girl? Boy? Fluid?”

“Bored,” said Fang. “Where’s Anja?”

“And like a phantom she was among them,” said Anja. She appeared in a cloud of pink smoke, like a genie from a cartoon lamp, but as the smoke cleared Marisa saw that her avatar was wildly technological—plates of sparkling armor, with little wings and jets poking out all over the place. She hovered in the center of the room for a moment, then landed dramatically. “I suppose you’re wondering why I called you here today—whoa, who changed the floor?”

“Will you please just tell us your announcement?” asked Sahara.

“Fine,” said Anja. “You ready for this? Are you all sitting down?”

“We’re lying down,” said Jaya, “plugged into a VR interface.”

“I got us into a tournament,” said Anja, her armor-plated face practically sparkling with excitement.

“I get us into the tournaments,” said Sahara.

“Not this one,” said Anja, shaking her head. “Imagine, if you will, a tournament so special you can’t even get in without an invitation. So exclusive you can’t get an invitation without knowing someone. And so high profile that you can’t even know the right people without spending a grotesque amount of money.”

“We don’t have even a disgusting amount of money,” said Marisa. “Grotesque is way out of our price range.”

“And we don’t do pay-to-play,” said Sahara. “We’ve talked about this—anything we get into, we get into because of our skills in the game. No corrupt agents or organizers, and no gambling on ante prize pools.”

“This is none of those things,” said Anja, pointing at Sahara, and then pointing at Marisa with her other hand. “And we don’t need any money, because the payment has already been made.” She waved her hands in front of her, her fingers still pointing out. “By Abendroth.”

Abendroth was the company her father worked for—one of the largest drone and nuli companies in the world. Marisa frowned. If Abendroth paid to get them into a tournament, that could only mean . . .

“Great Holy Hand Grenades,” said Sahara. “You got us into Forward Motion.”

Anja beamed.

“No way,” said Fang.

“Whoa,” said Jaya, “what’s Forward Motion?”

“It’s a charity event,” said Marisa. “Like a . . . benefit concert, or something? I thought it was just for celebrity players, like Differential or Su-Yun Kho.”

“That would be worth it all by itself,” said Sahara. “Su-Yun Kho is my hero.”

“Close,” said Anja. “It’s kind of like an ante pool, except the money you put in doesn’t go to prizes, it goes to charity—specifically, in this case, to bulk up wireless networks in underprivileged areas. Giving starving little kids in Iowa or whatever a chance to get a real education, and for businesses to compete on an even footing. That kind of thing.”

“So the ante is more of a donation,” said Jaya. “That means they’re all going to come from large corporations, like Abendroth.”

“It also means publicity,” said Sahara, and Marisa could hear the undercurrent of hunger in her voice. “Megacorps can give money to anyone, but if they’re giving it to this tournament, it’s because they want everyone to see them giving money. That’s why they send teams and do a competition: so people will pay attention. There’s going to be cameras everywhere, and reporters, and maybe even talent scouts—”

“No scouts,” said Fang. “There are only two kinds of teams in a tourney like this: all-star superteams, pulled in to crush the competition, and spoiled rich kids who want to pretend they can play in the big leagues. Talent scouts don’t care about either one.”

“And we don’t fit into either of those groups,” said Marisa. “Are you sure we can join?”

“Of course we can,” said Anja. “You’ve got your very own spoiled rich kid: me. I’ve spent a solid week talking my dad into sponsoring a team, and he finally broke down this morning when I made him breakfast in bed, served along with a link to an article detailing exactly the kind of visibility Sahara was talking about. Abendroth stands to gain a massive amount of goodwill in the corporate community, and we stand to gain a big giant spotlight in which to finally show off what the Cherry Dogs can do! Screw this minor-league garbage we’ve been playing in—a win here, or even a good performance, will get us the attention we need to push us right over the top and into a real league. We can go pro after something like this.”

“No way,” said Fang. “These charity events are a novelty—nobody important actually watches them.”

“They’ll be watching this one,” said Sahara. Her avatar had the inert oddness of someone whose controller was looking at a separate data stream. “I found the article Anja mentioned—Forward Motion is going to be hosted this year by an internet service provider. Guess which one.”

Marisa shot her a look. “Don’t tell me.”

“KT Sigan,” said Sahara. “This is their pet project, and they control half the news feeds in this hemisphere—everyone is going to hear about this thing.”

“Read the next part of the article!” said Anja, practically jumping up and down. “It’s the best part of the whole thing!”

Sahara shook her head. “I . . . don’t see anything exciting.”

