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Part |
BEING SPECIAL

By plucking her petals you do not gather the beauty of the flower.
—Rabindranath Tagore, "Stray Birds'

CRASHING A BASH

The Sx hoverboards dipped among the trees with the lightning grace of playing cards thrown flat
and spinning. The riders ducked and weaved among ice-heavy branches, laughing, knees bent and arms
outdtretched. In thair wake glowed a crystd rain, tiny icicdes shaken from the pine needles to fdl behind,
aflame with moonlight.

Tdly fdt everything with an icy darity: the brittle, freezing wind across her bare hands, the shifting
gravitiesthat pressed her feet againg the hoverboard. She breathed in the forest, tendrils of pine coating
her throat and tongue, thick as syrup.

The cold ar seemed to make sounds crisper: The loose tal of her dorm jacket cracked like a
wind-whipped flag, her grippy shoes squeaked againg the hoverboard surface with every turn. Fausto
was pumping dance musc sraight through her skintenna, but that was slent to the world outside. Over its
frantic beat Tdly heard every twitch of her new monofilament-shesthed muscles.

She squinted againg the cold, eyes watering, but the tears made her vison even sharper. Icicles
whipped past in dlittering streaks, and moonlight sivered the world, like an old, colorless movie come
flickering to life

That was the thing about being a Cutter: Everything was icy now, as if the world were opening
her skin. Shay swooped in beside Tdly, thar fingers brushing for a moment, and flashed a amile Tdly
tried to return it, but Something shifted in her somach as she looked at Shay's face. The five Cutters were
undercover tonight, black irises hidden under dull-eyed contacts, crud-pretty jaws softened by
smart-plastic masks. They had turned themselves into uglies because they were crashing a bash in
Cleopatra Park. For Taly's brain, it was way too soon to be playing dress-up. She'd only been specid a
couple of months, but when she looked a Shay she expected to see her best friend's new and marvelous
crud beauty, not tonight's ugly disguise. Tdly angled her board sdeways to avoid an ice-laden branch,
bresking contact. She concentrated on the glittering world, on twigting her body to dip the board among
the trees. The rush of cold air helped her refocus on her surroundings rather than the missng feding insde
hersdf— the one that came from the fact that Zane wasn't here with the rest of them.

"One party-load of uglies up ahead.” Shay's words cut through the music, caught by a chip in her
jaw and carried through the skintenna network, whisper-close. "You sure youre ready for this,
Tdly-wa?'

Tdly took a deep breath, drinking in the brain-clearing cold. Her nerves ill tingled, but it would
be totaly random to back out now. "Don't worry, Boss. Thisisgoing to beicy."

"Should be. It is a party, after dl," Shay said. "Let's be happy little uglies”

A few of the Cutters chuckled, glancing a each other's fake faces. Tdly became aware again of
her own millimeters-thick mask: plastic bumps and lumps that made her face zitted and flawed, covering
the gorgeoudy spinning web of flash tattoos. Uneven denta caps blunted her razor-sharp teeth, and even
her tattooed hands were sprayed with fake skin.

A glancein the mirror had shown Taly how she looked: just like an ugly. Ungainly, crook-nosed,
with baby-fat cheeks, and an impatient expresson—impatient for her next birthday, the bubblehead



operation, and artrip across the river. Another random fifteen-year-old, in other words.

Thiswas Tdly'sfird trick Snce turning specid. Sheld expected to be ready for anything now—al
those operations had filled her with icy new muscles and reflexes tweaked to snakelike speed. And then
sheld spent two months training in the Cutters camp, living in the wild with little deep and no provisons.

But onelook in the mirror had shaken her confidence.

It didn't help that they'd come into town through the Crumblyville burbs, flying over endless rows
of darkened houses, dl the same. The random tedium of the place sheld grown up in gave her a sticky
feding dong the indde of her arms, which wasn't helped by the fed of the recyclable dorm uniform
agang her sengtive new skin. The manicured trees of the greenbelt seemed to pressin around Tdly, as if
the city were trying to grind her down to averageness again. She liked being specid, being outsde and
icy and better, and couldn't wait to get back to the wild and strip this ugly mask from her face.

Tdly clenched her figs and ligened to the skintenna network. Fausto's musc and the noises of
the others washed over her—the soft sounds of breething, the wind againgt their faces. She imagined their
heartbedats at the very edge of hearing, asif the Cutters growing excitement were echoing in her bones.

"Solit up,” Shay said as the lights of the bash grew close. "Don't want to look too diquey.”

The Cutters formation drifted apart. Tdly stayed with Fausto and Shay, while Tachs and Ho
broke off toward the top of Cleopatra Park. Fausto adjusted his soundbox and the music faded, leaving
only rushing wind and the distant rumble of the bash.

Tdly took another nervous breath, and the crowd's scent flashed through her—ugly sweat and
spilled acohol. The party's dance sysem didn't use skintennas; it blasted music crudely through the ar,
scattering sound waves into a thousand reflections among the trees. Uglies were dways noisy.

From her traning, Taly knew that she could close her eyes and use the merest echoes to
navigete the forest blind, like a bat fallowing its own chirps. But she needed her specid vison tonight.
Shay had spies in Udlyville, and they'd heard that outsders were crashing the party—New Smokies
gving out nanos and dirring up trouble.

That's why the Cutters were here: This was a Speciad Circumstance.

The three landed just outside the srobing lights of the hoverglobes, jumping off onto the forest's
floor of pine needles, which crackled with frost. Shay sent thelr boards up into the treetops to wait, then
fixed Taly with an amused stare. "Y ou smdl nervous.”

Tdly shrugged, uncomfortable in her ugly-dorm uniform. Shay could dways smdl what you were
feding. "Maybe so, Boss"

Here at the party's edge, a sticky bit of memory reminded her how she dways fdt ariving a a
bash. Even as abeautiful bubblehead, Tdly had hated the trickle of nerves that visted whenever crowds
pressed in around her, the heat of so many bodies, the waght of their eyes upon her. Now her mask felt
dingy and strange, a barrier separating her from the world. Very unspecid. Her cheeks flashed hot for a
second beneath pladtic, like a rush of shame.

Shay reached out to squeeze her hand. "Don't worry, Taly- wa"

"They're only uglies™ Fausto's whisper diced through the air. "And we're right here with you." His
hand rested on Tdly's shoulder, gently pushing her forward.

Tdly nodded, hearing the others dow, cam breaths through the skintenna link. 1t was judt like
Shay had promised: The Cutters were connected, an unbreskable dique. She would never be done
agan, even when it fdt like something was missng ingde her. Even when she fdt the lack of Zane like
head-gpinning panic.

She plunged through the branches, fallowing Shay into the flashing lights

Tdly's memories were perfect now, not like when shed been a bubblehead, confused and
muddled dl the time. She remembered what a big ded Spring Bash was for uglies. The approach of
spring meant longer days for tricks and hoverboarding, and lots more outdoor parties to come.

But as she and Fausto followed Shay through the crowd, Tdly fdt none of the energy she
remembered from last year. The bash seemed 0 tame, 0 ligless and random. The uglies just stood



around, s0 shy and sdf-conscious that anyone actudly dancing looked like they were trying too hard.
They dl seemed fla and atificid, like party extras on avideo wal, waiting for the red people to arrive.

Sill, it was true what Shay liked to say: Uglies weren't as dudess as bubbleheads. The crowd
parted eadly, everyone diding out of her way. However ztty and uneven ther faces, the uglies eyes were
sharp, full of nervous stabs of awareness. They were smart enough to sense that the three Cutters were
different. No one stared for too long at Tdly or redized what she was behind her smart-plastic mask, but
bodies moved aside at her lightest touch, shivers playing across ther shoulders as she passed, as if the
uglies sensed something dangerousin the air.

It was easy seeing the thoughts ripple across ther faces. Taly could weatch the jedousies and
hatreds, rivdry and attraction, dl of it written on their expressions and in the way they moved. Now that
she was specid, everything was laid out dearly, like looking down on a forest path from above.

She found hersdf amiling, findly rdaxing and ready for the hunt. Spotting party-crashers was
going to be smple,

Tdly scanned the crowd, searching for anyone who seemed out of place: a little too confident,
overmuscled, and suntanned from living in the wild. She knew wha Smokies looked like.

Lagt fdl, back inugly days, Shay had run away into the wild to escape the bubblehead operation.
Tdly had followed to bring her back, and they'd both wound up living in the Old Smoke for a few long
weeks. Scrabbling like an animd had been pure torture, but her memories came in handy now. Smokies
hed an arrogance about them; they thought they were better than people in the city

It took Taly just seconds to spot Ho and Tachs across the crowded fidd. They stood out like a
pair of cats gliding through a waddling flock of ducks.

"You think we're too obvious, Boss?' she whispered, letting the network carry her words.

"Obvious how?'

"They al look so clueless. Welook...specid.”

"We are specid.” Shay looked back at Taly over her shoulder, a grin playing on her face.

"But | thought we were supposed to bein disguise.”

"Doesn't mean we can't have fun!" Shay suddenly darted away through the crowd.

Fausto reached out and touched Taly's shoulder. "Watch and learn.”

Hed been specid longer than she had. The Cutters were a brand-new part of Specid
Circumgtances, but Tdly's operation had taken the longest. Sheld done alot of very average things in her
past, and it had taken a while for the doctors to strip away dl the built-up guilt and shame. Random
|eftover emotions could leave your brain muddied, which wasn't very speciad. Power came from icy
clarity, from knowing exactly what you were, from cutting.

So Tdly hung back with Fausto, watching and learning.

Shay grabbed a boy a random, yanking hm away from the gil he was taking to. His drink
doshed onto the ground as he started to pull away in protest, but then he caught Shay's gaze.

Shay wasn't as ugly as the rest of them, Tdly noticed, the violet highlightsin her eyes dill visble
even through her ugly disguise. They glittered like a predator's in the strobe lights as she pulled the boy
closer, brushing againg him, a flex of muscles gliding down her body like aflick through a rope.

After that, he didn't look away agan, even as he handed off his beer to the random girl, who
looked on open-mouthed. The ugly boy placed his hands on Shay's shoulders, his body garting to follow
her movements.

People were watching them now.

"I don't remember this part of the plan,” Tdly said softly.

Fausto laughed. "Specids don't need plans. Not gicky ones, anyway." He stood close behind
Tdly, hisarms around her waist. She fdt his bresth on the back of her neck, and a tingle started moving
through her body.

Tdly pulled away Cutters touched one another dl the time, but she wasn't used to that part of
being a Specid. 1t made her fed even stranger that Zane hadn't joined them yet.

Through the skintenna network, Tdly could hear Shay whispering to the boy. Her breething
deepened, though Shay could run a klick in two minutes without bresking a sweat. A sharp, unshaven



sound diced through the network when she brushed her cheek againg the boy's, and Fausto chuckled
when Tdly flinched.

"Rdax, Tdly-wa" he said, rubbing her shoulders. "She knows what she's doing.”

That much was obvious Shay's dance was spreading, sucking in the people around her. Urtil
now, the party had been a nervous bubble hovering in the air, and shedd popped its surface tension,
releesing something icy ingde. The crowd started to pair off, arms wrapping around each other, moving
faster. Whoever was crewing the music must have noticed— the volume went higher, the bass deeper,
the hoverglobes overhead pulsing from blackness to blinding radiance. The crowd had started jumping up
and down with the best.

Tdly fdt her heart accelerate, amazed a how effortlessdy Shay had brought them dl dong. The
bash was changing, flipping indde out, and dl because of Shay. This wasnt like their stupid tricks in ugly
days—snesking across the river or sealing bungee jackets—this was magic.

Specid magic.

So what if she was wearing an ugly face? Like Shay dways said in training, the bubbleheads had
it dl wrong: It didn't matter what you looked like. It was how you carried yoursdf, how you saw
yoursdlf. Strength and reflexes were only part of it—Shay Smply knew that she was specid, and o0 she
was. Everyone else was just wallpaper, a blurred background of listless chatter, until Shay lit them up
with her own private spotlight.

"Come on," Fausto whispered, pulling Tdly away from the thickening crowd. They retreated
toward the party's edge, diding unseen past the eyes locked on Shay and her random boy. "You go that
way. Stay sharp.”

Tdly nodded, hearing the other Cutters whisper as they spread out across the party. Suddenly,
thisdl made sense...

The bash had been too dead, too flat to cover the Specids or their prey. But now the crowd's
ams were up, waving back and forth with the beat. Plagtic cups flew through the air, everything a sorm
of movement. If the Smokies were planning to crash the party, this moment was what they'd been waiting
for.

Moving was tricky now. Tdly made her way through a swarm of young girls—practicaly
littlies—dl dancing together with eyes closed. The glitter sprayed across their uneven skin flashed in the
hoverglobes pulsng light, and they didn't shiver as Tdly pushed through them; her specia aura had been
drowned out by the party's new energy, by Shay's dance-magic.

The ugly little bodies bouncing againgt hers reminded Tdly how much she had changed ingde.
Her new bones were made from aircraft ceramics, light as bamboo and hard as diamonds. Her muscles
were sheathed whips of sdf-repairing monofilament. The uglies fet soft and unsubgtantid againg her, like
duffed toys come to life, boisterous but unthreatening.

A ping sounded indde her head as Fausto boosted the skintenna network's range, and snatches
of noise drifted through her ears. screams from a girl dancing next to Tachs, a rumbling beat from where
Ho stood close to the speakers, and under it dl the distracting things Shay was whispering in her random
boy's ear. It was like being five people a once, as if Tdly's consciousness were smeared across the
party, sucking inits energy in a blend of noise and light.

She took a deep breath and headed toward the edge of the dearing, seeking the darkness
outsde the hoverglobes light. She could watch better from out there, keep better hold of her darity.

As she moved, Tdly found it was easier to dance, going with the crowd's motion rather than
foradng a path through it. She dlowed hersdf to be pushed randomly through the throng, like when she let
high wind currents guide her hoverboard, imagining hersdf a bird of prey.

Closng her eyes, Tdly drank the bash in through her other senses. Maybe this was what being
gpecid was really dl about: dancing dong with the rest of them, while feding like the only rea person in
the crowd...

Suddenly, hairs stiffened on the back of Tdly's neck, her nodrilsflaring. A scent, digtinct from the
humen sweat and spilled beer, sent her mind reding back to ugly days, to running away, to the firg time
sheld been aone out in the wild.



She smdled smoke—the clinging reek of acampfire.

Her eyes opened. City uglies didn't burn trees, or even torches; they weren't dlowed to. The
party's only light came from the strobing hoverglobes and the half-risen moon.

The scent must have come from somewhere Outside.

Tdly moved in widening circles, casting her eyes over the crowd, trying to find the source of the
ardl.

No one stood out. Just a bunch of cludess uglies dancing their heads off, arms flailing, beer flying.
No one graceful or confident or strong. ..

Then Tdly saw thegirl.

She was dow-dancing with some boy, whigpering in his ear intently. His fingers twitched
nervoudy across her back, their movements unconnected to the music's beat—the two looked like littlies
on an awkward playdate. The girl's jacket was tied around her waig, as if she didn't mind the cold. And
dong theindde of her am lay a pattern of pae squares where sunblock patches had been stuck.

Thisgirl spent alot of time outsde.

As Tdly moved closer, she caught the scent of wood smoke again. Her new and perfect eyes
saw the coarseness of the girl's shirt, woven from naturd fibers, lined with stitched seams and giving off
another strange smell...detergent. This garment wasn't designed to be worn and then tossed into a
recycler; it had to be washed, lathered up with soap, and pounded againg stones in a cold stream. Tdly
saw the imperfect shape of the girl's hair—cut by hand with metal scissors.

"Boss," shewhispered.

Shay's voice came back deepily. "So soon, Tdly-wa? I'm having fun."”

"l think | got a Smokey."

"You sure?"

"Pogtive. Shesmdlslikelaundry.”

"I see her now," Fausto's voice cut through the music. "Brown shirt? Dancing with that guy?”

"Yeah. And she's tanned.”

There was an annoyed, distracted sgh, a few mumbled gpologies as Shay disentangled hersdf
from her ugly boy. "Any more?'

Tdly scanned the crowd again, making her way around the girl in a wide circle, trying to catch
another whiff of smoke. "Not asfar as| can tdl."

"Nobody dse looks funny to me" Fausto's head bobbed nearby, winding his own path toward
the girl. From the other sde of the bash, Tachs and Ho were dosng in.

"What's she doing?" Shay asked.

"Dancing, and ..." Tdly paused, her eyes catching the girl's hand dipping into the boy's pocket.
"Shejugt gave him something.”

Shay's breath cut off with a little hiss. Until a few weeks ago, Smokies had brought only
propaganda into Uglyville, but now they were smuggling something far more deadly: pills loaded with
nanos.

The nanos ate the lesons that kept pretties bubbleheaded, ramping up their vidlent emotions and
raw appetites. And unlike some drug that would eventudly wear off, the change was permanent. The
nanos were hungry, microscopic machines that grew and reproduced, more of them every day If you
were unlucky, they could wind up edting the rest of your brain. One pill was dl it took to lose your mind.

Tdly had seen it happen.

"Takeher," Shay sad.

Adrendine flooded Tdly's bloodstream, darity blanking out the musc and the mation of the
crowd. She'd spotted the gifl first, so it was her job, her privilege to make the grab.

She twigted the ring on her middle finger, fdt its little inger flicking out. One prick and the
Smokey girl would be sumbling, passing out like she'd had too much to drink. Sheld wake up in Specid
Circumstances headquarters, ready to go under the knife.

That thought made Tdly's skin crawl—that the girl would soon be a bubblehead: pretty, beautiful,
and happy. And monumentaly cludess.



But at least sheld be better off than poor Zane.

Tdly cupped her fingers around the needle, careful not to stab some random ugly in the crowd. A
few steps closer, and she reached out with her other hand, pulling the boy away. "Can | cut in?' she
asked.

His eyes widened, a grin breaking out on his face. "What? Y ou two want to dance?"

"It's okay," the Smokey girl said. "Maybe she wants some too." She untied the jacket from
around her wagt, puling it up over her shoulders. Her hands went through its deeves and into the
pockets, and Tdly heard the rustle of a plagtic bag.

"Knock yoursdf out,” the boy said, and took a step back, leering a them. The expression
brought another flash of heat into Tdly's cheeks. The boy was smirking a her, anused, like Taly was
average and anyone's to think about—like she wasn't specid. The uglifying smart plagtic on her face
began to burn.

This stupid boy thought Tdly was here for his entertainment. He needed to find out otherwise,

Tdly decided on anew plan.

She stabbed a button on her crash bracelet. Its sgnd spread through the smart plagtic on her
face and hands at the speed of sound, the clever molecules unhooking from each other, her ugly mask
exploding in a puff of dust to reved the crud beauty underneeth. She blinked her eyes hard, popping out
the contacts and exposing her wolfen, cod black irises to the winter cold. She felt her tooth-caps loosen,
and spat them at the boy's fest, returning his smile with unveiled fangs.

The whole trandformation had taken less than a second, bardy time for his expresson to
crumble,

She amiled. "Buzz off, ugly. And you'—she turned to the Smokey—"take your hands out of your
pockets."

Thegirl swallowed, spreading her arms out to ether sde.

Tdly fdt the sudden rush of eyes drawn to her crud features, sensed the crowd's dazzlement at
the pulang tattoos that webbed her flesh in santillating black lace. She finished the arrest script: "'l don't
want to hurt you, but 1 will if | have to."

"You won't have to," the gil said camly, then she did something with her hands, both thumbs
tuming upward.

"Dont even think...," Tdly started, then she saw too late the bulges sewn into the girl's
clothes—straps like a bungee jacket's, now moving of their own accord, cinching themsealves around her
shoulders and thighs

"The Smokelives" the girl hissed.

Taly reached out ...

...Just asthe girl shot into the ar like a stretched-taut rubber band let go from the bottom. Tdly's
hand passed through empty space. She stared upward, open-mouthed. The gil was dill dimbing.
Somehow, the bungee jacket's battery had been rigged to throw her into the ar from a standtill.

But wouldn't shejust fdl straight back down?

Tdly spotted movement in the dark sky. From the edge of the forest, two hoverboards zoomed
over the bash, one ridden by a Smokey dressed in crude skins, the other empty. At the top of the girl's
arc, he reached out, hardly dowing as he pulled her from midair onto the riderless board.

A shudder went through Tdly as she recognized the Smokey boy's jacket, lesther and
handmade. In a searing flash from a hoverglobe, her speciad vison caught the line of a scar running
through one of his eyebrows.

David, shethought.

"Tdly! Headsup!"

Shay's command pulled Tdly from her daze, drew her eyes to more hoverboards shooting over
the crowd at just above head leve. She fdt her crash bracelet register a tug from her own board, and
bent her knees, timing the jump for its arrival.

The crowd was pulling away from her, shocked by her crue-pretty face and the girl's sudden
ascent—hut the boy who'd been dancing with the Smokey grabbed for her. "She's a Specid! Help them



oet awvay!"

His try for her am was dow and dumsy, and Taly flicked out her unspent stinger to stab his
pam. The boy pulled his hand back, stared at it with a stupid expression for a moment, then crumpled.

By the time he hit the ground, Tdly was in the air. With two hands on the grippy edge of her
hoverboard, she kicked her feet up onto itsriding surface, her weight shifting to bring it around.

Shay was dready on board. "Take him, Ho!" she ordered, pointing down at the unconscious ugly
boy, her own mask disappearing in a puff of dust. "The rest of you, with me!"

Tdly was dready zooming ahead, the chill wind sharp againgt her bare face, an icy battle cry
building in her throat, hundreds of faces looking up at her from the beer-soaked ground, astonished.

David was one of the Smokies |eaders—the best prize the Cutters could have hoped for on this
cold night. Taly could hardly believe he had dared come into the city, but she was going to make sure he
would never leave again.

She weaved among the flashing hoverglobes, soaring out over the forest. Her eyes adjusted
swiftly to the darkness, and she spotted the two Smokies no more than a hundred meters ahead. They
were riding low, tipped forward like surfers on a steep wave.

They had a head dart, but Tdly's hoverboard was specid too—the best the dty could
manufacture. She coaxed it onward, brushing the tips of the wind-tossed trees with its leading edge,
gmaghing them into sudden plumes of ice.

Tdly hadn't forgotten thet it was David's mother who had invented the nanos, the machines that
hed |eft Zan€'s brain the way it was. Or that it was David who'd lured Shay into the wild dl those months
ago, had seduced firg her and then Tdly, doing everything he could to destroy thelr friendship.

Specidsdidn't forget their enemies. Not ever.

"I've got you now," she said.

HUNTERSAND PREY

"Spread out," Shay said. "Don't let them cut back toward the river.”

Tdly squinted into the onrushing wind, running her tongue across the uncovered points of her
teeth. Her Cutter board had lifting fans front and back, spinning blades that would keep it flying past the
edge of the city. But the Smokies old-fashioned hoverboards would fdl like stones once the magnetic
orid ran out. That's what they got for living Outsde: sunburn, bug bites, and crappy technology. At some
point the two Smokies would have to make a dash for the river and itstrall of metd deposits.

"Boss? Want me to cdl back to camp for reinforcements?’ Fausto asked.

"Too far away to get hereintime.”

"What about Dr. Cable?"

"Forget her," Shay said. "Thisis a Cutter trick. We don't want any regular Specias teking credit.”

"Especidly thistime, Boss" Tdly said. "That's David up there.”

There was along pause, and then Shay's razor-bladed laugh came through the network, running
anicy finger down Tdly's spine. "Your old boyfriend, huh?'

Tdly gritted her teeth againg the cold, dl the embarrassing dramas of ugly days heavy in her
somach for a moment. Somehow, the old guilt never completely faded. "Yours, too, Boss, | seem to
remember.”

Shay just laughed again. "Well, | guess both of us have scores to settle. No cdls, Fausto, no
meatter what. This boy is ours.”

Tdly set a determined expression on her face, but the knot in her somach remained. Back in the
Smoke, Shay and David had been together. But then Taly had arrived and David had decided he liked
her better, and the jedlousy and neediness that went with being an ugly made a mess of things as usud.
Even after the Smoke had been destroyed— even when Shay and Tdly were dudess bubbleheads—
Shay's anger at that betraya had never completely disappeared.



Now that they were Specids, ancient dramas weren't supposed to matter anymore. But seeing
David had somehow disturbed Tdly's iciness, making her suspect that Shay's anger might ill be buried
deep indde too.

Maybe capturing him would end the trouble between them, once and for dl. Tdly took a deep
breath and leaned forward, urging her hoverboard faster.

The edge of the city was growing closer. Below, the greenbelt changed abruptly into suburbia,
the rows of boring houses where middle pretties raised their littlies The two Smokies dropped to street
leve, Zipping around sharp corners, knees bent and arms out wide.

Tdly angled into the first hard turn of the chase, a amile growing on her face as her body flexed
and twisted. This was how the Smokies usudly got away. Regular Specids in their lame hovercars could
only move fast in a draight line. But Cutters were special Specids: every bit as mobile as the Smokies,
and every hit as crazy.

"Stick with them, Tdly-wa" Shay said. The others were dill long seconds behind.

"No problem, Boss" Tdly skimmed the narrow Streets, only a meter from the concrete. It was
lucky that middle pretties were never out this late—if anyone sumbled into the chase, one glancing blow
from a hoverboard would turn them into paste.

The tight spaces didn't dow Taly's quarry. She remembered from her own Smokey days how
good David was a this, as if hed been born on a hoverboard. And the girl probably had plenty of
practice in the dleys of the Rugsty Ruins, the ancient ghost dity from which the Smokies launched ther
incurgons into the city.

But Tdly was specid now. David's reflexes were nothing compared with hers, and dl his practice
couldnt make up for the fact that he was random: a creature put together by nature. But Taly had been
made for this—or remade, anyway—hbuilt for tracking down the city's enemies and bringing them to
justice. For saving the wild from destruction.

She accelerated into a hard bank, dipping the corner of a darkened house, smashing its rain
gutter flat. David was s0 close that she heard the squeak of his grippy shoes shifting on his board.

In another few seconds, she could jump off and grab him, tumbling until her crash bracelets
hated them with a shoulder-wrenching spin. Of course, at this speed, even her specid body would fed
some hurt, and a norma human might break in a hundred random ways...

Tdly clenched her figs, but let her board fade back a bit. Sheld have to make her move in an
open space. She didn't want to kill David, after dl. Just see him tamed, turned into a bubblehead, pretty
and cludess and out of her life once and for dl.

At the next sharp turn, he dared a quick glance over his shoulder, and Tdly caught a glimpse of
recognition on his face. Her new crud-pretty features must be quite the icy shock.

"Yeah, it'sme, boyfriend," she whispered.

"Ease off, Tdly-wa" Shay said. "Wait for the edge of the city. Just stay close.”

"Okay, Boss" Tdly let hersdf drop back a bit more, pleased that David knew who was coming
for him now.

At top speed, the chase soon reached the factory belt. They dl dimbed to avoid the automated
ddivery trucks rumbling through the darkness, orange underlights reading the road markings to find their
degtinations. The other three Cutters spread out behind her, cutting off any chance of the Smokies
doubling back.

With a glance upward a the stars and a lightning caculation, Taly saw that the two were dill
headed away from the river, zooming toward certain capture at the city's edge.

"Thisiskind of weird, Boss" she said. "Why isn't he heading for the river?'

"Maybe he got logt. He's just arandom, Tdly-wa. Not the brave boy you remember.”

Tdly heard soft laughter over the network, and her cheeks burned. Why did they keep acting like
David Hill meant something to her? He was just some ugly random. And, anyway, it did show some
bravery, snesking into the city like this...even if it was pretty stupid.

"Maybe they're heading for the Tralls," Fausto said.

The Tralls were abig preserve on the other sde of Crumblyville, the sort of place middle pretties



went hiking to pretend they were out in nature. 1t looked wild, but you could 4ill get picked up by a
hovercar when you got tired.

Maybe they thought they could disappear on foot. Didn't David redize that Cutters could fly past
the edge of the city? That they could see in the dark?

"Should | move in?' Tdly asked. Here in the factory bet, she could yank David off his board
without killing him.

"Rdax, Tdly," Shay sad flaly. "That's an order. The grid ends, no matter which way they go
from here"

Tdly clenched her figts, but didn't argue.

Shay had been specid longer than any of them. Her mind was 0 icy that shéd practicdly made
hersdf into a Specid—brain-wise, anyway—»bresking out of bubbleheadness with nothing but a sharp
knife againg her own skin. And Shay was the one who'd made the dedl with Dr. Cable, the arrangement
that dlowed the Cutters to destroy the New Smoke any way they wanted.

So Shay was the Boss, and obeying wasn't redly that bad. It was icier than thinking, which could
get you dl tangled up.

The neat estates of Crumblyville appeared below. Bare gardens flashed past, wating for late
pretties to plant goring flowers. David and his accomplice dropped to just above ground leve, Saying
low to give their lifters every bit of purchase on the grid.

Tdly saw their fingers brush as they hopped alow fence, and wondered if the two of them were
together. Probably David had found some new Smokey girl's life to wreck.

That was histhing: going around recruiting uglies to run away, seducing the best and the smartest
aty kids with the promise of rebdlion. And he aways had his favorites. First Shay, then Tdlly...

Tdly shook her head to clear it, reminding hersdlf that the socid life of Smokieswas of no
interest to a Specid.

Leaning forward, she coaxed her board faster. The black expanse of the Tralls was just ahead.
This chase was dmost over.

The two plunged into the darkness, disgppearing into dense trees. Tdly dimbed to skim the
forest canopy, watching for sgns of their passage in the sharp light of the moon. In the distance beyond
the Trals, the true wilds lay, the utter blackness of Outside.

A shiver played across the treetops, the Smokies two hoverboards stresking like a gust of wind
through the foredt....

"They're dill headed straight out,” she said.

"Weére right behind you, Taly-wa" Shay answered. "Care to join us down here?’

"Sure, Boss™" Tdly covered her face with both hands as she dropped, a spray of needles
traveling from foot to head, the caress of pine branches shooting dong her body. Then she was among
the tree trunks, zipping through the forest, knees bent, eyes wide open.

The other three Cutters had caught up with her, arrayed a hundred meters apart, crue-pretty
faces fiendish in the flickering moonlight.

Ahead, at the border between the Trails and the true wilderness, the two Smokies were dready
descending, ther boards meagnetic lifters running out of metd. Their skidding descent echoed through the
brush, followed by the sounds of running feet.

"Gameover," Shay sad.

Thelifting fans of Tdly's hoverboard kicked in beneath her, alow thrum drifting through the trees
like the growl of some hibernating beast. The Cutters dowed, dropping to a few meters dtitude,
scanning the dark horizon for movement.

A shiver of pleasure ran down Tdly's spine. The chase had become a game of hide-and-seek.

But not exactly a fair game. She made a finger gesture, and the chips in her hands and brain
responded, laying an infrared channd over Tdly's vison. The world was transformed—the
snow-patched ground turning a cold blue, the trees emitting soft green halos—every object illuminated by
its own heat. A few smdl mammds stood out, red and pulsang, heads twitching, as if they indinctivdy
knew that something dangerous was nearby Not far away, a hovering Fausto glowed, his feverish



Specia-body bright yelow, and Taly's own hands seemed to course with orange flames.

But in the now-purple darkness ahead of her, nothing of human sze appeared.

Tdly frowned, flicking back and forth between infrared and normd vison. "Where'd they go?'

"They must have sneak suits" Fausto whispered. "Otherwise we could see them.”

"Or andl them, at leadt,” Shay said. "Maybe your boyfriend's not so random after dl, Tdly-wa"

"What do we do?' Tachssaid.

"We get off and use our ears.”

Tdly let her hoverboard drop to the ground, the lifting blades splintering twigs and dry leaves as
they soun to a hdt. She stepped from the riding surface as it dilled, and the late winter cold leeched up
through her grippy shoes.

She wriggled her toes and listened to the forest, watching her breath curl out in front of her face,
waiting for the whine of the other boards to peter out. As the slence deepened, her ears caught a soft
sound pattering dl around her—the wind rattling pine needles in their tiny sheaths of ice. A few birds
disturbed the ar, and hungry squirrels who'd woken up from a long winter's deep scrabbled for buried
nuts. The breathing of the other Cutters came through on the skintennas ghodtly channd, separate from
the rest of the world.

But nothing that sounded like a human moved on the forest floor.

Tdly smiled. At least David was meking this interesting, sanding perfectly ill like this. But even
with sneak suits hiding their body heet, the Smokies couldn't remain motionless forever.

Besides, she could feel him out there. He was close.

Tdly slenced her skintenna feed, switching off the noise of the other Cutters, leaving hersdf in a
hushed, infrared world. Kneding, she closed her eyes, placing one bare pam on the hard, frozen ground.
Her speciad hands had chipsin them that caught the dightest vibration, and Tdly let her whole body listen
for stray sounds.

There was something in the ar ... ahum at the edge of hearing, more an itch in her ears than a
red noise. It was one of those ghodly presences she could hear now, like the buzz of her own nervous
sysem or the 9zze of fluorescent lights. So many sounds that were inaudible to uglies and bubbleheads
reached a Specid's ears, as srange and unexpected as the whorls and ridges of human skin under a
microscope.

But what exactly was it? The sound ebbed and flowed with the breeze, like the notes that sang
out from the high tension lines gretching from the city's solar arrays. Maybe it was some kind of trap, a
wire srung between two trees. Or wasit a razor-sharp knife angled so thet it caught the wind?

Taly kept her eyes closed, listening harder, and frowned.

More sounds had joined the firg, ringing from dl directions now. Three, four, then five
high-pitched notes began to ring, ther combined volume no louder than a hummingbird a a hundred
meters.

She opened her eyes, and as they refocused in the gloom, Tdly suddenly saw them: a dight
disolacement slhouetting five humean figures spread through the forest, their sneak suits blending amost
perfectly into the background.

Then she saw how they were standing—legs braced apart, one am pulled back, the other
outstretched—and redlized what the sounds were...

Bowstrings stretched taut and ready to fire.

"Ambush," Tdly said, then redlized she'd cut off her skintenna feed.

Sherebooted it just asthe first arrow flew.

NIGHTFIGHT

Arrows streaked through the air.
Tdly rolled to the ground, flattening hersdf on a bed of icy, falen needies. Something whitled



past, close enough to ruffle her hair.

Twenty meters away, one of the arrows connected, and an eectric buzz shot through her hearing
like a network overload, choking off a grunt from Tachs. Then an arrow struck Fausto, and Taly heard
him gasp before his feed went slent. She scrambled for cover behind the nearest tree, hearing two bodies
thudding againgt the hard ground. "Shay?" she hissed.

"They missed me," camethe answer. "Saw it coming.”

"Me too. They've definitdy got snesk auits”" Tdly shoved hersdf back againg the wide trunk,
scanning for slhouettes among the trees.

"And infrared, too," Shay said. Her voice was cam.

Tdly looked down at her hands, glowing fiercdy ininfrared, and swalowed. "So they can see us
perfectly and we can't see them?"

"Guess | didn't give your boyfriend enough credit, Taly- wa."

"Maybe if you bothered to remember that he was your boyfriend too, youd ..." Something
shifted in the trees ahead, and as her words faded, Tdly heard the snap of a bowstring. She threw hersdlf
to one sde as the arrow struck the tree, letting out a buzz like a shock-stick and covering the trunk in a
web of flickering light.

She scrambled away, ralling to a spot where two trees branches wound around each other.
Squeezing into a narrow crook between them, she said, "What's the plan now, Boss?'

"The plan is we kick their asses, Tdly-wa" Shay chided softly. "We're special. They got in the
firgd whack, but they're dill just random." Another bowstring snapped and Shay let out a grunt, which
was followed by the sound of footsteps sarinting through the brush.

The sound of more bowsdtrings sent Tdly to the ground, but the arrows whipped off into the
distance where Shay had retreated. Jttering shadows flickered through the forest, followed by the sounds
of dectricd discharge.

"Missed again,” Shay chuckled to hersdlf.

Tdly swalowed, trying to listen through the frantic pounding of her heart, curang the fact that the
Cutters hadn't bothered to bring snesk suits, or throwing weapons, or hardly anything Taly could use
right now. All she had was her cutting knife, fingernalls, specid reflexes, and muscles.

The embarrassing thing was, she'd gotten turned around somehow. Was she redly hidden behind
these trees? Or was an attacker looking Sraight at her, cdmly notching another arrow to take her down?

Tdly glanced up to try to read the stars, but branches broke the sky into unreadable patterns.
She waited, trying to take dow, steedying bregaths. If they hadn't fired & her again, she mus be out of
Sght.

But should sherun? Or gt tight?

Pressed between the trees, Tdly fdt naked. The Smokies had never fought this way before; they
adways ran awvay and hid when Specids showed up. Her Cutter training was dl about tracking and
capturing; no one had ever mentioned invisble attackers.

She glimpsad Shay's hot-yellow form dipping deeper into the Trails, moving farther away, leaving
her done.

"Boss?' she whispered. "Maybe we should call in some regular Speciads”

"Forget it, Tdly. Don't you dare embarrass mein front of Dr. Cable. Just Say where you are,
and I'll swving around from the side. Maybe we can pull off alittle ambush of our own."

"Okay. But how's that going to work? | mean, they're invisble and were not even—"

"Patience, Tdly-wa. And alittle quigt, please.”

Tdly sghed and forced her eyes closed, willing her heart to beat softer. She ligened for the hum
of drawn bowstrings.

A wavering pitch sounded not far behind her, a bow pulled taut, its arrow notched and ready to
fly. Then another pitch joined in, and a third...but were they amed a her? She counted a dow ten,
waiting for the snap of aloosed arrow.

But no sound came.

She must be hidden here. But she'd counted five Smokies in dl. If three had their bows drawn,



where were the other two?

Then, even softer than Shay's cdm and steady breathing, her ears caught the sound of footsteps
moving through the pine needles. But they were too careful, too quiet for a city-born random. Only
someone who'd grown up in the wild could move that softly.

David.

Tdly stood dowly, diding her back up the tree trunk, eyes opening.

The footsteps grew closer, coming up on her right. She eased hersdf sdeways, keeping the trees
bulk between hersdf and the sound.

Daing a quick glance upward, Tdly wondered if the branches were thick enough to shidd her
body heet from infrared optics. But there was no way she could dimb without David hearing.

He was close...Maybe if she darted out and sung him before the other Smokies loosed their
arrows. After dl, they were just uglies, cocky randoms who no longer had the advantage of surprise.

Tdly gave her dinger ring a twig, flipping out a freshly charged needle. "Shay where is he?' she
whispered.

"Tweve meters from you." The words were carried on the dightest breath. "Knedling, looking at
the ground.”

Even from a sanddtill, Tdly could run twelve metersin a few seconds...Would she be too fagt a
target for the other Smokies to hit?

"Bad news," Shay breathed. "He's found Tachss board.”

Tdly's teeth closed on her lower lip, redizing what the ambush was dl about: The Smokies
wanted to get hold of a Specid Circumstances hoverboard.

"Get ready,” Shay sad. "I'm headed back toward you." In the distance her glowing form
flickered between two trees, brilliantly obvious but too fast and far away to be caught by anything as
dow as an arrow.

Tdly forced her eyes closed again, ligening hard. She heard more footsteps, louder and dumser
than David's— the fifth Smokey searching for another of the Cutters boards.

It was time to make her move. She opened her eyes...

A sickening sound rumbled through the forest: the lifting fans of a hoverboard starting up, spitting
out chopped-up twigs and pine needles.

"Stop him!" Shay hissed.

Tdly was dready in mation, streaking toward the noise, redlizing with asick feding that thelifting
fans were loud enough to drown out the snap of bowstrings. The board rose before her, a hot-yellow
figureonit sagging in the arms of ablack silhouette. "He'staking Tachd™ she shouted. Two more steps
and she could jump..."Tally, duck!"

She dived for the ground, an arrow's feathers skimming past one shoulder as she twisted through
the air, the 9zzle of its eectric charge rasing the hairs on her scalp. Ancther shot past as Tdly rolled to
her fet, blindly hoping that more weren't on the way.

The board was three meters up and dimbing dowly, wavering under its double load. She jumped
graight up, the furious wind of the fans blowing straight down on her. At the last moment Tdly imagined
her fingers thruding into the lifting fans—chopped into a sporay of blood and grisle— and her nerve
fdtered. Her fingertips caught the riding surface's edge, baredly dinging, and her added weight began to
pull the board dowly earthward.

In her peripherd vison, Tdly saw an arrow flying toward her, and twisted wildly in midair to
dodge it. It shot past, but her fingers had logt their grip. One hand dipped, then the other...

AsTdly fdl, the growl of a second hoverboard ripped the air. They were seding another one.

Shay's cry shot through the noise: " Give me aboost!"

Tdly landed in a crouch indde the whirlwind of pine needles and saw Shay's ydlow-glowing form
running full tilt right a her. Tdly laced her fingers together and cupped her hands waist-high, ready to
throw Shay up at the board, which was sraining to dimb again.

Another missle streaked toward Tdly from the darkness. But if she ducked, Shay would take
the arrow in midlesp. Her teeth clenched, waiting for the agony of a shock-stick damming into her spine.



But the board's rotor-wash eased the arrow downward like an invisible hand. It struck between
Tdly'sfeet, exploding into abrilliant spiderweb on theicy ground. She tasted eectricity inthedamp air,
and tiny and invisible fingers played across her skin, but her feet were insulated by the soles of her grippy
shoes. Then Shay'sweight landed in her cupped hands, and Tdly grunted, flinging upward with al her
srength. Shay screamed as she soared into the air. Tally threw hersdf to one side, imagining more
arrowsin flight, her feet skipping across the still-buzzing shockstick. She spun around and fdll backward
to the ground.

Ancther arrow shot past her in a blur, missng her face by centimeters...

She glanced up: Shay had landed on the hoverboard, setting it teeter-tottering wildly. The lifting
fans dhrieked at its triple load. Shay raised a singer hand, but David's dark slhouette shoved Tachs
toward her, forcing her to catch hislimp form. She danced at the board's edge, trying to keep them both
from tumbling off.

Then David lashed out, catching Shay in the shoulder with a handhed shock-stick. Another web
of sparkslit the night sky.

Tdly rose to her feet, running back toward the struggle. The Smokies were not fighting fair!

Above her, a bright ydlow form was tumbling from the board, headfird... Tdly legped forward,
gretching out her hands. The dead weight thudded into her arms—the specid bones as hard as a sack of
basebd| bats—and sent her sprawling to the ground. "Shay?" she whispered, but it was Tachs.