“The part about the network,” said Anja, “read it read it read it!”

Sahara sighed. “Let’s see. ‘“We have something special planned for this year’s tournament,” said KT Sigan president Kwon Dae.’ Is that the right part?”

“Why would ‘something special’ not be the right part?” asked Fang.

“Because it’s super boring,” said Sahara.

“Just read it!” shouted Anja.

“Okay, okay. ‘“The entire tournament will be played on a closed network, on which we will use a randomized program to simulate the low bandwidth and frequent connectivity problems encountered by the millions of people around the world who don’t have access to proper internet service. Not only will this help prevent cheating, keeping the tournament servers insulated against outside interference, it will also help shine a light on the often crippling data jams that are keeping so many regions underdeveloped. Once people see for themselves how those communities live, they’ll be even more eager to help us create a positive change in the world.”’” Sahara shook her head again. “They’re just going to throttle the connection speed—that’s not exciting.”

“It is kind of insulting, though,” said Jaya. “Slow internet is a legitimate problem in some places, I admit, but there’s still, you know, world hunger. Disease epidemics. He’s talking like a laggy video game is a world health crisis.”

“Why does he mention cheating?” asked Fang. “No one’s been able to cheat in a major Overworld tournament in, like, six years.”

Marisa thought about the implications of a closed-network tournament, and suddenly the reason for Anja’s excitement dawned on her. “Anja’s right,” she shouted, feeling a surge of joy run through her. She looked at Anja eagerly. “Is Abendroth paying for that bit, too?”

Anja nodded.

“Paying for what?” asked Sahara. “Can you just come out and tell us?”

“The tournament’s being played on a closed network,” said Marisa. “That means no one can connect remotely, which means—”

“We’ll have to travel there in person,” said Fang.

“Balle balle!” shouted Jaya. She looked at Marisa, then at Anja. “Abendroth’s flying us to LA?”

“Yep, and putting you up in a hotel too,” said Anja.

“Screw hotels,” said Sahara, “you guys are staying with me!”

Jaya leaped at them both and smothered them in a hug. “I’m so excited!”

“This will be amazing,” said Sahara. “All five of us, together on screen at the same time.”

Of course Sahara was thinking about the publicity. Marisa smiled broadly, more excited at the prospect of getting everyone together than she’d been for the tournament itself. “Amazing is right,” she said. “This is going to be the best.”

“Ahem,” said Fang. “How do you even know we all can make it?”

“I can!” said Jaya.

Anja looked at Fang. “Can you?”

Fang grinned. “Of course I can, but it’s nice to be asked.”

“The tournament starts next week, right?” asked Marisa.

“Yeah,” said Sahara. “The opening ceremonies are on Monday.”

“I can have Fang and Jaya here by Sunday morning,” said Anja. “Los Angeles, get ready for the Cherry Dogs!”





FOUR

Pati screamed. “That’s amazing!”

“I know,” said Marisa, still grinning like a fool. “I can barely believe it.”

“This is so cool,” said Pati. “This is cool as sh—”

“Cuídate la boca,” said Carlo Magno. “Ay, qué niña malcriada.”

“Sorry, Papi,” said Pati. “This is cool as . . . crap?”

“Just say it’s cool,” said Guadalupe.

“And get upstairs,” said Carlo Magno. “You have school in the morning.”

“Okay, Papi.” Pati gave Marisa one last hug and a high-pitched squeal, and then bounded up the stairs to bed.

“This truly is wonderful,” said Guadalupe. “You’ve been trying to get into a real tournament for so long.”

“It isn’t a real, professional tournament,” said Marisa. “Just a charity thing.”

“That means it’s better than a real tournament,” said Carlo Magno.

“It’s definitely going to have a bigger audience than any of the minor-league stuff we’ve been trying to get into,” said Marisa. She hesitated, then looked at her father. “Does that mean you’ll watch?”

Carlo Magno sighed. “You know I can’t get into that game.”

“That’s just because you don’t understand it,” said Marisa. She sat next to him on the couch, crossing her legs under her. “If you didn’t understand soccer, you wouldn’t enjoy that either.”

“It’s called football,” said Carlo Magno. “Show some respect for your heritage.”

Marisa hit him with a couch pillow. “Papi, don’t tease me, this is important.”

“Overworld is a game for the younger generation,” said Carlo Magno. “I’m too old to watch it.”

“You’re forty-four,” said Marisa. “eSports have been a thing since before you were born.”

“You know he’s never been a gamer,” said Guadalupe. “Heaven knows I’ve tried to convert him.”