Tdly glanced up. The hoverboard was ten meters up now, hopeessy out of reach, Shay's limp
form wrapped around David's snesk-suited darkness in an awkward embrace.

"Shay!" Tdly screamed as the hoverboard rose dill higher. Then her ears caught the snap of a
bowstring, and she threw hersdf to the ground again.

The arrow missed wildy—whoever had fired it was running. Snesk-suited forms were
everywhere, and more boards were buzzing to lifedl around her, the Smokies lifting into the air.

She twigted her crash bracelet, but there was no responding tug. They had taken dl four of the
Specids boards—Tadly was stranded on the ground, like some random hiker lost in the forest.

She shook her head in disbelief. Where had the Smokies gotten sneak suits? Since when did they
shoot people? How had this easy trick gone so wrong? She connected her skintennato the city network,
about to cdl Dr. Cable. Then she hesitated a moment, remembering Shay's orders. No calls, no matter
what—she couldn't disobey. All four hoverboardswerein the air now, their lifting fans giving off orange
glimmers of heet. She could see Shay unconsciousin David's arms, and the glowing form of another
Specid being carried off on adifferent board. Taly cursed. Tachs till lay on the ground, so they'd gotten
Fausto, too. She had to cal for reinforcements, but that would be breaking orders... A ping came
through the network. "Taly?' the distant voice asked. "What's going on out there?’

"Ho! Whereareyou?'

"Following your locators. A couple of minutes avay.”

Helaughed. "Y ou're not going to believe what that boy at the bash told me. The one your
Smokey was dancing with?"

"Never mind! Just get herefadt!" Tdly scanned the air, watching in frustration as the Cutters
boards lifted higher into the dark sky. In aminute, the Smokies would be gone for good. It wastoo late
for regular Specidsto get here, too late for anything. ..

Rage and frudtration surged through Tally, amost overwhelming her. David was not going to best
her, not thistime! She couldn't afford to lose her head. She knew what to do.

Making a dlaw with her right hand, Tdly dug her fingernails into the flesh of her Ieft am. The
delicate nerves woven into her skin screamed, a torrent of pain piling through her, overloading her brain.

But then the specid moment struck, icy darity replacing panic and confuson. She drew in the
cold ar in gasps...

Of course. David and the girl had ditched ther own hoverboards. They had to have Ieft them
close by

She turned and ran back toward the city, hunting in the darkness for the haf-remembered amdl
of David.



"What happened?’ Ho said. "How come you're the only one online?"

"We got jJumped. Be quiet.”

Long seconds later, Tdly's nose caught something: David's scent lingering where his hands had
polished and tuned, where his sweat had fdlen in the chase. The Smokies hadn't bothered to recover
their old-fashioned boards. She wasn't completely helpless.

At the snap of her fingers, David's board rose from its hasty covering of pine needies and into the
ar. She jJumped on and it wobbled ungteadily like the end of a diving board, without the sense of power
that the lifting fans gave. But Tdly had ridden one judt like it dl those months ago, and it was enough for
NOw.

"Ho, I'm coming to meet you!" The board shot dong the city's edge, speeding up as its lifters
grabbed hold of the magnetic grid.

She dimbed up through the trees, scanning the horizon. The Smokies flickered in the distance,
the bodies of ther two captives glowing like embersin afire.

Glandng up at the stars, she calculated angles and directions...

The Smokies were headed out toward the river, where they could use magnetics. Carrying two
passengers per board, they needed dl the lift they could get. "Ho, head for the western edge of the Tralls.

Fast!"

"Why?"

"To savetime" She had to keep her quarry in Sght. The Smokies might be invisble, but the two
captive Specids shone like infrared beacons.

"Okay, I'm coming," Ho answered. "But what's going on again?'

Tdly didn't respond, whipping through the treetops like a ddom rider. Ho wasn't going to like
what Tdly had to do, but there was no other choice. That was Shay out there, being dragged away by
David. Thiswas Tdly's chance to pay her back for dl those old mistakes.

To provethat she wasredly specidl.

Ho was there, waiting where the dark trees of the Trails began to thin.

"Hey, Tdly," he said as she zoomed toward him. "Why are you riding that piece of junk?'

"Long story.” Shetwisted to ahalt beside him.

"Yegh, wdl, could you please tdl mewhat's—" He let out a Sartled cry as Tdly pushed him off
his board, sending him tumbling into the darkness below.

"Sorry, Ho-la" she said, stepping from the Smokey board onto his and angling it toward the
river. Itslifting fans spun to life as she crossed the city's border. "Need to borrow your ride. Don't have
time to explain.”

Ancther grunt reached her ears as Ho's bracelets brought hisfdl to a hdt. "Tdly! What the—"

"They've got Shay Fausto, too. Tachs is back in the Tralls, unconscious. Go make sure he's
okay"

"What?" Ho's voice was fading as Tdly shot out into the wild, leaving the city's network
repeaters behind. She scanned the horizon and caught distant flickers of infrared, like two glowing eyes
ahead—Fausto and Shay.

The hunt was Hill on.

"We got jumped. Aren't you listening?" She bared her teeth. "And Shay said no cdls to Dr.
Cable. We don't want any help with this" Taly was certain Shay would hate for Specid Circumstances
to find out that the Cutters—Dr. Cable's very special Speciads—had been made foals of.

For that matter, a squadron of screaming hovercars would only let the Smokies know that they
were being followed. All aone, Taly might be able to sneak up on them.

She leaned forward, coaxing every hit of speed from her borrowed board, Ho's protests fading
behind her.

She was going to catch them. There were five Smokies and two captives on four boards; no way
could they make top speed. Tdly just had to remember that they were random, and she was specid.



She dill had a chance to rescue Shay capture David, and make thisdl okay.

RESCUE

Tdly flew low and fast, bardy skimming the surface of the river, saring into the dark trees on
dther 9de.

Where were they?

The Smokies couldn't be that far in front—not with only a couple of minutes head start. But like
her, they were flying low, usng the minerd depositsin the winding riverbed for extra push, keeping under
cover of the trees. Even the specia-hot infrared glow of Shay's and Fausto's bodies couldnt penetrate
the dark cloak of the forest. And that was a problem.

What if they'd already pulled off the river, snesking into the trees to watch her fly past? On ther
golen boards, the Smokies could head off in any direction they wanted.

Tdly needed a few seconds up in the sky, looking down. But the Smokies aso had infrared. To
take a peek without giving hersdf away, she would have to cool her body temperature way down.

She looked into the dark water rushing past her feet and shivered.

Thiswas not going to be fun.

Tdly spun to a stop, freezing spray spitting up from the tail of her board, tickling her ams and
face, sending another shiver through her bones. The river was running fast, filled to the brim with mdted
snow ralling down from the mountains, as chill as a champagne bucket back in bubblehead days.

"Wonderful," Tdly said with a scowl, then stepped from the board.

With toes pointed, she bardy made a plash, but the freezing water set her heart pounding medly.
In seconds her teeth began to chatter, her musdes denching, threatening to snap her bones. She pulled
Ho's board down into the water beside her, and the lifting fans spat out tendrils of steam as they cooled.

Tdly began an endless, torturous count of ten, wishing bad luck and destruction down on David,
the Smokies, and whoever it was who'd firg invented freezing water. The cold seeped into her body,
meking her nerves scream and leeching deep into her bones.

But then it hit her, the specid moment. It was like when she cut hersdlf, the pain building until she
could hardly stand it anymore. . .then suddenly flipping ingde out. And hidden within the agony the strange
darity came agan, asif the world had ordered itsdlf into something that made perfect sense.

Jugt as Dr. Cable had promised so long ago, this was better than bubbly. All of Tdly's senses
were on fire, but her mind seemed to stand gpart from them, observing ther sensations without being
overwhelmed.

She was non-random, above average...dmost beyond human. And she had been made to save
the world.

Tdly stopped counting and let out a dow, cadm breath, and bit by bit, her shivering faded away.
Theicy water had logt its power.

She pulled hersdf back onto Ho's board, grasping its edges with bone-pale knuckles. It took
three tries to snap her numbed fingers loud enough, but findly the hoverboard began to rise into the dark
sky, dimbing as high as the cool and slent magnetic lifters would take it. As she cleared the trees, the
wind hit like an avalanche of cold, but Taly ignored it, her eyes sweeping across the marveloudy clear
world below.

There they were—only a kilometer or so ahead—a flicker of boards agang the black water, a
glimpse of a glowing humean in infrared. The Smokies seemed to be going dowly, hardly moving at al.
Maybe they were resting, unaware that they were beng followed. But to Tdly, it was asif her moment of
icy focus had stopped them in their tracks,

She let the board drop, fdling out of sght before her body heet could cut through the chill of
soaked clothes. The costume dorm uniform dung to her like a wet woolen blanket. Pulling off the jacket,
Tdly let it fdl into the river.



Her board roared back to life, skimming forward with fans fully engaged, leaving a meter-high
wake.

Tdly might be soaking and frozen to the bone, and only one againg five, but the dunking hed
cleared her head. She fdt her specia senses dissecting the forest around her, her indincts spinning, her
mind cdculaing from the stars overhead exactly how long it would take to catch up.

Her hands flexed numbly, but Taly knew that they were the only weapons she needed, no matter
what other little tricks the Smokies had brought aong.

Shewasready for thisfight.

Sixty seconds later, she saw it: alone hoverboard waiting for her, just past a bend in the river. Its
rider stood camly, black slhouette holding the glowing form of a Specid.

Tdly swirled to a hdt, whipping in a tight circle to scan the trees. The forest's deep purple
background was filled with haf-glimpsed shapes whipped into motion by the wind, but no human forms.

She looked at the dark figure blocking the river before her. The sneak suit hid his face, but Tdly
remembered the way David stood on a hoverboard: his back foot pointed forty-five degrees out, like a
dancer waiting for the mudc to start. And she could fedl thet it was him.

The glowing-hat form sagging in his arms had to be Shay, sill unconscious.

"Y ou saw mefollowing you?' she asked.

He shook hishead. "No, but | knew you would."

"What isthis? Another ambush?’

"Weneed to talk.”

"While your friends get farther away?' Taly's hands flexed, but she didn't shoot forward and
attack. 1t was drange to hear David's voice again. It traveled clearly over the rushing water, carying a
hint of nerves.

Sheredlized that he was scared of her.

Of course hewas, but it ill felt strange. ..

"Can you remember me?"' he asked.

"What do you think, David?' Tdly scowled. "I remembered you even when | was a bubblehead.
Y ou aways made a big impression.”

"Good," he sad, like sheld meant that as a compliment. "Then you remember the last time you
saw me. Youd figured out how the city had messed up your head. You forced yoursdf to think clearly
agan, not like a pretty. And you escaped. Remember?'

"I remember my boyfriend lying on a pile of blankets, haf-brain-dead,” she said. "Thanks to
those pills your mother cooked up.”

At the mention of Zane, a tremor went through David's dark form. "That was a mistake."

"A mistake? You mean, you sent those pills to me accidentally?"

He shifted on the board. "No. But we warned you about the risks. Don't you remember?”

"I remember everything now, Davidl | can findly see” Her mind was clear, Specid-clear,
untangled from wild, ugly emotions and bubbleheadedness, fully redizing the truth of what the Smokies
were. They weren't revolutionaries; they were nothing but egomaniacs, playing with lives, leaving broken
peoplein ther wake.

"Tdly," he pleaded softly, but she just laughed. Tdly's flagh tattoos were spinning wildly, pushed
into furious moation by the freezing water and her anger. Her mind focused to a razor point, and saw his
outline clearer with every best of her pounding heart.

"You gted children, David, dty kids who don't know how dangerous it is out in the wild. And
you play games with them."

He shook his head. "I never ... | never meant to play games with you, Taly. I'm sorry.”

She dtarted to answer, but saw David's sgnd just in time. It was nothing but a flicker of one
finger, but her mind was so sharp that the tiny movement bloomed like fireworks againgt the dark.

Tdly's awareness shot out indl directions, searching the blackness around her. The Smokies had
chosen a spot where hdf-submerged rocks added to the water's roar, covering any subtle sounds, but
somehow Tdly felt the moment of attack.



An indant later, her peripherd vison caught the arrows on their way: one from each side, like
two fingers crushing a bug. Her mind dowed time to a haf-dead crawl. Less than a second from hitting,
the missles were too close for gravity to pull her down, no matter how fast she bent her knees. But Tdly
didn't need gravity...

Her hands shot up from her sides, ebows bending, fingers curling into fists around the arrow
shafts. They did afew centimeters through her pams, the friction burning like swffing a candle, but their
momentum choked in her grip.

The dectric buzz in their tips sputtered for an angry moment, close enough that Tdly fet the heat
on both cheeks, and then the arrows fizzed in frudtration.

Her eyes were dill locked on David, and even through the sneak suit she saw his jaw drop open,
asmdl, amazed sound carrying across the water.

Shelet out asharp laugh.

His voice was shaking. "What have they done to you now, Taly?'

"They mademesee” shesad

He shook his head sadly, then pushed Shay into the river.

She fdl forward limply, smacking the water facefirs and hard. David whirled around on his
board, kicking up a spray as he bolted awvay. The two archers zoomed out from the trees and followed,
boards roaring to life.

"Shay!" Tdly cried, but the unmoving body was aready dipping under, dragged down by the
weight of crash bracelets and soaked dothing. Shay's infrared colors began to change in the cold water,
hands fading from bright ydlow to orange. The fast current carried her under Taly, who threw the spent
arrows aside, soun on one hed, and dove into the freezing river.

A few panicked strokes brought her up beside the dimly glowing form, and she reached out to
grab Shay's hair, yanking her head out of the water. Hash tattoos hardly moved on the pale face, but then
Shay shuddered and emptied her lungs with a sudden cough.

"Shay-lal" Tdly twisted in the water, getting a better grip.

Shay waved her arms weskly, then coughed up more water. But her flash tattoos were gradudly
coming back to life, pinning faster as her heartbeat strengthened. Her face glowed brighter in infrared as
flowing blood began to warm it back up.

Tdly shifted her grip, sruggling to keep both their heads above water, Sgnding with her crash
bracelet. Her borrowed board responded with a magnetic tug, on its way.

Shay's eyes opened, blinking afew times. "That you, Taly-wa?"

"Yes itsme”

"Quit pulling my hair." Shay coughed again.

"Oh, sorry.” Tdly untangled her fingers from the wet strands. When the hoverboard nudged her
from behind, she dung an am over it, wrgpping the other around Shay. A long shiver traveled through
them both.

"Waters cold...," Shay said. Her lips were dmogt bluein Taly'sinfrared.

"No kidding. But it woke you up, a least.” She managed to lift Shay onto the board, getting her
upright. She sat there, huddled miserably againgt the breeze while Tdly stayed in the river, Saring up into
her glassy eyes. "Shay-la? Do you know where you are?"

"You woke meup, S0 | was...adegp?' Shay shook her head, dosing her eyes in concentration.
"Crap. That means they got me with one of those stupid arrows.”

"Not an arrow; David had ashock-gtick in hishand.”

Shay spat into the river. "He cheated. Throwing Tachs a me" She frowned, opening her eyes
agan. "Is Tachs okay?"

"Yegh. | caught him before he hit the ground. Then David tried to take you away. But | got you
back."

Shay managed athin smile. "Good job, Taly-wa."

Tdly fdt athin, shivery grin on her face.

"What about Faugto?'



Tdly sghed again as she pulled hersdf up onto the board, its fans soinning into motion under her
weight. "They took him, too." She glanced up the river, seaing nothing but darkness. "And they're long
gone by now, | guess™

Shay wrapped a shivering, wet am around Tally. "Dont worry. Well get him back." She glanced
down, confused. "So how did | get in the river?’

"They flew you out here, used you as bait. They wanted to capture me, too. But | was too fast
for them, so David pushed you in to distract me, | suppose. Or maybe he was trying to give the other
Smokies time to get away, the ones with Fausto.”

"Hmm. That'salittleinsulting,” Shay said.

"Whet is?'

"They used me as adecoy instead of Fausto?

Tdly grinned and squeezed Shay harder. "Maybe they were more sure I'd stop for you.”

Shay coughed into afig. "Well, when | catch them, they're going to wish they'd dumped me off a
diff instead.” She took a deep breath, her lungs findly drawing clear. "Funny though. It's not like the
Smokies, throwing someone into freezing water while they're unconscious. Know what 1 mean?*

Tdly nodded. "Maybe they're getting desperate.”

"Maybe" Shay shivered again. "It's like living out in nature is tumning them into Rusties. You can
Ml people with bows and arrows, after dl. | kind of liked them better the old way"

"Metoo," Tdly sghed. The razor-sharpness of her anger was fading, leaving her spirit as soggy
as her dothing. No matter how hard sheld tried to fix everything, Fausto was dill gone, and David too.

"Anyway, thanksfor the rescue, Tdly-wa."

"That's okay, Boss." Tdly took her friend's hand. "So...are we even now?'

Shay laughed, wrapping her am around Taly, her grin widening to reved every one of her
pointed teeth. "You and | don't have to worry about being even, Taly-wa"

Tdly fdt a burst of warmth, like she dways did when Shay amiled. "Redly?'

Shay nodded. "Weé're too busy being specid.”

They met Ho back at the ambush ste. Hed managed to get Tachs awake, and had put in a cdl
to the rest of the Cutters. They were twenty minutes away, bringing extra boards and screaming for
revenge.

"Dont worry about getting even, well be vigting the Smokies soon enough,” Shay said, without
bothering to mention the problem with that plan: No one knew where the New Smoke was. In fact, no
one was aureif it was anywhere a dl. Since the origind Smoke had been destroyed, the Smokies kept
moving from one spot to another. And now that they had four brand-new Specid Circumstances
hoverboards, they'd be even harder to pin down.

While Shay and Tally wrung out their wet clothes, Ho and Tachs wandered around the darkness
of the Trails, looking for clues. Soon they found the hoverboard that the Smokey girl had abandoned.

"Check the charge on that thing," Shay ordered Tachs. "At least we can figure out how far they
hed to fly to get here.”

"Good idea, Boss," Tdly said. "No solar recharging at night, after dl.”

"Yeah, I'm feding redly brilliant," Shay sad. "But a distance doesn't tdl us much. We need
more."

"Weve got more, Boss," Ho said. "Like | was trying to tdl Tdly right before she shoved me off
my board, | had a conversation with that ugly kid at the bash. The one the Smokey gifl was giving nanos?
Before | handed him over to the wardens, | managed to scare im alittle”

Tdly didn't doubt that. Ho's flash tattoos included a demon's face drawn over his own features,
its bloodred lines shifting through a sequence of wild expressions in time with his pulse.

Shay snorted. "That little punk knew where the New Smoke was?"

"Not a chance. But he knew where he was supposed to take the nanos.”

"Let meguess, Ho-1a," Shay said. "New Pretty Town?"



"Yegh, of course" He held up the plagtic bag. "But these weren't just for anyone, Boss. He was
supposed to take them to the Crims."

Tdly and Shay looked at each other. All but a few of the Cutters had been Crims back in ther
pretty days. The clique was dl about meking trouble: acting like an ugly, beeting the lesons, keeping the
shdlowness of New Pretty Town from erasing your brain.

Shay shrugged. "The Crims are huge these days. There are hundreds of them." She amiled. "Ever
since me and Tdly made them famous."

Ho nodded. "Hey, | was one too, remember? But that ugly kid mentioned a name, someone he
was supposed to give them to specidly.”

"Anyoneweknow?' Tdly sad.

"Yeah...Zane. He said the nanos were for Zane."

THE PROMISE

"Why didn't you tell me Zane was back?"

"Because | didn't know. It'sonly been two weeks." Taly expelled along sigh through her teeth.
"What'sthe matter?' Shay said. "Don't believe me?" Taly turned away to stareinto thefire, unsure how
to answer. Not trusting other Cutters wasn't very icy—it led to doubts and muddied thoughts. But for the
first time since becoming a Specid, shefdt out of place, uncomfortablein her own skin. Her fingers
moved restlessy up and down the cutting scars aong her arms, and sounds from the forest around them
were making her jumpy.

Zane was back from the hospital, but he wasn't here with her at the Cutters camp, out in the wild
where he should be. And that fdt wrong...

All around them, the other Cutters were keegping themselves icy. They'd made a bonfire of fdlen
trees tonight, Shay's way of building morde after last night's ambush. All sixteen of them—minus
Fausto—were gathered around, daring one another to dash through the flames barefoot, boasting about
what they were going to do to the Smokies when they findly caught them.

And yet Tdly fdt outsdeit dl, somehow.

Usudly, she loved bonfires, the way they made the shadows jump like living things, the red
wickedness of burning trees. That was the whole point of being specid: You existed to make sure
everyone ese behaved, but that didn't mean you hed to.

But tonight the bonfire amdl kept triggering memories of her Smokey days. A few of the Cutters
hed recently switched from cutting to branding, marking their arms with the red-hot ends of firebrands.
Like cutting, it kept your mind icy. But for Tdly, the smdl was too much like when they'd cooked dead
animds back in the Smoke. So she stuck to knives.

She kicked a gtick into the flames. "Of course | trust you, Shay. But for the last two months |
figured that Zane would join Specid Circumstances the moment he got better. The thought of imin New
Pretty Town, wearing some cookie-cutter face ..." She shook her head.

"If I could get him here, Tdly-wa, | would."

"So you'll talk to Dr. Cable about it?"

Shay spread her hands. "Tdly, you know the rules. To join Speciad Circumstances, you have to
prove you're specid. You have to think your way out of being a bubblehead.”

"But Zane was practicdly specid back when he led the Crims. Doesn't Cable understand that?!

"But he didn't redly change until after he took Maddy's pill." Shay scooted closer and put her
am around Tdly's shoulder, her eyes flickering red in the firdight. "You and | thought our way out,
without any help.”

"Zane and | started changing from the firg time we kissed," Tdly said, pulling away. "If he hadn't
gotten his brain toasted, he'd be one of us by now."

"So what are you worried about?' Shay shrugged. "He did it once, he can do it again.”



Tdly turned to glare a Shay, undble to say what they were both wondering. Was Zane dill the
bubbly guy who'd started the Crims? Or had his brain damage changed dl that, dooming him to stay a
bubblehead for the rest of hislife?

Thewholething wastotaly unfair. Completely random.

When the Smokies had brought the firg nanos into New Pretty Town, they'd Ieft two pills for
Tdly to find, dong with a letter from hersdf warning about the dangers, but saying she'd given 'informed
consent.” She'd been too scared & fird, but Zane was dways bubbly, awaystrying to escape from being
pretty-minded. He'd offered to take the untried pills

The nanos were supposed to free the pretties, turning them from bubbleheads into...well, no one
hed ever bothered to figure out what exactly. What would you do with a bunch of spoiled, superbeatiful
people with no limits on their appetites? Let them loose on the fragile world, to destroy it the way the
Rudties dmog had three centuries before?

Inany case, the cure hadn't redly worked like it was supposed to. Tdly and Zane had it the
pills and Zane had gotten the unlucky one. The nanos in it had eaten the lesons that made him a
bubblehead, but then they'd kept right on going, egting awvay more and more of hismind...

Tdly shuddered at the thought of how lucky she'd been. The only purpose of her pill had been to
switch off the nanos in the other one. Alone, it hadn't done anything— she'd only thought she'd taken the
cure. And yet shed managed to stop being a bubblehead dl on her own—no nanos, no operation, not
even cutting hersdlf like Shay's crew had.

That waswhy shewasin Specid Circumstances.

"But ether one of us could have taken that pill," Tdly said softly. “It's not fair."

"Sure, it's not fair. But that doesn't make it your fault, Tdly." A laughing, barefoot Cutter ran
through the cods before them, scattering sparks. "You were the lucky one. That's what happens when
you're specid. Why fed quilty?'

"I never said | fdt guilty." Taly snapped astick in two. "l just want to do something abouit it. So
I'm coming with you tonight, okay?"

"I'm not sureyou're up toit, Tdly-wa"

"I'mfine. Aslong as | don't have to stick any plastic on my face.”

Shay laughed, reaching out to trace the sweeping lines of Taly's flash tattoos with her pinkie-nail.
"I'm not worried about your face—just your brain. Two ex-boyfriendsin arow could messwith it."

Tdly turned away. "Zane's not an ex-boyfriend. He might be a bubblehead right now, but hdl
think hisway out."

"Look a you," Shay said. "Youre shaking. That's not very icy."

Tdly looked down at her hands. Made fids to control them.

She kicked a hefty log onto the fire, scattering sparks. Watching as the flames wrapped around
it, she opened her hands to the heat. Somehow, the freezing river had given her achill that wouldn't leave,
no matter how close she sat to the blaze.

She just needed to see Zane again, and this weird feding in her bones would go away.

"Areyou shivering because you saw David?'

"David?' Taly snorted. "What gave you that idea?'

"Dont be embarrassed, Tdly-wa No one can be icy dl the time. Maybe you just need a cut.”
Shay drew her knife.

Tdly wanted to, but she snorted and spat into the fire. Shay wasn't going to make her fed weak
thisway. "I handled David jut fine...better than you did, | seem to remember.”

Shay laughed and punched Tdly on the shoulder playfully, except it actudly hurt.

"Ouch, Boss" Tdly sad. Appaently, Shay was dill unhgppy about beng beaten in
hand-to-hand combat by a random the night before.

Shay looked down at her fid. "Sorry. Didn't mean that, redly.”

"Whatever. So are we even now? Can | go see Zane with you?'



Shay groaned. "Not while he's dill a bubblehead, Tdly-wa. Itll only fresk you out. Why don't
you go help look for Fausto ingtead?"

"You don't redly think they'll find anything, do you?'

Shay shrugged, then flicked off her skintenna connection to the other Cutters. "Have to give them
something to do," she said softly.

Later, the others were going to head out on their hoverboards and scan the wild. The Smokies
couldn't remove Fausto's skintenna without killing him, so his sgnd would read from a kilometer or so
away. But mere kilometers meant nothing in the wild, Taly knew. On her way to the Smoke, shed
traveled a hoverboard speeds for days without encountering any sign of humanity had seen whole cities
submerged in desert sands and jungle. If the Smokies wanted to disappear, the naturd world was more
than big enough.

Tdly snorted. "Doesn't mean you have to waste my time too.”

"How many timesdo | haveto explain this, Taly-wa?Y ou're special now. Y ou shouldn't be
mooning over some bubblehead. Y ou're a Cutter, Zane's not—it'sas smple asthat.”

"If itsso ample, thenwhy do | fed thisway?'

Shay let out a groan. "Because, Tdly, you're up to your usud trick: meking things complicated.”

Tdly sighed and kicked at the fire, sending a stream of sparks into the air. She remembered a lot
of times when she'd been contented—as a bubblehead, even as a Smokey But somehow her satifaction
never lasted very long. She dways found hersdlf changing, pushing againg the limits and ruining things for
everyone around her.

"It's not dways my fault," she said softly. "Thingsjust get complicated, sometimes.”

"Wadl, trust me on this one, Tdly. Seeing Zane is going to make things really complicated. Just
give im time to find his own way here. Aren't you happy with us?'

Tdly nodded dowly—she was happy. Her specia senses made the whole world icy, and every
moment spent in this new body was better than a year of being pretty. But now that she knew Zane was
hedthy, his absence muddled everything. Suddenly, she fdt unfinished and unred.

"I'm happy, Shay-la. But remember when Zane and | escaped the city last time? And we Ieft you
behind? Well, | can't do that again.”

Shay shook her head. "Sometimes you have to let people go, Tdly-wa"

"So | should have let you go last night, Shay? Just let you drown?”

Shay groaned. "Great example, Taly. Look, this is for your own good. Believe me, you don't
want this complication.”

"Then let's make it Smple, Shay-la™ Tdly put the tip of her thumb between her razor teeth and bit
down. With a prick of pain, the iron taste of blood spread across her tongue, and her mind cleared a
little.

"Once Zaneis specid, I'll stop. Il never make things complicated again.” She held out her hand.
"I promise, blood for blood."

Shay stared at thelittle drop of blood. "You swear to that?'

"Yes I'll be agood little Cutter and do whatever you and Dr. Cable tdl me. Just give me Zane."

Shay paused for a moment, then flicked her own thumb across her knife, watching thoughtfully as
the blood welled up. "All | ever wanted was for us to be on the same side, Tdly."

"Metoo. | just want Zane here with us."

"Anything to make you happy.” Shay smiled and took Taly's hand, squeezing their thumbs
together...hard. "Blood for blood.”

As the pain pushed through her, Tdly fdt her mind grow icy for the firg time dl day. She could
see her future now, a clear path with no more reversas or confusons. She'd fought being ugly and she'd
fought being pretty, but that was dl over—she just wanted to be specid from now on.

"Thank you, Shay-la" Tdly said softly. "I'll keep this promise.”

Shay released her, deaning the knife with afew quick swipes across her thigh. "I'll make sure that
you do."

Tdly swallowed, then licked her gtill-throbbing thumb. "So can | come with you tonight, Boss?



Peas=?’
"I suppose you have to now," Shay said, amiling sadly. "But you might not like what you see.”

NEW PRETTY TOWN

After the others headed into the wild, Shay and Tdly banked the bonfire, jumped on their
boards, and flew toward the city.

New Pretty Town was lit with colorful explosonsin the sky, jus like every other night. Tethered
hot-air balloons floated above the party spires, and gas torches lit the pleasure gardens, like bright snakes
acending the idand's doping sdes. The tdlest buildings cast jittering shadows in the fireworks
momentary light, reshaping the city's silhouette with every burst.

As they approached New Pretty Town, the ragged cheers of drunken bubbleheads scattered
down to meet them. For a moment, the joyous sound made Tadly fed like an envious ugly watching from
across the river, walting to turn Sxteen. Thiswas her fird trip back to New Pretty Town since becoming
aSpecid.

"Do you ever miss pretty days, Shay-la?' she sad. They'd only spent a couple of months
together in bubblehead paradise before everything had gotten complicated. "It was kind of fun.”

"It was bogus,” Shay said. "I'd rather have abrain.”

Tdly sghed. She couldn't disagree—but having a brain hurt so much sometimes. She licked her
thumb, where ared spot Hill marked her promise.

Climbing the idand's dope through a pleasure garden, the two of them kept to the shadows,
heading for the center of town. They glided right above afew entangled couples, but no one spotted them
overhead.

"Told you we didn't need to switch on our sneak suits, Tdly-wa" Shay chuckled softly, letting
the skintenna network carry her words. "When it comes to bubbleheads, we're dready invisble”

Tdly didn't answer, just looked down a the new pretties pasing below. They looked so
cludess, so completely unaware of dl the dangers they had to be protected from. Ther lives might be full
of pleasure, but they seemed so meaningless to her now. She couldnt let Zane live like this.

Suddenly, laughter and screams came through the trees, gpproaching fast ... a hoverboard
speed. Hicking her sneak suit on, Tdly angled into the thick pine needles of the nearest treetops. A line
of boarders came ddoming through the garden, laughing like hystericd demons. She crouched lower,
feding her suit sprout dappled camouflage and wondering how so many uglies had snuck over to New
Pretty Town dl a once. Not a bad trick...

Maybe this bunch would be worth following.

But then she saw thar faces: beautiful and huge-eyed, perfect in symmetry, absolutdly clear of
blemishes They were pretties.

They shot past unaware, dhrieking a the top of ther lungs, zooming toward the river. Thear
screams faded, leaving only the amdl of perfume and champagne.

"Boss, did you see—"

"Yeeh, Tdly-wa, | did." Shay was slent for amoment.

Tdly swalowed. Bubbleheads didn't hoverboard. You needed dl your reflexes to stay on; you
couldnt be dl fuzzy-brained and easily distracted. When new pretties wanted thrills, they jumped off
buildings wearing bungee jackets or rode in hot-air baloons, things that didn't require any skill.

But these pretties hadn't Smply been boarding; they'd been doing it well. Things had changed in
New Pretty Town since the last time Tdly had been here. She remembered Specia Circumstance's latest
report, that there were more runaways leaving the city every week, an epidemic of uglies disappearing
into the wild. But what would happen if pretties got it into their heads to run away? Shay emerged from
her hiding place, her suit shifting from dappled green to matte black. "Maybe the Smokies have been
passing out more pills than we thought,” she said. "They could be doing it right here in New Pretty Town.



After dl, if they've got sneak suits, they can go anywhere.”

Tdly's eyes scanned the trees around them. In a well-tuned suit, as David's ambush had proven,
you could hide even from a Specid's senses. "Tha reminds me, Boss. Where did the Smokies get hold
of those suits? They couldn't make them, could they?

"No way. And they didn't sted them ether. Dr. Cable said that dl the cities keep track of their
military equipment. But nobody's reporting anything missing, not anywhere on the continent.”

"Y ou told her about last night?*

"About the sneak uits, yes. But not about loang Fausto or our boards.”

Tdly pondered this, floating in alazy arc above a flickering torch. "So...you think the Smokies
found some old Rusty technology?*

"Sneak auits are too cdever for the Rudties. They were only good & killing." Shay's voice faded,
and she stayed slent for a moment as a group of Bashers walked through the trees below, drumming
loudly as they headed to some party by the river. Tdly peered down, wondering if they looked more
lively than norma Bashers. Was everyone intown getting more bubbly? Maybe the nanos' effects would
rub off even on pretties who hadn't taken a pill—Hust as being around Zane had dways made her
bubblier.

After the group had passed, Shay said, "Dr. C thinks the Smokies have some new friends. City
friends”

"But only Specid Circumstances has sneak suits. Why would one of us—?"

"l didn't say this city, Tdly-wa."

"Oh," Tdly murmured. Cities didn't usudly mess with one another's busness—that sort of conflict
was too dangerous. It could wind up like the wars the Rudties used to have, with whole continents vying
for control, trying to kill one another. Just the thought of fighting with another city's Specia Circumstances
sent a nervous trickle down her spine. ..

They landed on top of Pulcher Mansion, coming down among solar cdlls and ar extractors. A
few bubbleheads stood on the roof, but they were trandfixed by the dance of hot-air baloons and
fireworks overhead and didn't see athing.

It fdt strange being on the roof of Pulcher again. Tdly had practicaly lived here with Zane last
winter, but she saw everything differently now. Smdled it differently too— scents of human habitation
came from the spinning air extractors that dotted the roof. Totaly unlike the fresh ar of the wild, it made
her fed anxious and crowded.

"Check this out, Tdly-wa" Shay said, sending a vison overlay through her skintenna Tdly
opened it, and the building underfoot faded to transparency, reveding a grid of blue lines marked with
glowing blobs.

She blinked afew times, trying to make sense of the overlay. "Isthis some kind of infrared?"

Shay laughed. "No, Tdly-wa It's afeed from the dity interface” She pointed to a cluster of blobs
two floors below. "That's Zane-la and some friends. He's ill in his old room, see?’

As Tdly focused on each blob in turn, a name popped up besde it. She remembered the
interface rings that bubbleheads and uglies wore, and how the city used them to keep track of people.
Like dl troublemaking pretties, though, Zane had probably been fitted with a bracelet, which was
bascdly an interface ring that you couldn't take off.

The other blobs in Zane's room were labeled with names, most of which she didn't recognize. Al
her old Crim friends had been part of last winters big escape into the wild. Like Taly, they'd thought ther
way out of being bubbleheads, so they were Specids now—except for those who were dill out in the
wild, gill Smokies.

Periss name hovered right next to Zane's. Peris had been Tdly's best friend since they were
littlies, but during the escape he'd backed out a the last minute, deciding to stay a bubblehead. He was
one pretty who would never be specid, that much Taly knew.

But at least Zane had afamiliar face around.



She frowned. "It must be weird for Zane. Everyone can recognize him from dl the tricks we
pulled, but he might not even remember any of it..." She let her whisper fade, pushing the awful thoughts
avay.

"At least he's got some standards,” Shay said. "There's about a dozen bashes hgppening in New
Pretty Town tonight, but apparently none of them are bubbly enough for Zane and his crew.”

"But they're just Stting around in his room.” None of the blobs looked to be moving much.
Whatever they were up to, it didn't look very bubbly.

"Yeah. Taking in private is going to be tricky." Shay had planned to trail Zane for a while, then
pul him aside in some dark spot between parties.

"Why arethey dl doing nothing?"

Shay touched Taly's shoulder. "Rdax, Taly-wa If they let im come back to New Pretty Town,
Zanes fit to party. What would be the point otherwise? Maybe it's too early, and going out would be
bogus.”

"l hope s0."

Shay made a gesture, and the vison overlay faded a little, the red world around them coming
back into focus. She pulled on her dimbing gloves. "Come on, Taly-wa Let's go find out for oursdves.”

"Can't we hear them through the city interface?"

"Not unless we want Dr. Cable ligening in. I'd rather keep this between us Cutters.”

Tdly smiled. "Okay, Shay-la. So, between us Cutters, what exactly is the plan tonight?'

"I thought you wanted to see Zane," Shay said, then shrugged. "Anyway, Specids don't need
plans”

Climbing was easy these days.

Tdly didn't fear heights anymore—they didn't even make her icy There was only the dightest
sensation of waning as she looked over the edge of the roof. Nothing panicky or
nervous-making—more like a little reminder from her brain to be careful.

She swung both legs over and lowered hersdf, letting her feet dide down Pulcher Mansion's
gmooth wall. One grippy-shoed toe wedged into a seam between two sections of ceramic, and she
paused, letting the sneak auit turn itsdf the color of the manson. She fdt its scales shifting to maich the
building's texture.

When the it finished its adjustments, Tdly released her hold on the roof-ledge. She hdf-fel and
haf-did, hands and feet scraping down the ceramic, darting out medly to catch more seams, the edges of
window frames, haf-repaired cracks in the wall. None of the imperfections was sturdy enough to hold
her weight, but each momentary hand- or foothold dowed her just a little, the descent dways under
contral. It was thrillingly tenuous, asif Tdly were a bug running across water too quickly to snk.

By the time she reached Zane's window, Taly wasfdling fast, but her fingers shot out and caught
the ledge easlly. She swung in a wide arc, grippy gloves dicking to the ledge as if glued there, her
momentum dowly expending itsdf as she pendulummed back and forth.

When she looked up, Tdly saw Shay perched a meter above, baanced on a tiny ridge of
window frame that stuck out no more than a centimeter from the wal. Her gloved hands were splayed
behind her like five-legged spiders, but Taly couldn't see how there was enough totd friction to hold her
weight. "How are you doing that?' she whispered.

Shay giggled. "Cant tdl you dl my secrets, Tdly-wa But it's a bit dippy up here. Quick, take a
ligen.”

Hanging from one hand, Tdly clamped her other gloves fingertips between her teeth. She pulled it
off and stretched out a finger to touch the corner of the window. The chips in her hand registered the
vibrations there, turning the expanse of glass into one big microphone. She closed her eyes, hearing the
noises ingde the room with a sudden intimacy, like pressng one ear to a drinking glass againg a thin wall.
She heard a ping as Shay ligtened in through her skintenna.

Zane was tadking, and the sound sent a little tremor through Tdly. It was so familia—yet
distorted, ether by her eavesdropping hardware or the months they'd been apart. She could make out
the words, but not whet they meant.



"All fixed, fast-frozen relaions, with their train of ancient and venerable prgudices and opinions,
are swept away,” he was saying. "All new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossfy ..."

"What's he babbling about?' Shay hissed, adjudting her grip.

"I don't know. Sounds like Rusty-talk. Like some old book."

"Don't tell me Zanes... reading to the Crims?"

Tdly looked up a Shay in puzzlement. A dramétic reading didn't sound very Crim, actudly. Or
very anything but random. And yet Zan€e's voice kept going, droning on about something meting.

"Tekeapeek, Taly-wa"

Tdly nodded, pulling herself up until her eyes cleared the window ledge.

Zane sat in abig, soft-cushioned chair, holding a tattered old paper book in one hand and waving
the other around like an orchestra conductor as he declaimed. But where the city interface had placed the
other Crims, there was only empty space.

"Oh, Shay," shewhispered. "Youregoing to lovethis.

"What I'm going to do isfdl on your head, Taly-wa, in about ten seconds. What's going on?'

"Hes dl done. Those other Crims are just...." She squinted into the gloom outside Zan€'s reading
light. There they were, spread around the room like an atentive audience. "Rings They're dl just
interface rings, except for Zane"

Despite Shay's wobbly grip on her perch, she let out a long snicker. "Maybe he's bubblier than
we thought.”

Tdly nodded, grinning to hersdf. " Should | knock?"

"Hlease.”

"Might gartlehim.”

"Sartled is good, Tdly-wa We want him bubbly. Now hurry up, I'm starting to dip."

Tdly pulled hersdf higher, getting one knee onto the narrow ledge outside the window. She took
a deep breath, then rapped twice, trying to smile without showing the razor sharpness of her teeth.

Zane looked up at the sound, startled for a moment, then his eyes widened. He made a gesture,
and the window did open.

A grin spread across hisface.

"Tdly-wa" hesad. "Y ouve changed.”

ZANE-LA

Zanewas Hill beautiful.

His cheekbones were sharp, his stare hungry and intense, like he was dill usng caorie purgers to
keep himsdf dert. Hislips were asful as any bubblehead's, and as Zane stared a Tdly, he pursed them
in childlike concentration. His hair hadn't changed at dl; she remembered how hed dyed it with
cdligraphy ink, tuning it a bluish black that was way beyond the Pretty Committee's standards of good
tagte.

But there was something different about his face. Tdly's mind spun, trying to figure out what it
was.

"You brought Shay-la with you?' he said as the squeak of grippy shoes came from the window
behind Tdly. "How happy-making.”

Tdly nodded dowly, hearing in his voice that he wished sheld come adone. Of course. They had
30 much to talk about, hardly any of which she wanted to say in front of Shay.

It suddenly seemed like years since shed seen Zane. Tdly fdt dl the differences in her
body—the ultrdight bones and flagh tattoos, the cutting scars dong her asams— as reminders of how
sheld changed in the time they'd been apart. Of how different they were now.

Shay grinned at the interface rings. "Aren't your friends finding that musty old book a little

boring?



"I've got more friends than you think, Shay-la" His eyes swept across the four wals of the room.

Shay shook her head, pulling a amdl black device from her belt. Tdly's sharp ears caught its
bardy audible hum, a szzing like wet leaves thrown onto afire "Relax, Zane-la. The dity can't hear us™

His eyeswidened. "Y ou're allowed to do that?"