“You have all these powers,” he said, “and crazy costumes. Nobody in football dresses up like a pirate and shoots fireballs out of their hands.”

“But imagine how awesome it would be if they did,” said Marisa.

Carlo Magno laughed. “Fine,” he said. “For you, mija, I’ll watch it. But I don’t promise to understand it.”

“How can you not understand it?” shouted Pati from the stairs. “It’s the greatest game ever!”

“To bed!” shouted Carlo Magno.

“I’ll tuck her in,” said Guadalupe, and shooed Pati back upstairs.

“I know you’re supposed to blow up a vault,” said Carlo Magno. “That’s as far as I get.”

“It’s just like any other sport,” said Marisa. “You have two teams of five, and each player—called an agent—has a position. Soccer has stuff like forwards, defenders, and goalies, and Overworld has General, Guard, Sniper, Spotter, and Jungler.”

“Only one Jungler?” he asked. “Is there only one jungle?”

“Most of the time there’s not any jungle at all,” she said. “I don’t know why they call it that—it’s from some older game, I think. Anyway: like you said, each team has a vault, and you win by blowing up the other team’s vault. But each vault is defended by turrets, which are too powerful for even the five players to take out by themselves, so each team also gets AI minions, which spawn every minute or so. They run across the map and attack the other team’s agents and turrets. The General’s job is to lead the minions and give them power buffs and that kind of stuff. She’s the most important player on a team, so she has another player called a Guard whose whole job is to back her up.”

“So you’re the General,” said Carlo Magno.

“Of course not,” said Marisa, feeling herself blush. “Sahara’s the General—she’s the leader, and calls all the plays, and tells everyone what to do.”

“But you’d be so good at that—”

“I would be a terrible General, Papi,” said Marisa. “I don’t come up with strategies. I just follow orders.”

Carlo Magno raised his eyebrow suspiciously. “Are we talking about the same Marisa?”

“Papi, will you just let me explain the game?”

“Sí,” he said. “So are you the Sniper, then? You’d be good at that, too.”

“Anja’s the Sniper, Papi. You said you’d let me talk.”

“Sorry,” he said. “Talk.”

“Every game map is split into three levels, called lanes—there’s the city, which is the main one with all the minions, then there’s the sewers, which is where the Jungler goes—”

“It’s not called the jungle?”

“It doesn’t even look like a jungle.”

“Does it look like a sewer?”

“Not . . . usually,” she said. “Listen, will you quit getting hung up on the terminology so we can move on? Sports terms are just weird. Why is the goalie called a ‘goalkeeper’ if their whole job is to get rid of goals instead of keep them?”

“It’s like a groundskeeper,” said Carlo Magno. “They ‘keep’ the goal by, like, tending to it. Like a gardener.”

“Well if they’d just call it a Gardener that would make so much more sense,” said Marisa.

“This game has ruined you.”

“Whatever, viejito,” said Marisa. “So there’s a city and a sewer. The third lane is called the roof, and that’s where the Sniper and the Spotter play. I’m the Spotter—it’s like the Guard, but for the Sniper.”

“So you play backup to the backup?” said Carlo Magno, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s an important position, Papi! And it’s more variable than any other position—sometimes I spec for defense, sometimes for melee combat, and sometimes I’m like a second Sniper. I’m like a . . . swing position, who can do anything.”

Carlo Magno beamed. “I knew my daughter was the most important one.”

“Papi, you’re impossible,” she said, but inside she felt warm and happy.

“I assume,” he said, “that ‘spec’ means ‘build’? Or something like that?”

“It means ‘specialize,’” she said. “This is where the fireballs come in. There are a ton of different ways to customize your character. At the start of each game you choose a role, like Flanker or Striker, and then two powersets, and each powerset has six different specialties and twelve different elements. So, like, Electricity Ranged has different powers than Electricity Defense, but they both obviously drain energy from the enemy.”

“That’s obvious?”

“They’re electricity powers—what else would they do?”

He frowned. “Electrocute people?”

“Yeah, but that’s, like, one power. There’s seventy-two electricity powersets with two hundred and sixteen electricity powers; they can’t all do the same thing.”

“You said they all drain energy.”

“In different ways,” she said, scratching the back of her head. “Papi, you just need to watch a game. This isn’t that hard to figure out.”

“I’m trying,” he said tersely. “I just . . . it’s late. And you have school tomorrow too, just like Pati. Get some rest, and we can . . .” He grimaced. “Talk about this more tomorrow.”

“You don’t sound happy about that.”