"Haven't you heard?' Shay smiled. "Were specid.”

"Oh. Wdll, aslong asit'sjus usthree..." He dropped the book onto the empty chair beside him,
where it sat Periss ring jiggling. "The others are off on a little trick tonight. I'm covering, in case the
wardens are monitoring us™"

Shay laughed. " So the wardens are supposed to bdieve the Crims have a reading group?"

He shrugged. "It's not red wardens, as far as we can tdl, only software. Aslong as someone's
taking, it stays happy."

Tdly sat down on Zan€e's unmade bed dowly, a shiver moving through her. Zane wasn't taking
like some dudess pretty at dl. And if he was covering for his friends while they did something crimind,
then he was il bubbly, Hill the sort of tricky pretty who could one day become a Specid...

She breathed in the familiar scent of him from the bedclothes, wondering what her tattoos were
doing—jprobably spinning hafway off her face

But Zane wasn't wearing an interface ring himsdlf, or a bracelet. How were the wardens tracking
him?

"Your new face is about a mega-Helen, Tdly-wa" Zane said, his gaze traveling the web of flash
tattoos on her face and arms. "It could launch a billion ships. But pirate ships, probably.”

She amiled a the lame joke, trying to think of something to say. Sheld been waiting for this
moment for two months, and suddenly dl she could do was st here like an idiot.

But it wasn't just her nerves that were making her word-missing. The more she looked a him, the
more Zane looked wrong, somehow, and his voice sounded like it was coming from another room.

"I was hoping you'd come,” he added softly.

"Sheinssted," Shay said, her words whisper-close.

Tdly redlized why Zane sounded o distant. With no skintennaiin his flesh, his words didn't come
through like the other Cutters. He wasn't part of her dlique anymore. He wasn't specidl.

Shay sat down next to Tdly on the bed. "But if you don't mind, you two can be dl bubbleheaded
some other time" She pulled out the amdl plastic bag of nano pills that Ho had taken from the ugly boy
the night before. "We came about these."

Zane haf-rose from the chair and held out his hand for them, but Shay just laughed. "Not so fat,
Zane-la. You have a bad habit of taking the wrong pills™

"Don't remind me," he said wesrily.

Another shudder went through Tdly. As he eased himsdf back into the char, Zane moved
dowly, deliberately, dmodt like a crumbly.

Tdly remembered how Maddy's nanos had damaged his motor control, disrupting the part of his
brain in charge of reflexes and motion. Maybe that's dl it was, minor tremors left by the tiny machines.
Nothing to freak out abouit.

But again, when she looked into his face, something was missng there, too. It had no gorgeous
web of flash tattoos, and gave her none of the thrill she fet when she looked into another Cutter's cod
black eyes. He looked deepy in a way that Specids never did, as if he were walpaper, just another
pretty.

But thiswas Zane, not some random bubblehead. ..

Tdly dropped her eyes to the floor, wishing she could turn off the perfect darity of her vison.
She didn't want to see dl these unseitling details.

"Where did those pills come from?* he said. His voice ill sounded so far away.

"From a Smokey girl," Shay answered.

He glanced at Tdly. "Anyone we know?"

She shook her head, not looking up from the floor. The gifl hadn't been a former Crim or anyone
from the Old Smoke. Tdly had a flash of wondering if she'd come from another city. Maybe she was one



of the Smokies mysterious new dlies...

"But she knew your name, Zane-la" Shay said. "Said these were for you specificaly. Expecting a
ddivery?'

Hetook adow breath. "Maybe you should ask her."

"She got away," Tdly said, and heard Shay let out atiny hiss.

Zare laughed. "So Specia Circumstances needs my hep?'

"Were not the same as ... " Tdly darted, but her voice faded. She was in Specid
Circumstances, Zane could see that for himsdf. But suddenly she wished she could explain how the
Cutters were different, not like the regular Specials who'd pushed him around when he was an ugly. The
Cutters played by ther own rules. They'd found everything that Zane had dways wanted—living in the
wild outside the city's dictates, thar minds icy, free from the imperfections of ugliness...

Free of the averageness that seemed to be lesking out of Zane.

Her mouth closed, and Shay rested a hand on her shoulder.

Tdly could fed her heart besting faster.

"Sure, we need your hdp,” Shay said. "We need to stop thess'—she hdd up the bag of
pills—"from making more pretties like you." At the last word, she threw it toward him.

Tdly saw every centimeter of the bag's flight, watching as it shot past him—his hands coming up
afull second too late to catch it. The pills skidded dong the wall, dropping into the corner.

Zare et hisempty hands fdl back into his lap, where they lay curled like dead dugs.

"Nice catch," Shay said.

Tdly swalowed. Zane was crippled.

He shrugged. "l don't need pills, anyway, Shay-la. I'm permanently bubbly.” He gestured at his
forehead. "The nanos damaged me right here, where the lesions are supposed to go. | think the doctors
put morein, but asfar as| can tel, they don't have much to grab on to. That part of my brainisdl new
and changing.”

"But what about your ..." Tdly's throat closed up around the question.

"My memories? My thoughts?' He shrugged again. "Brains are good at rewiring themselves. The
way yours did, Tdly, when you thought your way out of being pretty And yours, Shay-la, when you cut
yoursdf." One hand lifted from his lap, soaring like a trembling bird. "Controlling someone by changing
their brain islike trying to stop a hovercar by digging a ditch. If they think hard enough, they can fly right
over."

"But Zane...," Tdly sad. Her eyesfdt hot. "Y ou're shaking."

And it wasnt jud the infirmity of his movements—it was his face, his eyes, his voice...Zane
wasnt specid.

Hisgazefixed on her."You candoit again, Tdly."

"Dowhat?' shesad.

"Undo whet they did to you. That's what my Crims are doing—rewiring themsdves."

"l don't have any lesons.”

"Areyou sure?!

"Save it for your lame new Crim pals, Zane-la" Shay said. "We're not here to talk about your
brain damage. Where did those pills come from?'

"You want to know about the pills?' He smiled. "Why not? You can't stop us. They come from
the New Smoke."

"Thanks, genius," Shay sad. "But where isit?'

He looked down at his quivering hand. "I wish | knew. Could use their help right now."

Shay nodded. "Is that why you're heping them? Hoping they'll fix you?"

He shook his head. "It's alot more important than me, Shay-la. But, yeah, we Crims are passing
out the cure. That's wha these five are doing right now while they're supposedly stting here” He
gestured at the interface rings. "But it's bigger than us—hdf the diques in town are heping. Weve given
out thousands o far."

"Thousands?" Shay sad. "That's impossble, Zane! How're the Smokies making that many?



Last | saw, they didn't have flush toilets, much less factories™

He shrugged. "Search me. But it's much too late to stop us. The new pills work too fast. There
are dready too many pretties who can think."

Tdly glanced a Shay. This redly was bigger than Zane. If what he was saying was true, no
wonder the whole city seemed to be changing.

Zane hdld out his quivering hands in front of him, the wrists close together. "Want to arrest me
now?"'

Shay paused for amoment, her flash tattoos pulsng on her face and arms. Findly, she shrugged.
"I'd never arrest you, Zane-la. Tdly wouldnt let me. And besides, at the moment | don't redly care about
your little pills"

He raised an eyebrow. "So what do you Cuiters care about, Shay-1a?"

"Other Cutters," Shay said flatly. Y our Smokey pas kidnapped Fausto last night, and we're not
happy about it."

Zane s eyebrows rose, and he flashed Tdly a look. "That's...interesting. What do you think
they're going to do with him?"

"Experiment. Make him dl shaky like you, probably,” Shay said. "Unless we find hmintime"

Zane shook his head. "They don't experiment without consent.”

"Consent? What part of 'kidnapped' did you not catch, Zanela?' Shay said. "These aren't the
old wimpy Smokies anymore. They've got military gear and an icy new éttitude. They ambushed us with
shock-gticks."

"They dmost drowned Shay," Tdly said. "Pushed her into the river unconscious.”

"Unconscious?' The amile on Zane's face grew. "Segping on the job, Shay-la.”

Shay's muscles tensed, and for amoment Taly thought she was going to spring up from the bed
and strike—her diamond-hard fingernails and teeth againgt Zane's defenseless flesh.

But she only laughed, hands uncurling from fighting position to stroke Taly's hair. "Something like
that. But I'm very awake now."

Zane shrugged, as if he hadn't noticed how close sheld come to ripping his throat out. "Well, |
don't know where the New Smoke is. | can't help you."

"Yes, you can,” Shay sad.

"How?

"Y ou can escape.”

"Escape?’ Zane's fingers went to his throat. Around his neck was a metd chain, its links a dull
slver. "That would be tricky, I'm afrad."

Tdly closed her eyes for amoment. So that was how they were tracking him. Zane was not only
infirm and unspecid, he was collared like a dog. It was dl she could do to keep hersdf from jumping up
and diving out the window. The amdl of the room—recycled dothing, the musy book, the gicky
sweetness of champagne—all of it was making her sick.

"We can get you something to cut that off,” Shay said.

Zane shook his head. "I doubt it. I've tested this in the shop shed; it's the same dloy they use on
orbita craft.”"

"Trus me" Shay said. "Tdly and | can do whatever we want."

Tdly glanced a Shay. Cut orbitd dloy? For technology that serious, they'd have to ask Dr.
Cable for hep.

Zane fondled the chain. "And for this little favor, you want me to betray the Smoke?”"

"You wouldn't do that for your own freedom, Zane" Shay said, and put her hands on Tdly's
shoulders. "But you'd do it for her."

Tdly fdt the two sets of eyes on her—Shay's black and deep and specid, Zane's watery and
average.

"What do you mean?' he said dowly.

Shay jugt stood there glent, but through the skintenna, Tdly heard her lips mouth a few words,
carried on a bresth of air.



"They'll make him specid. ..."

Tdly nodded, searching for the words. He'd never ligen to anyone else.

She cleared her throat. "Zane, if you escape, itll prove to them that you're dill bubbly. And when
they capture you, they'll make you like us. Y ou wouldn't beieve how good it feds, how icy. And we can
be together.”

"Why can't we be together now?" he asked softly.

Tdly tried to imagine kissng his childlike lips, stroking his sheking hands, and the thought
disgusted her.

She shook her head. "I'm sorry....but not the way you are.”

He spoke softly, asif to achild. ™Y ou can change yoursdf, Tdly—"

"And you can escape, Zane" Shay interrupted. "Get out into the wild and let the Smokies find
you." She pointed into the corner. "You can even keep that bag of pills, bubbly up some of your Crim
friendsif you want."

Hiseyesdidn't leave Taly. "And then betray them?”

"You don't have to do anything, Zane. Along with the cutting tool, I'll give you a tracker," Shay
sad. "Once you reach the New Smoke, well come get you, and the city will make you strong and fast
and perfect. Bubbly forever.”

"I'm dready bubbly," he said coldly.

"Yegh, but youre not srong, or fast, or pefect, Zanela" Shay said. "Youre not even
average."

"Do you redly think I'll betray the Smoke?' he said.

Shay squeezed Tdly's shoulders. "For her, you will."

He looked at Tdly, alost expression on his face for a moment, like he redly was unsure. Then he
gtared down at his hands and sighed, nodding dowly.

But Tdly saw them clear as day, the thoughts passing across Zane's face: He would accept the
offer, then try to trick them once he had escaped. He redly believed that he could fool them both, then
somehow rescue Tdly and bring her back to averageness.

It was so smple seaing into his mind, as easy to read as the uglies pathetic rivaries back a the
Soring Bash. Hisinfirm body let his thoughts leak out, like a random sweseting on a hot day.

Tdly looked away.

"Okay," hesad. "For you, Taly."

"Mext us a midnight tomorrow, where the river alits”" Shay said. "The Smokies are going to be
suspicious of runaways, so bring enough supplies for a long wait. But they'll eventudly come for you,
Zane"

He nodded. "I know what to do."

"And bring as many friends as you want, the more the better. You might need some help out
there”

He didnt argue with the inault, just nodded, trying to catch Tdly's eyes. She looked away, but
forced a weak gamile onto her face. "Youll be happier when youre specid, Zanela. You don't
understand how good it is"" She flexed her hands, watching the tattoos spin. "Every second is so icy, so
beautiful.

Shay stood, pulling Tdly to her feet and driding to the window. She paused, one foot on the gl

Zanejust looked at Tally. "Well be together soon.” All Taly could do was nod.

THE CUT

"Y ou wereright. That was horrible.”
"Poor Tdly-wa..." Shay swept her hoverboard closer. In the water below, the moon's reflection
kept pace with them, warping madly with the ripples of the current. "I'm redlly sorry."



"Why does he look so different? It's like he's not the same person.”

"You're not the same person, Tdly. You're specid now, and he's just average.

Tdly shook her head, trying to remember Zane back in their pretty days. How bubbly he was,
how his face glowed with excitement as he talked, and how that thrilled her, made her want to touch
him...Even when he was baeing annoying, thered never been anything average about Zane. But tonight
held seemed emptied of something essentia, like champagne with dl the bubbles gone flat.

There was a split screen in her brain: the way she remembered Zane and the way she saw him
now, two pictures crashing againg each other. The endless minutes with him had |eft her feding asif her
head were about to break in hdlf.

"I don't want this™ she said softly. Her ssomach was uneasy and the moonlight on the water was
too bright, itslines too sharp in her perfect vison. "'l don't want to be thisway."

Shay angled her board sdeways, sweeping directly into Taly's path and soinning to a sudden,
dangerous stop. Tdly leaned back, and both hoverboards shrieked like buzz saws as they halted, coming
to rest only centimeters apart.

"Wha way? Annoying? Pathetic?" Shay shouted, her voice dl razors and ground glass. | tried
to tdl you not to come!”

Tdly's heart was pounding from the near collison, and anger rushed through her in a torrent.
"You knew that seeing him would do this to me!”

"You think | know everything?' Shay said coldly. "I'm not the one in love. Haven't been since you
gole David from me. But maybe | thought love might make a difference. Wdl, Tdly-wa, did it make
Zane special for you?'

Tdly flinched, something ingde her flipping over. She looked down at the black water, feding
like she was going to throw up. Shetried to gay icy, to remember how Zane had made her fed back in
pretty days. "What did Dr. Cable do to us, Shay? Do we have some kind of specia lesonsin our brains?
Something that makes everyone ese look pathetic? Like were better than them?”

"We are better than them, Tdly-wa" Shay's eyes shone like coins, reflecting the lights of New
Pretty Town. "The operation gives us the dlarity to see tha. That's why everyone ese looks confused and
pitiful, because that's how most people are.™

"Not Zane" Tdly said. "Hewas never pitiful."

"He's changed too, Tdly-wa."

"But it's not his fault..." Tdly turned away. "l don't want to see this way! | don't want to be
disgusted by everyone who's not part of our clique, Shay!"

Shay amiled. "Youd rather be dl happy and loving, like a dudess bubblehead? Or live like a
Smokey crapping in holes and edting dead rabbits and feding dl virtuous about it? What part of beng
gpecid don't you like?'

Tdly'sfingers curled into fighting position. "1 don't like the part where Zane looks wrong to me."

"Do you think he looks right to anyone, Tdly? His brain's amess"

Tdly fdt tears burning insde, but the heat didn't saill into her eyes. Sheld never seen a Specid
cry, and didn't even know if she could. "Just answer me |s there something in my head that makes him
look wrong? What did Cable do to us?'

Shay let out a frugtrated Sgh. "Taly, in every conflict both sides do things to peopl€e's heads. But
a least our dde getsit right. The city makes bubbleheads the way they are to keep them happy and the
planet safe. They make us Specials see the world so dearly thet its beauty dmost hurts, so we won't let
humenity try to destroy it again." Shay edged her board closer, reaching out to take Tdly's shoulders.
"But the Smokies are amateurs. They experiment on people, turn them into freaks like Zane."

"Hesnot a...," Tdly began, but couldn't finish. The part of her that despised his weakness was
too strong—she couldn't deny the way Zane sickened her, like something that shouldn't be adlowed to
live

But it wasn't his fault. It was Dr. Cable's, for not making him specia. For following her stupid
rules

"Stay icy," Shay said softly.



Tdly took a deep breath, trying to get her anger and frugtration under control. She let her senses
expand, until she could hear the wind playing in the pine needles. Scents rose up from the water—the
agee on its surface, the ancient minerds down below. Her heartbeat dowed alittle

"Tdl me, Tdly: Are you certain you redly love Zane, and not just some |eftover memory of him?"

Tdly winced, dosng her eyes. Ingde her, the images of Zane gill warred with each other. She
was trapped between them, and darity wouldn't come.

"It makes me sick to look at him," she whispered. "But | know that's not right. | want to go back
... to how | fdt before."

Shay's voice lowered. "Then ligen, Tdly. | have a plan— away to get that necklace off."

Tdly opened her eyes again, gritting her teeth at the thought of the collar around his throat. "I'll do
anything, Shay."

"But it has to look like Zane escaped on his own— otherwise Cable won't want him. Which
means tricking Specid Circumstances.”

Tdly swalowed. "And we can redlly do that?"

"You mean will our brains let us?' Shay snorted. "Of course. Were not bubbleheads. But were
risking everything we have. Understand?’

"And you'd do that for Zane?'

"For you, Tdly-wa" Shay grinned, her eyes flashing. "And for the fun of it. But | need you
absolutdy icy."

Shay drew her knife.

Tdly closed her eyes again, nodding. She wanted darity so badly. She reached out to grasp
Shay's knife by the blade.

"Hang on, not your hand..."

But Taly squeezed down hard, driving the razor edge into her flesh. The ddlicate and fine-tuned
nerves woven into her pam, a hundred times more sendtive than any random's, split apart, screaming.
She heard hersdf cry out.

The specia moment came with itswild darity, and Tdly could findly see through her own tangled
thoughts Deep indde hersdf were threads of permanence, the things that had remaned unchanged
whether she was ugly or pretty or specid—and love was one of them. She longed to be with Zane again,
feding everything sheld fdt with him before, but amplified a thousandfold by her new senses. She wanted
Zane to know what it was like to be a Specid, to seethe world indl itsicy darity.

"Okay." Her bresth was ragged. She opened her eyes. "I'm with you."

Shay's face was radiant. "Good girl. But it's traditiond to use the ams.”

Tdly opened her hand, the skin of her pam tugging free from the knife, setting off a fresh wave of
pain. She sucked in bresth.

"I know it hurts, Taly-wa" Shay was whispering now, staring in fascination at the blood-dicked
blade. "It made me sick too, seeing Zane like that. | didn't know held be so messed up, honest.” Her
board did alittle closer, and she placed her hand softly over Tdly's wounded pam. "But I'm not going to
let this break you, Taly-wa | don't want you turning dl mushy and average. Well make him one of us
and save the dty too; well fix everything." She pulled her medicd kit from a snesk-suit pouch. "Jugt like
I'm going to fix you now."

"But hewon' give the Smokies up.”

"He doesn't have to." Shay sprayed the wound, and the pain quickly faded to a faraway tingling.
"He only has to prove he's bubbly, and well do the rest—get him and Fausto back, then capture David
and the rest of them. It's the only way to stop what's hgppening. Like Zane sad, arresting a bunch of
pretties won't help. We have to cut this off at the source: We have to find the New Smoke."

"I know." Tdly nodded, her mind ill icy. "But Zan€'s so crippled, the Smokies will know that
we let im escape. They'll pull apart everything he's carrying, scan every bone in his body.”

Shay amiled. "Of coursethey will. But hell be clean.”

"Then how will wetrack him?' Taly asked.

"The old-fashioned way." Shay turned her board around, reaching out to take Tdly by her



unbloodied hand. They climbed, lifting fans thrumming to life underfoot as Shay pulled her higher and
higher, until the city was spread out around them, a great bowl of light surrounded by darkness.

Tdly glanced down a her hand. The pain had faded to a dull pounding that throbbed in time with
her heartbeat, and the medspray was congeding her spilled blood, turning it to a dugt that blew away as
they rose. The wound had dready sealed, leaving nothing but aridge of raised skin. The scar cut Sraight
across her flash tattoos, bregking the dermd dircuitry that made them dance. Her pam was a jittering
mess of lines, like a computer screen after a hard crash.

But Tdly's thoughts were Hill clear. She flexed her fingers, sending little pings of pain up her arm.

"See that blackness out there, Taly-wa?' Shay pointed toward the city's nearest edge. "That's
our space, not the randoms. We were designed for the wild, and we're going to be tracking Zane-la and
hispds every step of the way."

"But | thought you said—"

"Not with electronics, Taly-wa Well use sght and smdl, and dl the other old ways of the
forest." Her eyes flashed. "Like the pre-Rusties used to do.”

Tdly looked across the orange glow of factories, out to where darkness marked the Outside.
"Pre-Rusties? Y ou mean, look for bent branches or something? People on hoverboards don't leave a lot
of footprints behind, Shay-la."

"True. Which iswhy they'll never suspect someonée's fallowing them, because no one's done that
kind of tracking for at least three hundred years" Shay's eyes flashed. "But you and | can andl an
unwashed human from a kilometer away, a burnt-out campfire from ten. We can seein the dark and hear
better than bats"" Her sneak auit flickered to night black. "We can make ourselves invishle and move
without a sound. Think about it, Tdly-wa"

Tdly nodded dowly. The Smokies would never imagine anyone wetching from the darkness,
ligening for every step, siffing out every campfire and chemicaly cooked medl.

"And with usdong,” Tdly said, "Zanewill be okay evenif he getslogt or hurt."

"Exactly. And after we find the New Smoke, you two can be together.”

"Areyou sure Dr. Cable will make him specid ?'

Shay pushed off from Tdly, laughing as her board dropped. "After what I've got planned, shell
probably give immy job."

Tdly looked down &t her dill-tingling hand. Then she reached out with it and touched Shay's
cheek. "Thank you."

Shay shook her head. "No thanks necessary, Tdly-wa. Not after the way you looked back in
Zanes room. | hate seeing you dl miserable like that. It's just not specid.”

"Sorry, Boss."

Shay laughed and tugged her into motion again, off the river and toward the factory b,
descending to normd flying height. "Like you said, you didn't leave me behind lagt night, Tdly-wa. So
we're not leaving Zane behind ather.”

"And well get Fausto back, too."

Shay turned back toward her and haf-grinned. "Oh right, let's not forget about poor Fausto. And
thet other little bonus...what was that again?'

Tally took adeep breath. "The end of the New Smoke."

"Good girl. Any more questions?"

"Yegh, one Where are we going to find something that can cut orbitd dloy?'

Shay soun in one complete cirde on her board, holding a finger in front of her lips.

"Somewhere very specid, Tdly-wa," she whispered. "Follow me, and dl will be reveded.”

THE ARMORY

"Y ou weren't kidding about dangerous, were you, Boss?' Shay chuckled. "Backing out aready,



Tdly-wa?'

"Not achance," Tdly whispered. The cutting had Ieft her restless, full of energy demanding to be
expended.

"Good girl." Shay grinned a her through the tdl grass. Their skintennas were shut down so that
the aity records wouldn't reved they'd been here tonight, and Shay's voice sounded tinny and far away.
"Zanewill get mega-bubbly pointsif they think he organized atrick like this™

"That'sfor sure," Tdly whispered, saring up at the formidable building before them.

Back when she was little, older uglies had sometimes joked about snesking into the Armory. But
no one had ever been stupid enough to actudly try.

She remembered dl the rumors. The Armory hdd every registered piece of hardware the city
possessed: handguns and armored vehicles, spy-tech, ancient tools and technologies, even drategic,
aity-killing weapons. Only a select few people had ever been dlowed insde the defenses were mogly
autometic.

The dark, windowless building was surrounded by a wide-open fidd marked with the flashing
red lights of a no-fly zone. The grounds were ringed with sensors, and four auto-cannon guarded the
Armory's corners, serious defenses in case some unthinkable war ever broke out between the cities.

This place wasn't designed to warn trespassers off. It was designed to kill them.

"Ready for somefun, Tdly-wa?"

Tdly looked at Shay's intense expression, and fet her own heart begting faster. She flexed her
wounded hand. "Always, Boss."

They crept back through the grass to their hoverboards, which waited behind a giant, automated
factory. Asthey ascended toward its roof, Taly zipped up the front of her sneak suit and fdt its scales do
alittle boot-up dance. Her arms turned black and blurry-looking, the scaes angling themselves to deflect
radar waves.

She frowned. "They'll know that whoever did this had sneak suits, won't they?'

"I dready told Dr. Cable about the Smokies going invisble on us. So maybe they loaned the
Crims some toys" Shay flashed a razor smile, then pulled her hood over her head, turming hersdf into a
facdess slhouette. Tdly did the same.

"Reedy to go bdlidic?' Shay asked, pulling on gloves. Her voice was dtered by the mask, and
she looked like a person-shaped smudge againg the horizon, her outline blurred by the random angles of
the scales.

Tdly swallowed. The hood over her mouth made her bresth hot againg her face, like she was
suffocating. "Ready when you are, Boss."

Shay snapped her fingers, and Tdly crouched, counting off ten long seconds in her head. The
boards began to buzz as they dowly built magnetic charge, the fan blades spinning up to just below
take-off speed...

On ten, Tdly's board leaped into the ar, pushing her down into a squat. The fans screamed dl
the way up to maximum, angling her toward the Armory like an arcing firework. A few seconds later,
they shut down, and Taly found hersdf soaring through the dark sky in dlence, excitement rushing
through her once again.

She knew this plan was crazy, but the danger filled her mind with iciness. And soon Zane would
be able to fed thisway too...Hafway across, Tdly grabbed the board and pulled it to her body, hiding
its surface behind her radar-deflecting suit. Taly glanced over her shoulder—she and Shay were soaring
over the no-fly barrier, high enough to escape the mation sensors on the ground. No darms sounded as
they passed the perimeter, fdling slently toward the Armory's roof. Maybe this was going to be easy. It
hed been two centuries since there had been any serious conflict among the cities—no one redly believed
that humanity would ever go to war again. Besides, the Armory's automatic defenses were designed to
repd amgor attack, not a couple of burglars looking to borrow a handheld tool.

She fdt another amile grow on her face. This was the fird time the Cutters had dared to trick the
aty itsdf. It was dmogt like ugly days again.

The roof rushed toward her, and Tdly held her board over her head, hanging from it like a



parachute. A few seconds before she hit, the lifting fans burdt to life, bringing her to a sudden hdt. Tdly
landed softly, as easy as stepping from a didewalk.

The board cut off and settled into her hands. She lowered it gently to the roof. They could make
no sound from now on, communicating only with Sgn language and through their sits contacts.

A few meters away, Shay held both thumbs up.

With soft, careful steps, the two made ther way to the doors in the center of the roof, where
hovercars entered and exited. Taly saw a seam down the middle where they would open up.

She touched her fingertips to Shay's, letting the suits carry her whisper. "Can we cut through

Shay shook her head. "Thiswhole building's made of orbita dloy, Tdly. If we could cut through
it, we could free Zane oursdves”

Tdly scanned the roof, seeing no sgns of access doors. "l guess we go with your plan then."

Shay drew her knife. "Get down."

Tdly flattened hersdf againgt the roof, feding her suit's scales shift to match its texture.

Shay threw the knife hard, then hit the ground hersdf. It arced beyond the building's edge,
goinning out into the darkness and toward the sensor-strewn grass.

Seconds later, earsplitting darms shrieked from dl directions. The metd surface beneeth them
jolted, the doors parting with a rusty groan. A tornado of dust and dirt legped from the gap, a monstrous
mechine rigng in its midg.

It was bardly bigger than a pair of hoverboards lashed together, but it looked heavy—four lifting
fans screamed with the effort of hauling it through the air. As it emerged, the machine seemed to grow,
unfolding wings and claws with shuddering dien movements, like a giant metd insect being born. Its
bulbous body bristled with weaponry and sensors.

Tdly was used to robots; deaning and gardening drones were everywhere in New Pretty Town.
But those looked like amiable toys. Everything about the mechanism above her—its jerky movements, its
black armor, the shrieking blades of its fans—seemed inhuman and dangerous and crud.

It hovered for a nervous-making moment, and Taly thought it had spotted them, but then the fans
twigted a a sharp angle, and the thing shot off in the direction that Shay had thrown her knife,

Tdly turned just in time to see Shay rdlling through the till-open hovercar doors. She followed,
dipping into darkness just as they began to lurch closed...

And found hersdf fdling, tumbling down a lightless shaft. Her infrared only transformed the
blackness into an incomprehensible riot of shapes and colors flying past.

She dragged her feet and hands againg the smooth metd wall, trying to dow hersdf, but skidded
downward until one grippy toe jammed into a fissure. She came to a momentary hdlt.

Scrambling for ahandhold, Tally found nothing but dick metal. She was tipping over backward,
her toelosngitsgrip. ..

But the shaft wasn't much wider than she was tdl— Tdly thrus out her ams overhead,
spreading her fingers as both hands struck the opposite wadl. The traction of the dimbing gloves brought
her to a hdt, fadng upward, musdes sraining.

Her back was arched, her body wedged across the width of the shaft like a playing card bent
between two fingers. Dull pain throbbed in her wounded hand from the impact.

She twisted her head around, trying to see where Shay had falen.

There was nothing but darkness below. The shaft smdled of stde ar and corrosion.

Tdly struggled to get a better look. Shay had to be close—the shaft couldn't go down forever,
after dl, and Tdly hadn't heard anything hit the bottom. But it was impossible to judge perspective; dl
around her was a mass of meaninglessinfrared shapes.

Her spine fet like a chicken bone about to snap. ..

Suddenly, fingertips touched her back.

"Takeit easy,” Shay's whisper came through the suits contacts. ™Y ou're meking noise.”

Tdly Sghed. Shay was just below her in the darkness, invisble in her snegk suit. "Sorry,” she
whispered.



The hand pulled away for a second, then the touch returned. "Okay. I'm steady. Let yoursdf
drop."

She hesitated.

"Come on, scaredy-cat. I'll catch you.”

Tdly took a breath, squeezed her eyes shut, then let go. An ingtant of free fdl later, she found
hersdf cradled in Shay's ams.

Shay chuckled. "Y ou are one heavy baby, Tdly-wa."

"What are you standing on, anyway? | can't see anything down here"

"Try this" Shay sent an overlay through the suit contacts, and everything shifted around Tdly,
infrared frequencies rebdancing before her eyes. Sowly the glowing slhouettes around her began to
make sense.

The shaft was lined with hovercraft crouched in holding bays, their outlines bridling like the one
they'd seen above. There were dozens in dl shapes and dzes, a svam of deadly machines Taly
imagined them dl soringing to life at once and chopping her to pieces.

She placed a tentative foot on one of the machines, then dipped out of Shay's ams, hands
dingng to the barrd of the craft's auto-cannon.

Shay reached out and touched her shoulder, whispering, "How about dl this firepower? Icy,
huh?'

"Y eah, grest. | just hope we don't wake them up.”

"Wdl, our infrared's dl the way up, and it's dill hard to see, so everything must be pretty cold.
There's actudly rust on some of them." Againg the jumbled background, Tdly saw Shay's head turn
upward. "But that one outside is plenty awake. We should get moving before it comes back.”

"Okay, Boss. Which way?"

"Not down. We need to say close to our hoverboards.” Shay pulled hersdf upward, grasping
weaponry, landing legs, and arfails like handholds in a dimbing gym.

Up was fine with Taly, and now tha she could see, the spiny shapes of the degping hovercraft
mede for easy dimbing. Clinging to gun barrels was a little nervous-making, though, like entering some
degping predator's body through its own razor-toothed mouth. She avoided the grasping claws and fan
blades, and anything else that looked sharp. The dightest tear in her suit would leave behind dead skin
cdls reveding Tdly'sidentity like a fresh thumbprint.

About hdfway up, Shay reached down to touch her shoulder. "Access hatch.”

Tdly heard ametd cha-chunk, and blinding light filled the shaft, faling across two hovercraft. In
the light they seemed less threatening—dusty and ill-kept, like stuffed predators in some old nature
museum.

Shay dipped through the hatch, and Tdly scrambled after her, dropping into a narrow hdlway.
Her vison adjusted to the orange work lights overhead, her suit shifting to match the pae color of the
wdls.

The hdlway was too narrow for people—hardly wider than Taly's shoulders—and the floor was
covered with bar codes, navigation markers for machines. She wondered what nasty contraptions were
roaming these hdls, searching for intruders.

Shay started up the hdlway, waving a finger for Tdly to follow.

The hdlway soon opened onto a room that was huge— bigger than a soccer fidd. It was full of
motionless vehides that towered around them like frozen dinosaurs. Therr wheds were as tdl as Tdly,
and their bowed cranes brushed the high ceiling. Lifting claws and giant blades shone dully in the orange
work lights

She wondered why the city would keep a bunch of Rusty condtruction equipment around. These
old machines would only be useful for building beyond the city's magnetic grid, where hoverstruts and
lifters wouldn't work. The claws and earthmoving scoops around her were tools for attacking nature, not
mantaining the city.

There were no doors, but Shay gestured to a column of metd rungs set into the wal—a ladder
leeding up and down.



One floor up, they found themselves in a amdl, crowded room. Foor-to-celling shelves were
duffed with a wild assortment of equipment: scuba breathers and night-vison goggles, firefighting
canisters and body armor...aong with a whole dew of things that Taly didn't recognize,

Shay was dready scrabbling through the gear, dipping objects into her sneek sLit's pouches. She
turned around and tossed something to Tdly. It looked like a Haloween mask, with huge googly eyes
and a nose like an eephant's trunk. Taly squinted to read the tiny labd tied to it:

CIRC. 21 CENT.

She puzzled over the words for a moment, then remembered the old-style deting system. This
mask was from the Rusties twenty-first century, alittle over three hundred years ago.

This part of the Armory wasn't a storehouse. It was a museum.

But what was thisthing? She turned the labdl over:

BIOWARFARE FILTER MASK, USED

Biowafare? Used? Tdly quickly dropped the mask on the shef beside her. She saw Shay
watching, the shoulders of her suit moving.

Very funny, Shay-la, shethought.

Biologicd warfare had been one of the Rusties more hrilliant idess. enginesring bacteria and
viruses to kill each other. It was about the stupidest kind of weagpon you could make, because once the
bugs were finished with your enemies, they usudly came for you. In fact, the whole Rusty culture had
been undone by one atificd oil-egting bacterium.

Tdly hoped that whoever ran this museum hadn't left any dvilization-ending bugs around.

She crossed the floor, took Shay's shoulder, and hissed, "Cute.”

"Yegh, you should have seen your face. Actudly, | should have seen your face. Stupid snesk
auits”

"Hnd anything?'

Shay hed up a shiny tubdike object. "This should do the job. The labd says it works" She
dipped it into one of her sneak-suit pouches.

"Sowhat'sal that other stuff for?”'

"To throw them off the scent. If we only stedl one thing, they might figure out what we want it
for."

"Oh," Tdly whispered. Shay might be meking stupid jokes, but her mind was dill icy.

"Take these" Shay shoved an amful of objects a her and went back to puzding over the
shelves

Tdly looked down at the jumble of equipment, wondering if any of it was infected with
Tdly-edting bacteria. She dipped afew pieces that would fit into the sneak suit's carrying pouches.

The largest object looked like some kind of rifle, with a thick barrel and long-range optics. Tdly
peered down its Sght and saw Shay's slhouette in miniature, crosshairs marking where the bullets would
hit if she squeezed the trigger. She fdt a moment of disgust. The weapon was designed to make any
average person into a killing machine, and life and death seemed like a lot to risk on a dip of some
random's finger.

Her nerves were jJumping. Shay had dready found what they needed. It was time to get out of
here.

Then Tdly redized what was making her nervous. She smeled something through the sneak suit's
filter, something human. She took a step toward Shay ...

The lights overhead began to flicker, bright white chasing away the room's orange glow, and
footsteps clanged from the ladder rungs. Someone was dimbing toward the museum.

Shay crouched, raling onto the lowest shef beside her, dretching across the jumble of tools.
Tdly looked around franticaly for a place to hide, then wedged hersdf into a corner where two shelves
didn't quite mest, the rifle hidden behind her. Her snesk suit's scales writhed, trying to fade into the
shadows.

Across the room, Shay's quit was sprouting jagged lines to break up her outline. By the time the
light steadied overhead, she was dmost invishle



But Tdly was not. She looked down at hersdlf. Sneak suits were designed for hiding in complex
environments— jungles and forests and battle-wrecked cities, not in the corners of brightly lit rooms.

But it wastoo late to find another spot.

A man was stepping off the ladder.

BREAK OUT

Hewasn't very scary.
He seemed to be an average late pretty, with the same gray hair and wrinkled hands as Tdly's

great-grandfathers. His face showed the usud signs of life-extenson treatments. crinkly skin around the
eyes, and veiny hands.

But he didn't seem cdm or wise to Tdly, the way crumblies had before shed become a
Specid—judt old. She redlized that she could knock him cold without regret if she had to.

More nervous-making than the crumbly were the three little hovercams that floated above his
head. They shadowed him as he strode unseeing past Tdly toward one of the shelves. He reached to
take something down, and the cameras shifted in the air, zipping in closer, like arapt audience wetching a
magician's every movement, aways daying focused on his hands. He ignored the cameras, as if he was
used to thelr attentions.

Of course, Tdly thought. The hovercams were part of the building's security system, but they
weren't looking for intruders. They were designed to watch the gaff, making sure nobody snuck off with
any of the horrible old weapons stored here. They glided smoothly over his head, weatching everything
this historian—or museum curator, or whatever he was—did here in the Armory.

Tdly relaxed alittle. Some crumbly boffin who himsdf was under guard was alot less threstening
than the squad of Specids sheld been expecting.

He handled the objects ddlicately, and the care he took with them made her vagudy nauseous, as
if he saw them as vauable works of art ingtead of killing machines.

Then suddenly the crumbly froze, a frown on his face. He checked a gowing palmbook in his
hand, then started gfting through the objects one by one...

Hed noticed something missing.

Tdly wondered if it was the rifle poking into her back. But it couldn't be: Shay had taken the
weapon from the other side of the museum.

But then he picked up the biowarfare filter mask. Tdly swalowed—shed put it back in the
wrong place.

His eyes dowly swept the room.

Somehow, he didn't see Tdly wedged into her corner. The sneak suit must have melded her
outline into the shadows on the wall, like an insect againg a tree limb.

He carried the mask over to where Shay was hidden, his knees centimeters from her face. Tdly
was certain heldd notice dl the objects she'd borrowed, but once the crumbly had put the mask back in its
proper place, he nodded and turned around, a satisfied expression on his face.

Tdly bresthed adow sgh of rief.

Then she saw the hovercam staring down &t her.

It il floated just above the crumbly's head, but its little lens was no longer watching him. Either
Tdly'simagination was running wild, or it was pointed sraight a her, dowly focusng and refocusing.

The crumbly walked back to where held started, but the camera stayed where it was, no longer
interested in him. It drifted closer to Tdly flitting back and forth, like some hummingbird unsure about a
flower. The old man didn't notice its nervous little dance, but Taly's heart was pounding, her vison
blurring as she struggled not to breathe.

The camera flew dill closer, and past its flitting eye Tdly saw Shay's form shifting. Sheld dso
seen the little hovercam—things were about to get very tricky.



The camera stared at Tally, ill unsure. Was it smart enough to know about sneak suits? Would
it just chalk her up to a amudge on its lens?

Apparently, Shay wasn't waiting to find out. Her suit's camouflage had changed into the deek
black of armor. She pulled hersdf slently out into the open, pointed at the camera, and drew her finger
across her throat.

Tdly knew what she had to do.

In a angle motion, she whipped the rifle from behind her back. It struck the hovercam with a
crack, sending it flying across the museum, past the astonished crumbly's head, and careening into a wall.
It dropped to the floor, stone-cold dead.

Ingtantly, ascreaming darm filled the room.

Shay burgt into motion, running toward the ladder. Tdly squeezed out of her corner and
followed, ignoring the astonished crumbly's cries. But as Shay jumped for the ladder, a metd sheath
snapped shut around it. She bounced back with a hollow clang, her suit cyding through a sequence of
random colors from the impact.

Tdly swept her eyes around the museum—there was no other way ouit.

One of the two remaning hovercams buzzed draight up to her face, and she smashed it with
another blow from the rifle butt. She sivung at the other one, but it shot away into a corner of the celing,
like a nervous housefly trying not to get swatted.

"What are you doing here?' the crumbly shouted.

Shay ignored him, gesturing a the remaining hovercam. "Kill that!" she ordered, her voice
distorted by the sneak suit's mask, then spun back toward the shelves, riffling through them as fast as she
could.

Tdly grabbed the heaviest-looking object she could find—some sort of power hammer—and
took am. The camera wasflitting back and forth in a panic, swinging its lens one way and then the other,
trying to keep track of both her and Shay. Tdly took a deep breath, wetching the pattern of its
movements for a moment, her mind racing through caculaions. ..

The next time the hovercam's lens |eft her for Shay, she threw.

The hammer hit the camera dead center, and it dropped to the floor, sputtering like a dying bird.
The crumbly jumped away from it, as if a wounded hovercam were the most dangerous thing in this
museum of horrors.

"Be careful!" he shrieked. "Don't you know where you are? This place is deadly!"

"No kidding," Tdly said, looking down &t the rifle. Was it powerful enough to cut through meta?
She took am at the sheeth that had covered the ladder, braced hersdlf, and pulled the trigger.....

It made a clicking sound.

Bubblehead, thought Tdly. No one kept loaded gunsin a museum. She wondered how long it
would be before the ladder would open back up to reved one of the evil machines from the shaft, fully
awake and primed to kill.

Shay kndlt in the middle of the museum, aamdl ceramic bottle clutched in her hands. She placed
it on the floor and grabbed the rifle from Taly, lifting it over her head.

"No!" the crumbly cried as the rifle butt swung down, hitting the bottle with a dull thud. Shay
raised the wegpon for another swing.

"Areyou crazy?' the crumbly yeled. "Do you know what thet is?'

"Actudly, | do,” Shay said, and Tdly could hear the smirk in her voice. The bottle was meking its
own beeping noise, the little red warning light on it flashing furioudy.

The crumbly turned away and started dimbing up the shelves behind him, throwing aside ancient
wespons to clear space for his hands.

Tdly turned to Shay, remembering not to use her name doud. "Why is that guy dimbing the
wadls?

Shay didn't respond, but on the next swing of therifle, Taly got her answer.

The bottle broke open, and asivey liquid streamed from it, spreading out across the floor. The
liquid flowed into many rivulets, stretching out like some hundred-legged spider after along nap.