“If it’s important to you, it’s important to me.”

Marisa looked at him for a long moment, then leaned forward to hug him. “I’m sorry I fight with you so much.”

“What do you mean?” he asked. “We just had one of our friendliest conversations ever.”

“I know,” she said, “and we still snapped at each other.”

He hugged her. “I love you, Mari. Even when I don’t understand you.”

“A ti también,” she said, and then they both said in unison:

“Which is most of the time.”

Marisa laughed and hugged him back. “Te amo, Papi. I’ll see you in the morning.” She went upstairs, passing her mami on the way and giving her a hug and a kiss. “Te amo.”

“Te amo, mija,” she said. “Straight to sleep—no internet.”

“I know, Mami,” said Marisa, feeling only a little bad about lying. She had way too much to do to even think about going to sleep, and most of it was on the internet, but she wanted to wait until her family was asleep first. She went to her room and plugged into a “Speak Chinese” VR program her teacher had assigned her, instantly appearing on a street in Shanghai. It wasn’t just a 3D movie, like the old days, but a full experience tied directly to the brain’s sensory inputs—the VR program didn’t just show you a picture and hope your optic nerves could interpret correctly; it literally told your brain exactly what to see, and what to hear and smell and feel, and then it did. She walked into a restaurant in the virtual Shanghai and ordered some food, practicing her pronunciation and some basic question grammar, but kept Olaya, the home computer, open in the corner of her vision. It monitored the family’s positions, and as soon as everyone had retreated to their rooms, she unplugged from the Chinese program, locked her door, and sat down at her desk. She had three box computers, two tablets, her djinni, and a KT Sigan security code. Now was her chance to track down Grendel.

“Let’s do this,” she whispered.

Her security code came from that office worker, Pablo Nakamoto. She didn’t need his passwords, and thank goodness she didn’t need his biometric information; all she needed was the data string the Sigan network had assigned to him when he used their system to contact the Solipsis Cafe with his lunch order. Marisa woke up one of her box computers, routed her connection through a series of anonymous internet carrier stations, and then reached out to the Sigan network, looking not for the public facade but for the structure behind it, the moving parts that made the public stuff function. The Sigan server queried her own, the computer version of checking someone’s passport at the border: Are you allowed to be here? She fed it Pablo Nakamoto’s data string, the server accepted it, and she was in.

Columns of words and numbers cascaded down her screen—the internal filing system that kept the network organized. Marisa spread the display to two adjacent monitors, and fired up what she called her Goblins: little programs designed to perform menial tasks to aid in hacking. The first one, running on her primary box, would maintain a constant search for other users in the system, on the off chance that one of them was paying enough attention to notice her. She set her second Goblin on a more complicated task, and gave it a box computer all its own to do it: it made a quick copy of every directory Marisa visited, edited Marisa’s presence out of it, and then redirected any other users in the system to the copy instead of the real directory; they could still find what they were looking for and perform any actions they wanted, but they wouldn’t see anything she was doing. It was extremely unlikely that anyone would even care if they found her—she had a valid security code, after all—but it never hurt to be careful. With those two Goblins watching her back, Marisa tied in her two tablets and started a search on each of them: one looked for customer account information, and the other looked for the specific IP address she’d connected to Grendel. Then she sat back and waited, watching the hack unfold on her third large monitor.

She didn’t use her djinni for any of it. If someone did notice her poking around, they wouldn’t find any direct connection to her ID.

The search for the IP address kicked out a result every minute or so, and Marisa looked at each of them in turn, but none of them were helpful—lists of service data, records of packet transfers, and similar bits of junk that all boiled down to “this IP address is occasionally being used.” None of them said anything about what the address was being used for, much less who was using it.

She looked at the other search, hoping to find the general archive of customer data, but what she found instead made her curse: “Mierda!” She immediately clamped a hand down over her mouth, her eyes wide, freezing in place and listening in case anyone had heard her. She looked back at the search results, seeing the bad news again: all of the customer data was hidden behind a permission wall. It wasn’t enough to simply access the Sigan network; she needed to access the next layer down—the private, protected layer—in order to get into the good stuff. She growled again, but chided herself for ever getting her hopes up—of course the good data would have extra security, and she should have expected it. But she’d been so happy just to get in, she’d let herself believe she was closer to success than she really was.

Marisa read through the search results a third time, just in case the whole of reality decided to change itself to make her life easier, but it didn’t. She was locked out. She let out a long, slow breath, considering her options. She couldn’t reach the data she needed, but she could reach plenty of other data that might help her solve this new puzzle. Where
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