Shay hopped away from the sill, and Taly took a few steps back hersdf, unable to take her
eyes from the mesmerizing Sght.

The crumbly looked down and let out a horrible howl. "You let it out? Are you insane?"

Theliquid began to szzle, and the smdl of burning plastic filled the museum.

The darm changed tone, and in one corner of the room atiny door popped open, diggorging two
little hoverdrones. Shay leaped toward them and whacked one with the rifle butt, sending it into the wall.
The second dodged around her and let loose a spray of black foam at the siver liquid.

Shay's next swing choked the spray off. She legped across the growing silver spider on the floor.
"Get ready to jump.”

"Jump where?"

"Down."

Tdly looked at the floor again, and saw that the spilled liquid was sinking. The sivery spider was
mdting its way draight through the ceramic floor.

Even indde the cool of her sneak auit, Taly fdt the heat from wild chemicd reactions. The smdl
of burnt plastic and charred ceramic had become choking.

Taly took another step back. "What is thet Suff?

"It's hunger, in nano form. It eats pretty much everything, and makes more of itsdf.”

Taly took another step back. "What stops it?'

"What am |, a higorian?' Shay rubbed her feet in a patch of the black foam. "This suff should
help. Whoever runs this place probably has an emergency plan.”

Tdly looked up a the crumbly, who had reached the top shdf, his eyes wide with fear. She
hoped that dimbing the wals and panicking wasn't the whole plan.

The floor groaned underneath them, then cracked, and the center of the divery spider dropped
out of gght. Tdly gawked for a moment, redizing that the nanos had eaten their way through the floor in
less than a minute. Tendrils of siver remained behind, dill spreading indl directions, dill hungry.

"Down we go," Shay cried. She stepped gingaly to the edge of the hole, peered down, then
cannonballed through.

Taly took a step forward.

"Wait!" the crumbly cried. "Don't leave me!”

She looked back—one of the tendrils had reached the shdf he was dinging to, and was swiftly
spreading up into the jumble of ancient weapons and equipment.

Tdly sghed, legping up onto the shdf next to him. She whispered in his ear, "I'm saving you. But
if you mess with me I'll feed you to that Suff!”

The voice digortion that hid her identity turned the words into a mongtrous growl, and the man
only whimpered. She prized his fingers from the shdf, balanced his weight across her shoulders, and
jumped back down to an untouched part of the museum floor.

Smoke filled the room now, and the crumbly was coughing hard. It was as hot as a sauna, and it
was dripping ingde Taly's sneak quit, the firg time sheld sweated since turning special.

Ancther section of the museum floor fdl through with a crash, leaving a gaping view of the room
below. The soccer fidd ful of machines was ribboned with Slver tendrils, one of the giant vehides
dready haf-consumed.

The Armory was fighting back againg the hungry nanos in earnest now. Smal flying craft filled
the ar, franticaly spraying black foam. Shay hopped from machine to machine, whacking them with the
rifle, helping the goo spread.

It was along drop, but Tdly didn't have much choice. The shelves had begun to tilt as the nanos
consumed their bases.

She took a deep breath and jumped, the old man on her shoulders screaming the whole way
down.

Landing atop one of the machines, she grunted under the crumbly's weight, then dropped to an
untouched bit of floor. The hungry slver goo was close, but she managed to dance to a hdt, grippy shoes
squesking like panicked mice.



Shay paused in her battle with the sprayer drones for a moment and pointed over Tdly's head.
"Watch out!"

Before Tdly could even look up, she heard the cresking sound of another collapse. She hopped
away, avoiding tendrils of slver and blotches of dippery-looking black foam. It was like some littlies
game of hopscotch, but with lethd consequencesif she made a mistake.

Reeching the other end of the room, Tdly heard more of the celing collapse behind her. The
contents of the museum's shelves rained down on the congtruction machines, two of which had been
turned into bailing masses of dlver. The sprayer drones were trying to cover them with black foam.

Tdly dumped the crumbly into a heap on the floor and checked the cdling directly overhead.
They weren't below the mussum anymore, but the siver suff would keep spreading even through the
wadls. Wasit going to eat the whole building?

Maybe that was Shay's plan. The foam seemed to be working, but Shay leaped from safe spot to
sdfe spot laughing, swinging a the sprayer drones, preventing them from getting the outbreak under
control.

The darm changed tone again, shifting to an evacuation warning.

Which seemed likeagood ideato Tally.

She turned to the crumbly. "How do we get out of here?"

He coughed into a figt. The smoke wasfilling even this giant room. "The trains.”

"Trans?'

He pointed downward. "Subways. Just below ground level. How did you get in here? Who are
you, anyway?"

Tdly groaned. Subway trains? Ther boards were on the roof, but the only way up was through
the hovercraft bay, ful of deadly machines that would be very awake by now...

They were trapped.

Suddenly, one of the huge vehicles sprang to life.

It looked like some piece of old farm equipment, the sharp metd threshers across its front dowly
beginning to spin. It struggled to turn, working itsway out of its cramped parking space.

"Bosdl" Tdly caled. "We need to get out of herel"

Before Shay could answer, the whole building rumbled. One of the congtruction meachines had
been turned entirdy into slver goo and was sarting to snk through the floor.

"Look out below,” Tdly said softly.

"Thisway!" Shay cried, her voice bardy audible in dl the commotion.

Tdly turned to pick up the crumbly.

"Dont touch me" he cried. "Theyll save meif you just get away from me!"

She paused, then saw that two little sprayer drones were hovering protectively over his head

Tdly dashed across the room, hoping the floor wasn't about to collgpse. Shay was waiting for
her, swvinging the rifle to protect a growing web of slver on the wall. "We can get through here. Then past
the next wall. We have to reach outsde sooner or later, right?"

"Right...," Tdly said. "Unless that thing crushes us" The farming machine was 4ill sruggling free
of its parking space. As they watched, a bulldozer next to it started up, ralling out of its way. The larger
mechine untangled itsdf and began to roll toward them.

Shay looked back at thewadll. "Almogt big enough!”

The hole was widening quickly now, its Slver edges glowing with heat. Shay pulled something
from one of her sneak suit's pouches and hurled it through.

"Duck!"

"What wasthat?' Tdly shouted, crouching down.

"Anold grenade. | just hopeit sill—"

A flash of light and a deafening roar came through the hole.

"... works. Come on!" Shay ran a few steps toward the lumbering farm machine, skidded to a
hdlt, then turned and faced the hole.

"Butit'snot big enough..."



Shay ignored her, diving through. Tdly swalowed. If one drop of the siver suff had gotten on

And she was supposed to follow?

The rumble of the farm machine reminded her that she didn't have much choice. It had detoured
around the gnking, infected vehidles, and was in the clear now, ganing speed every second. One of
whed's was ribboned with slver goo, but wouldn't be eaten away until long minutes after it had smashed
Tdly fla.

She took two steps back, put her pams together like a diver going into water, and threw hersdlf
through the hole.

On the other sde, Tdly rolled to a stop and sorang to her feet. The floor shook as the faming
meachine hit the wal, and the glowing hole behind her was suddenly much bigger.

Through it, she saw the huge machine backing up for another attack.

"Comeon," Shay said. "That thing's going to get in here pretty quick.”

"Butl ..." Tdly strained to turn and look a her own back, her shoulders, the bottoms of her feet.

"Redax. No slver ickies on you. Me ather." Shay stuck the barrel of the rifle into a drop of slver
goo, then grabbed Tdly and dragged her across the room. The floor was covered with the charred
remains of foam sprayers and security drones that had been destroyed by Shay's grenade.

At the opposite wal, Shay said, "The building can't be much bigger than this™ She pushed the
haf-consumed rifle againg the wdl. "Hope not, anyway."

A glab of slver clung, dready beginning to grow...

The floor shook with a mighty boom again, and Taly spun around to see the front end of the
threshing meachine pulling back from the hole. The gap was much wider now, big enough to walk through.
Between the hungry goo and the pummding, the wal wasn't going to last much longer.

The farming machine was now thoroughly infected. Glowing tendrils traveled across its threshers
like spinning lightning. She wondered if it would be consumed before it could pound its way through. But
apair of goraying drones shot into view and began to douse it with black foam.

"Thisplaceredly wantsto kill us, huh?' Taly said.

"That'smy guess” Shay said. "Of course, you can try surrendering if you want."

"Hmm." The ground shook, and Tdly watched as more of the wdl crashed to the floor. The hole
was amog big enough for the huge machine to rall through. "Gaot any more grenades?'

"Y eah, but I'm saving them.”

"What the hdll for ?'

"For those."

Tdly turned back toward the spreading siver web. The night sky showed through &t its center,
and Taly saw the running lights of hovercraft outside.

"We're dead," she said softly.

"Not yet." Shay pressed a grenade againg the diver nanos, watched them spread for a moment,
then tossed it underarm through the gap, pulling Tdly down.

The boom of an explosion battered their ears.

Across the room, the thresher struck for the lagt time, the entire wall collgpsing into glowing Slver
rubble. The machine rolled forward dowly now, sruggling dong on half-esten wheds covered with black
foam and shimmering diver.

Through the hole behind her, Tdly saw the shapes of more hovercraft than she could count.

"They'll kill usif wego out therdl" Tdly sad.

"Geat down!" Shay barked. "That goo could hit alifting fan any second.”

"Hitawhat?'

At that moment, a horrible sound came from outside, like gears grinding wrong on a hicycle.
Shay pulled Tdly down again as another exploson rang out. A spray of dlver droplets came through the
hole.

"Oh" Tdly sad softly. The nanos on Shay's grenade had been blown onto some unlucky
hovercraft's lifting fans, which had let loose a deadly shower as they'd been consumed. By now, every



mechine waiting for them outsde mugt have been infected.

"Cdl your hoverboard!"

Tdly flicked her crash bracelet. Shay was readying to jump, hopping between the spreading
droplets of Slver that covered the room. She took three careful steps, then threw hersdlf into the gap.

Tdly took one step back from the hole—dl she had room for. The lumbering threshing machine
was 0 close that she could fed the heet of its disntegration.

Shetook abreath and dived into the breach. ..

FLIGHT

Tdly tumbled into darkness.

The night slence enveloped her, and for a moment she smply let hersdf fdl. Maybe shed
brushed againg the deadly slver goo on her way through the hole, or was about to be blown from the
sky, or wasfdling to her death, but a least it was cool and quiet out here.

Then a tug came on her wrig, and the familiar shape of her hoverboard hurtled out of the
darkness. Tdly soun hersdf in midair, landing in a perfect riding stance.

Shay was dready speeding toward the closest edge of the city. Angling her board to fallow, Tdly
engaged itslifting fans, the thrum beneath her feet building swiftly to a howl.

The sky around them wasfilled with glowing shapes, dl headed away from Taly. Every sngle
hovercraft was trying to put distance between itsdf and its fellow machines; none of them knew which
had been spattered with the sllver goo and which were clean. The most obvioudy contaminated were
grounding themsdlvesin the no-fly areg, illing their spinning fans before they infected the rest.

She and Shay would have afew minutes head start while the armada got itsdf organized.

Imegining pinpricks of heat on her ams and hands, Tdly glanced down to check hersdf for
growing slver dots. She wondered if the sprayers ingde were getting the hungry nanos under control, or
whether the whole building was going to sink into the earth.

If the dlver goo was the sort of uff the Armory kept in its museum, what were the "serious’
weapons stored deep underground like? Of course, destroying one building wasn't much by Rusty
standards. They'd killed whole cities with a Sngle bomb, sickened generations with radioactivity and
poisons. Next to that, the Slver Suff redly was a museum piece.

Behind her, firefighting hovercars from the dty were ariving, oraying out vast clouds of the
black foam across the whole Armary.

Tdly turned away from the chaos and shot after Shay in the dark sky, relieved to see that no
glowing droplets dung to her night black sneak suit. "You're dlean,” she cdled out.

Shay took a quick soin around Taly. "You too. Told you that Specids are born lucky!

Tdly swalowed, glancing over her shoulder. A few surviving hovercraft were zooming out from
the pandemonium of the Armory grounds, chasing them. She and Shay might be invisblein their suits, but
their hoverboards would Hill show up as bright divers of heat. "I wouldn't cdl this good luck yet," she
ydled across the void.

"Dont worry, Tdly-wa. If they want to play, I've got more grenades.” As the two of them hit the
edge of Crumblyville, Shay dropped to roof leve to take better advantage of the grid.

Tdly followed her down, teking adow breath. That Shay in possession of hand grenades was a
comforting thought showed what kind of a night this had turned into.

She could hear the roar of hovercraft building now. Apparently, the goo hadn't gotten them 4.
"They're getting closer. "

"They're faster than we are, but they won't mess with us over the city. They don't want to kill any
innocent bystanders.”

Which doesn't include us, Tdly thought. "So how do we get avay?'

"If we can find ariver outside of town, we can jump.”



"Jump?"

"They can't see us, Tdly—jus our boards. Fdling through the ar in sneak suits, well be
completely invishle™ She was fiddling with one of the grenades. "Jud find me ariver.”

Tdly flipped amap overlay across her vision.

"All that firepower will chop our boards to pieces" Shay said. "They won't have enough left to
..." Shay's voice faded. All a once, the hovercraft had winked out of existence, leaving the night sky
empty.

Tdly flipped through various infrared overlays, but could see nothing. " Shay?"

"They must have turned their lifting fans off. They're running on magnetics, totaly sedthy.”

"But why?We know that they'refollowing us."

"Maybe they don't want to freak out the crumblies” Shay said. "They're pacing us, surrounding
us, waiting for us to leave the city. Then they'll start shooting.”

Tdly swalowed. In the momentary silence, her adrendine was fading, and the magnitude of what
they'd done findly struck home. Because of them, the military wasin an uproar, probably thinking the city
was under attack. For a moment, the icy glamour of being specid dipped away. "Shay, if this goes
wrong, thanks for trying to help Zane."

"Hush, Tdly-wa" Shay hissed. "Just find methat river.”

Tdly counted down the seconds. The city limit was less than aminute away.

She remembered the other night, the thrill of chasng the Smokies to the edge of the wild. But
now she was the one being hunted, outnumbered, and outgunned. ..

"Herewe go," Shay warned.

Asthey shot out over the dark edge of the city, glowing formswinked into existence dl around
them. First Tdly heard the roar of lifting fans spinning to life, and then bright lances of heat began to
streak across the sky.

"Don't makeit easy for them!" Shay cried.

Tdly began to weave, dipping around the arcs of blazing projectiles that filled the air. A stream of
cannon fire shot past her, hot as a desert wind on her cheek, splintering the trees below like matchsticks.
She veered and climbed, bardy avoiding another barrage from the opposite direction.

Shay threw a grenade draight up into the air. A few seconds later, it burst behind them, and a
concussion wave hit Tdly like afigt, setting her board wobbling. She heard the plaintive dhrieking of lifting
fans knocked avry—Shay had hit one of the hovercraft without even aming!

Which only proved, of course, how many of them there were...

Two arcing trails of cannon fire streaked across Taly's path, searing the air, and she twisted hard
to avoid them, barely staying on her board.

In the distance ahead, a band of reflected moonlight glimmered.

"Theriver!"

"l seeit," Shay caled. "Set your board to fly sraight and level once you jump.”

Tdly banked again, another spray of projectiles narrowly missng her. She stabbed a her crash
bracelets controls, setting the board to fly ahead without her.

"Try not to make asplash!™ Shay cried. "Three...two..."

Tdly jumped.

The dark river shone below her as she fdl, awinding black mirror reflecting the chaos in the sky.
She sucked in deep breeaths, storing up oxygen, pressing her hands together to split the water cleanly.

Theriver's surface dapped her hard, then its watery roar erased the screams of gunfire and lifting
fans Tdly plunged deep into the darkness, its cold and sllence enveloping her.

She waved her amsin circles to keep hersdlf from floating too quickly to the top, saying down
aslong as her lungs could stand it. When she findly surfaced, her eyes scanned the sky, but found only
flickers on the dark horizon, kilometers away. The river's current was brisk and smooth.

They had escaped.



"Tdly?' ashout bounced acrossthe water.

"Over here" she answered softly, paddling to face the sound.

Shay reached her with afew powerful strokes. "You okay, Tdly-wa?

"Yegh" Tdly did a quick internd diagnostic on her bones and muscles. "Nothing broken.”

"Me nather." Shay was amiling tiredly. "Let's head for shore. Weve got a long wak ahead of
=

Asthey swam dowly shoreward, Tdly watched the sky anxioudy—shed had enough of fighting
off the city's armed forces for one night.

"That was truly icy, Taly-wa," Shay said as they dragged themsdves onto the muddy riverbank.
She pulled out the tool she'd found in the museum. "By this time tomorrow night, Zane will be on his way
into the wild. And well be right behind him."

Tdly looked at the aloy-cutter, hardly beieving they'd dmost gotten killed for something smdler
then afinger. "But after everything we did back there, will anyone redly bdieve it was a bunch of Crims?'

"Maybe not." Shay shrugged, then giggled. "But by the time they get around to stopping thet
slver goo, they won't have much evidence left. And whether they think it was Crims or Smokies or a
bunch of commando Specids from another city, they'll know Zane-la has some bad-ass friends.”

Tdly frowned. They'd only meant to make Zane seem bubbly, not involve himin a mgor attack.

Of course, with the dity threatened this way, Dr. Cable would probably be thinking about
recruiting a few more Specias as soon as possible. And Zane would make alogica candidate.

Tdly smiled. "He does have some bad-ass friends, Shay-la. He has you and me"

Shay laughed as they started into the woods, snesk suits shifting to match the dappled shafts of
moonlight. "Tel me about it, Taly-wa That boy doesn't know how lucky heis”

Part 11
TRACKING ZANE

When the people of the world al know beauty as beauty, There arises the recognition of ugliness.
When they al know the good as good, There arises the recognition of evil. —Lao Tzu, TheTao Te
Ching

CUT FREE

The next night, they found Zane and a smdl group of Crims waiting for them, clustered in the
shadow of the dam that calmed the river before it encircled New Pretty Town. The sound of fdling water
and the nervous samdls of the Crims set Tdly's senses abuzz, her flash tattoos spinning like pinwhed's on
her arms.

After lagt night's adventures, her old random body wouldve been dead tired. She and Shay had
walked dl the way into the city center before cdling Tachs to bring new boards, a hike that would have
lad up any normd human for days. But a few hours deep had moslly restored Taly's body, and their
exploits a the Armory now seemed like a practical joke—one that had gotten a little out of hand,
maybe....

Her skintenna was crackling with the city's high dert: wardens and regular Specids out in force,
the newsfeeds openly wondering if the city was at war. Haf of Crumblyville had seen the inferno on the
horizon, and the giant pile of black foam where the Armory had once stood was hard to explan away.
There were military hovercraft vishle over the center of town, dtationed to protect the city government
from any further attacks. The nightly fireworks displays had been canceled until further notice, leaving the

Kkyline grangdy dark.



Even the Cutters had been cdled in and told to search for any connection between the Smokies
and the Armory's destruction, which Taly and Shay thought was pretty funny.

The buzz of the emergency energized Tdly; she found the whole thing icy, like back when school
was canceled because of a blizzard or a fire. Even with her sore muscles, she fdt ready to follow Zane
into the wild for weeks or months, whatever it took.

But as her board touched down, Taly made sure not to caich his watery-eyed gaze. She didn't
want thisicy feding sucked out of her, randomized by his infirmity. So she turned her eyes to the rest of
the Crims,

There were eight in dl. Peris was among them, his big eyes widening as he took in Tdly's new
face. He was halding a cluster of toy balloons, like an entertainer at some littli€s birthday party.

"Don't tedl me you're going,” she snorted.

He returned her gaze without blinking. "I know | wimped out on you, Tdly. But I'm bubblier

Taly looked at Perissfull lips, the softness of histrying-to-be-defiant expression, and wondered
if hisnew attitude had come from one of Maddy's pills. " So what are those balloons for? In case you fall
off your hoverboard?'

"Youll see" he answered, mustering asmile.

"You bubbleheads better be ready for along trip,” Shay sad. "The Smokies may wait a while
before they pick you up. | hope that's surviva gear in those packs and not champagne.”

"Were ready” Zane answered. "Water purifiers and sxty days of sdf-heating meds each. Lots of
SpagBoal.”

Tdly winced. Ever snce her fird trip into the wild, the merest thought of Spagbol made her
somach flip. Luckily, Specids gathered their own food in the wild; their rebuilt somachs could extract
the nutrition out of practicaly anything that grew. A few Cutters had actudly taken up hunting, though
Tdly stuck to wild plants—she'd eaten her share of dead animas back in Smokey days.

The Crims started hoiging their backpacks, keeping their faces solemn, trying to look serious.
She just hoped they didn't chicken out in the middle of the wild and leave Zane aone. He dready looked
alittle shaky, even with his board 4ill on the ground.

A few of the other Crims were daing a her and Shay. They wouldn't have seen a Specid
before, much less a scarred and wildy tattooed Cutter. But they didnt seem scared—like normd
bubbleheads would be—just curious.

Of course, Maddy's nanos had been meking the rounds for a while now. And the Crims would
be the fird to try anything to make themsdves bubbly.

How would you run a dty where everyone was Crim? Instead of most people going aong with
the rules, they'd dways be geding and doing tricks. Wouldn't you eventudly wind up with real
crimes—random violence and even murders—like back in Rusty days?

"All right,”” Shay said. "Get ready to move." She pulled out the dloy-cutter.

The Crims dipped ther interface rings from ther fingers, and as Peris handed each a baloon,
they tied ther rings to the dangling strings.

"Clever," Tdly said, and Peris beamed a stisfied amile at her. When the baloons were let go
with the rings attached, it would look to the dty interface as though the Crims were taking a dow
hoverboard trip together, letting the wind push them dong in typicd bubblehead fashion.

Shay took a step toward Zane, but he hed up his hand. "No, | want Taly to set me free”

Shay let out a short, barked laugh and tossed Tdly the tool. "Y our boy wants you.”

Tdly took adow bregth as she crossed to where Zane stood, vowing to hersdf that she wouldn't
let him randomize her brain. But when she reached out to grasp the metd chain, her fingers brushed his
bare throat, and a shudder passed through her. Her eyes stayed on the necklace, but standing this close,
fingertips centimeters from his flesh, brought up old and dizzy-making memories.

But then she saw the trembling in Zan€e's hands, and the repulsion rose in her once more. The war
in her brain wouldn't end until he was a Specid—his body as perfect as her own.

"Hold steady," shesaid. "Thisishot.”



Tdly dimmed her vison as the tool sparked to life, a sputtering blue-and-white rainbow in the
darkness. The heat hit her face like opening an oven, and asmdl like burnt plagtic filled the air.

Her own hands were shaking.

"Dont worry, Taly. | trust you."

She swalowed, 4ill not looking up into his eyes. She didn't want to see thair watery color, or
Zane's thoughts so obvious on his face. She just wanted him to get moving, out into the wild where he
could be found by the Smokies, recaptured, and then findly remade.

As the bright arc touched metd, Tdly heard an dert ping go through her. Standard cty
procedure: The necklace was wired to send a sgnd if damaged. Any warden in the vidnity would have
heard the ping too.

"Better let those balloons go," Shay said. "They'll come looking soon.”

The arc diced through the last few millimeters of the chain, and Tally lifted it from around his neck
with both hands, careful to keep the glowing tips from his bare flesh.

Her arms were hadfway around him when Zane took her wrists. "Try to change your mind, Tdly."

She pulled away, his grip no stronger than the strands of a spider web. "My mind isfine the way
itis"

Hisfingertips did down her arm, dong the ridges of cutting scars. "Then why do you do this?"

She looked a his hands, dill afraid to meet his eyes. "It makes us icy. It's like being bubbly, but
much better.”

"Wha isit that you're not feding, that you have to do that?"

She frowned, unable to answer the question. He just didn't understand cutting because he'd never

done it. On top of which, her skintenna was carrying every word to Shay ...

"You can rewire yoursdlf again, Tdly," he sad. "The fact that they made you into a Specid
means you can change."

She stared at the ill-glowing cutting tool, remembering what they'd gone through to get it. "I've
dready done more than you think."

"Good. Then you can choose what Sde you're on, Tdly."

She looked up into hiseyes at lagt. "Thisign't about what Sde I'm on, Zane. I'm not doing this for
anyone but us"

Heamiled. "Neither am |. Remember that, Taly."

"What do you ... ?' Tdly dropped her gaze, sheking her head. "You have to get moving, Zane.
You won't look very bubbly if the wardens catch you here before you've even taken a step.”

"And speaking of being caught,” Shay whispered, handing the tracker to Zane. "Give tha a twirl
when you find the Smoke, and well come running. It dso works if you throw it into a fire, doesn't it,
Tdly-wa?'

He looked at the tracker, then dipped it into his pocket. All three of them knew that he wouldn't
useit.

Tdly dared another glance into Zan€e's eyes. He might not be specid, but his fierce expression
didn't look like a bubblehead's ether.

"Try to kegp changing, Tdly," he sad softly.

"Jug go!" She turned and took a few steps away, snatching the last few baloons away from
Peris, twiging thar srings around the Hill-glowing necklace. When she let them go, the baloons struggled
agang the necklace's weight at firgt, until a gust of wind buoyed ther strength.

By the time she looked back a Zane, his board was risng, his arms outstretched ungteedily, like
alittlie waking a baance beam. One Crim flew on ether sde of him, ready to help.

Shay let out asigh. "Thisisgoing to be way too easy.”

Tdly didn't answer, keeping her eyes on Zane until he disappeared into the darkness.

"We better get moving," Shay said. Tdly nodded. When the wardens came siiffing, they might
think it was somewhat random to find a couple of Specias hanging around Zane's last known location.

The scales of her sneak auit shuddered through their little boot-up dance, and Tdly pulled on her
gloves, drawing the hood down over her face.



Within seconds, Tdly and Shay were as perfectly black as the midnight sky above.
"Comeon, Boss," shesad. "Let'sgo find the Smoke.”

OUTSDE

Zane's escape went much easer than Tally had expected.

The rest of the Crims and their pretty dlies must have been in on the trick—hundreds of them
released thar interface rings on toy baloons a the same time, filling the ar with fase sgnds. Another
hundred or so uglies did the same. The wardens channd wasfull of irritated chatter as they went around
collecting rings and putting a hdt to dozens of pranks. The authorities weren't in the mood for practicdl
jokes efter last night's attack.

Shay and Tally findly switched off the wardens babble.

"Pretty icy so far," Shay said. "Your boyfriend should make a good Cuitter."

Tdly amiled, feding relieved to have Zane's shakiness out of her Sght. The excitement of the
chase was beginning.

They followed the little group of Crims from a kilometer back, the eght figures so clear in
infrared that Taly could tdl Zan€e's glowing slhouette apart from the others. She noticed thet at least one
of them aways flew close to him, ready to lend a hand.

The runaways didn't speed up the river toward the Rusty Ruins, but made their unhurried way to
the southern edge of the city. When they ran out of grid, they descended into the forest and hiked,
carying their hoverboards toward the same river that Taly and Shay had jumped into the night before.

"That's bubbly of them," Shay said. "Not taking the usud way out."

"Mug be tough on Zane, though,” Tdly said. Hoverboards were heavy carrying without a grid
beneeth them.

"If you're going to worry about him thiswhole trip, Tdly-wa, it's going to be extremely boring.”

"Sorry, Boss."

"Rdax, Tdly. We won't let anything happen to your boy." Shay dropped into the pine trees. Tally
stayed up high for another moment, watching the little group's dow progress. It would be an hour before
they made the river and could use their boards again, but she was reluctant to lose sght of the runaways
out herein the wild.

"A little early in the trip to burn your fans out, don't you think?' Shay's voice came from below,
inimate in the skintenna network's feed.

Taly sighed softly, then et herself descend.

An hour later, they were Stting on the riverbank waiting for the Crimsto catch up.

"Heven," Shay said, tossng another rock. Soinning wildly, it skipped across the water as she
counted aloud, findly snking after the deventh bounce.

"Hah! | winagain!" Shay announced.

"No onedseisplaying, Shay-la"

"It's me againg nature. Twelve" Shay threw again, the rock bouncing happily out into the middle
of the river, dropping to the bottom after exactly twelve skips. "Victory isming Come on, you try."

"No thanks, Boss. Shouldn't we check on them again?'

Shay groaned. "Theyl be here soon, Tdly. They were dmog a the river last time you checked,
which was about five minutes ago."

"So why aren't they here yet?'

"Because they're resting, Tdly. They're dl tired after lugging their crappy boards through the
fores." She amiled. "Or maybe they're cooking up a ddicious feast of Spagbol.”

Tdly grimaced. She wished the two of them hadn't flown ahead. The whole point of this trick



was to stay close to the runaways. "What if they went the other way? Rivers go two ways, you know?"

"Dont be so random, Tdly-wa. Why would they head away from the ocean? Once you get past
the mountains, there's nothing but desert for hundreds of kilometers. The Rudties called it Degth Valley
even before the weeds took over.”

"But what if they arranged to meet the Smokies back there? We don't know how much contact
the Crims have had with outsders.”

Shay sghed. "Fine. Go and check." She kicked at the dirt between her fedt, trying to find another
flat rock. "Jugt don't stay up too long. They might have infrared.”

"Thanks, Boss." Taly stood, snapping for her board.

"Thirteen," Shay answered, and threw.

From up high, Tdly could make out the runaways. As Shay had suspected, they were on the
riverbank, unmoving, probably resting their feet. But as she tried to figure out which was Zane, Taly
frowned.

Then she redlized what was bothering her: There were nine glowing blobs of heat, not eight. Had
they built a fire? Was some sdf-heating med tricking her infrared?

She adjusted her vison to bring them into focus. The slhouettes sharpened until Tdly was certain
thet dl of them were human-sze.

"Shay-l1a," shewhispered. "They did meet someone.”

"Already?' Shay answered from below. "Huh. | didn't think the Smokies would make it this

"Unlessit'sanother ambush,” Tally said softly.

"Let them try. I'm coming up.”

"Hang on, they're moving." The glowing forms were dipping out onto the river, headed toward
her and Shay a hoverboard speed. But one remained behind, waking into the cover of the forest.
"They're on their way here, Shay. Eight of them, anyway. Somebody's going the other direction.”

"Okay, you follow that one. I'll stick with the Crims."

"BU"

"Dont argue with me, Taly. | won't lose your boyfriend. Just get moving, and don't let them see
you."

"Okay, Boss" Tdly dropped toward theriver to let her hoverboard's fans cool. Zooming toward
the approaching Crims, she booted her suit, pulling the hood over her face. Tdly angled closer to the
bank and its cover of overhanging plants, dowing dmog to a hdt.

Within a minute, the Crims shot past, unaware, and she recognized Zane's unsteedy form among
the others.

"Got them," Shay said a moment later. Her voice was dready fading. "If we go off river, I'll leave
askintenna beacon for you."

"Okay, Boss" Tdly leaned forward, heading toward the mysterious ninth figure.

"Be careful, Tdly-wa. | don't want to lose two Cuttersin the one week."

"No problem there" Tdly said. She wanted to get back to falowing Zane, not get captured
hersdf. "See you soon."

"Missyou dready...," Shay said asher sgnd faded.

Tdly's senses scanned the forests on ether side of the river. The dark trees crowding the banks
were ful of infrared phantoms;, amdl animas and nesting birds flashed past as random flickers of hest.
But nothing human-size...

As Tdly neared the spot where the Crims had met their mysterious friend, she dowed, crouching
low on her board. She amiled, beginning to fed icy and excited. If this was another ambush, the Smokies
were going to discover that they weren't the only ones who could turn invisble.

She glided to a hdt on the muddy riverbank, stepping from her board and sending it into the sky
to wait for her.



The spot where the Crims had stood was marked by a swarm of footprints. The amdl of an
unwashed humen lingered in the air, someone who had been days or longer without a bath. That couldn't
be one of the Crims, who'd smédled like recyclable clothes and nervousness.

Tdly moved carefully into the trees, following the trail of scent.

Whoever she was following knew something about woodcraft. No broken branches marked a
dumsy passage, and the undergrowth showed no telltde sgns of footsteps. But the amdl grew stronger
as Tdly moved ahead, enough to make her nose wrinkle. Running water or not, even Smokies didn't
grdl this bad.

A flicker of infrared glow came through the trees, a human form ahead of her. She paused a
moment to listen, but hardly a sound carried through the forest: Whoever it was could move as slently as
David.

Tdly crept forward dowly, eyes scanning the ground for the subtle markers of a trail. Seconds
laer she found it—an dmogt invigble channd through the dense trees, the path that the figure was
following.

Shay had warned her to be careful, and whoever this person was—Smokie or not—they
wouldn't be easy to sneak up on. But perhaps one ambush deserved another....

Tdly veered off the trail, running deeper into the forest. She moved slent and light-footed through
the soft undergrowth, sweeping around her quarry in a dow arc until she found the trall again. Then she
crept forward, ahead of them now, until she spotted a high tree branch that stretched directly over the
path.

The perfect spot.

As she climbed, her suit-scaes sprouted the rough texture of bark, its colors shifting into a
dappled moonlit pattern. She dung to an overhanging branch, invisble and waiting, her heartbeat
quickening.

The glowing figure came through the trees in totd Slence. There were no synthetic smdls among
those of unwashed humanity: no sunblock patches, insect repdlent, or even a trace of soap or shampoo.
AsTdly flipped through vison overlays, she detected no Sgns of ectronics or a heated jacket, and her
ears didn't catch the dight buzz of night-vison goggles.

Not that equipment would help her quarry. Absolutdy motionless in her snesk suit, hardly
breething, Taly was undetectable even to the best technology ...

And yet, just asthe figure passed below her, it dowed, cocking its head asif listening for
something.

Tdly hdd her breath. She knew she was invishle, but her heart beat faster, her senses amplifying
the sounds of the forest around her. Was there someone dse out here? Someone who'd spotted her
dimbing the tree? Phantoms flickered at the corners of her vison. Her body longed to act, not hide up
here among the leaves and branches.

For a long moment, the figure didn't move. Then, very dowly, its head tipped back to gaze
upward.

Tdly didn't hesitate—she dropped, flattening her scales to night black armored mode, wrapping
both arms around the figure, pinning its arms as she dragged it to the ground. This close, the unwashed
grdl was dmaost choking.

"I don't want to hurt you," she hissed through the suit's mask. "But | will if | have to."

The young man struggled for a moment, and Tdly saw the flash of a metd knife in his hand. She
squeezed harder, pushing the breath from his lungs with a cracking of ribs until the knife dipped from his
fingers

"Sayshd," he hissed.

His accent sent a shudder of recognition through Tdly. Sayshal? She remembered that strange
word from somewhere. She flipped off her infrared, pulled him to his feet, and pushed him backward,
taking in hisface in a stray beam of moonlight.

Hewas bearded and dirty-faced, his clothing nothing but strips of animal skins sewn crudely
together. "I know you...," she said softly. When he didn't answer, Tally pulled off her hood, |etting him



see her face.
"Young Blood," hesaid, smiling. "Y ou have changed.”

BARBARIAN

His name was Andrew Simpson Smith, and Taly had met him before.

When sheld escaped the city back in her pretty days, she'd sumbled across a sort of reservation,
an experiment mantained by the city's scientists. The people indde the reservation lived like pre-Rusties,
wearing skins and usng only Stone Age tools—clubs and gticks and fire. They inhabited smdl villages
that were congantly at war with each other, an endless cycle of revenge killings for the scientists to studly,
like a purified layer of human violence squeezed between the haves of a petri dish.

The villagers didn't know about the rest of the world, or that every problem they faced—illness
and hunger and bloodshed—had been solved by humeanity centuries before. That is, they hadn't known
until Tdly had ssumbled into one of their hunting parties, been mistaken for a god, and told a holy man
named Andrew Simpson Smith dl abot it.

"How did you get out?" she asked.

He amiled proudly. "I crossed the edge of the world, Y oung Blood."

Tdly raised an eyebrow. The reservation was bounded by "little men," dolls strung from the trees
and armed with neurd scramblers that caused terific pain to anyone who got too close. The villagers
were far too dangerous to be let loose into the red wild, so the dity had given their world impassable
borders.

"How did you manage that?'

Andrew Simpson Smith chuckled as he bent to pick up his knife, and Tdly fought an urge to kick
it from his hand. He had cdled her a Sayshal, the villagers word for hated Specids. Of course, now tha
he'd seen her face, he remembered Tdly as a friend, an dly againg the gods of the city. He had no idea
what her new lace of flash tattoos meant, no understanding that she had become one of the gods feared
enforcers.

"After you told me how much lay beyond the edge of the world, Young Blood, | began to
wonder if the little men were afraid of anything."

"Afrad?'

"Yes | tried many ways to scare them. Songs, spells. The skulls of bears.”

"Um, they're not redly men, Andrew. Just machines. They don't exactly get afrad.”

His expression grew more serious. "Bt fire, Young Blood. | learned they fear fire”

"Hre?' Tdly swalowed. "Um, Andrew, was this aredly big fire, by any chance?'

His amile returned. "It burned many trees. When it was done, the little men had run away.”

She groaned. "l think the little men were burned away, Andrew. So you're saying you started a
forest fire?"

"Forest fire" He considered this for a moment. "Those are good words for it."

"Actudly, Andrew, those are bad words. You're just lucky it's not summer, or that fire couldve
taken out your whole...world."

He smiled. "My world is bigger now, Y oung Blood."

"Yeah, but fill...that wasn't what | had in mind."

Tdly sghed. Her attempt to explain the red world to Andrew had resulted in massve destruction
indead of enlightenment, and his fire had probably released severd villages full of dangerous barbarians
into the wild. There were Smokies and runaways and even campers from the city out here. "How long
ago did you do this?'

"Twenty-seven days." He shook his head. "Bt the little men came back. New ones, who are not
arad of fire. | have been outsde my old world ever snce”

"But you've made some new friends, haven't you? City friends”



Helooked at Taly suspicioudy for amoment. He must have redlized that if shedd seen him with
the Crims, she had been following them. "Y oung Blood," he said cautioudy. "By what fortune do we
met?'

Tdly didn't answer right away. The concept of lies had hardly seemed to exig in Andrew's
village, at least until Tdly had explained the big lie they were dl living in. But surly by now he was more
wary of city people. She decided to choose her words carefully. "Those gods you just met, some of them
are friends of mine"

"They arenot gods, Taly. Y ou taught methat."

"Right. Good for you, Andrew.” She wondered what ese he understood these days. He had
grown more comfortable with the city's language, asif held been practicing a lot. "But how did you know
they were coming? You didn't just run into them accidentdly, did you?"

He looked a her warily for a moment, then shook his head. "No. They're running from the
Sayshd, and | offered help. They are your friends?'

She chewed her lip. "One of them was ... | mean, is...my boyfriend."

Comprehension spread across Andrew's face, and he let out a low chuckle. Reaching out one
hand, he patted her shoulder roughly. "I see now. That's why you follow, making yoursdf asinvishle as a
Sayshd. A boyfriend.”

Tdly tried not to rall her eyes. If Andrew Simpson Smith wanted to think she was a jilted lover
tagging aong after the runaways, it was certainly smpler than explaining the truth. "So how did you know
to meet them here?"

"After | found | could not go home, | set off to look for you, Young Blood."

"Me?' Tdly asked.

"You were trying to get to the Rusty Ruins. Y ou told me how far, and in what direction.”

"And you made it there?"

Andrew's eyes widened as he nodded, a shiver passing through his frame. "A huge village, full of
the deed.”

"And met the Smokiesthere, didn't you?"

"The New Smoke Lives," hesaid gravely.

"Yeah, it sure does. And now you hep runaways for them?"

"Not just me. The Smokies know how to fly above the little men. Others from my village have
joined us. One day, well dl be free

"W, that's great news," Tdly said. The Smokies had redlly gone crazy now, letting a bunch of
deadly savages out into the wild. Of course, the villagers would make useful dlies. They knew woodcraft
better than any dty kids could ever hope to, probably even better than the oldest Smokies. They knew
how to gather food on the trall and make clothes from naturd materids, dl the skills the cities had lost.
And after generations of tribd warfare, they'd be expertsin the art of ambush as well.

Andrew Smpson Smith had somehow sensed Tdly overhead, even in her sneak suit. Indincts
like thet took alifetimein the wilderness to hone.

"How did you help those runaways just now?"'

He amiled proudly. "I gave them the way to the New Smoke."

"Greet. Because, you see, I've sort of been out of the loop. And | was kind of hoping you'd help
me out with thet too."

He nodded. "Of course, Young Blood. Just speak the magic word."

Tdly blinked. "A magic word? Andrew, it's me. | may not know any magic words, but I've been
trying to get to the Smoke since you met me."

"True. But I've made a promise” He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. "What happened to
you, Young Blood, after you left? When | reached the ruins, | told the Smokies how you had appeared
to us. They said the city had taken you away again. Had done thingsto you." He gestured at her face. "Is
that another fashion statement?”

Tdly sghed, looking into his eyes. He was just a random, and a particularly random random at
that, with his uneven teeth and spotty, never-washed skin. But for some reason, she didn't want to lie to



Andrew Simpson Smith. For one thing, it seemed way too easy, tricking someone who couldn't even
read, who'd spent dl but the last few weeks of hislife trapped in an experiment.

"Y our heart is besting fast, Y oung Blood."

Tdly's hand went to her face, which was no doubt spinning. Andrew hadn't forgotten how flash
tattoos revealed excitement and distress. Maybe it was pointless to lie to him. Ingincts that could detect
someone in a sneak Uit were not to be underestimated.

She decided to tdl the truth. The part that was important to her, anyway.

"Let me show you something, Andrew,” she said, peding off her right glove. She held out her
pam, the short-circuited flash tattoos sputtering in time with her heartbeat in the moonlight. "See those
two scars? They're marks of my love ... for Zane"

He stared a her hand wide-eyed, nodding dowly "I've never seen scars on your people before.
Your skinisdways...perfect.”

"Yeah. We only have scars if we want to, so they dways mean something. These mean that |
love Zane. He's the one who |looked unwell, kind of shaky? | need to fallow him, to make sure he's okay
out here"

Andrew nodded dowly. "And he's too proud to accept the hep of a woman?!

Tdly shrugged. The villagers were pretty much Stone Age about the whole gender thing, too.
"Wl, let's just say he doesn't exactly want my hdp right now."

" was not too proud when you taught me about the world.” He smiled. "Maybe I'm smarter than
Zane"

"Maybe you are." She made afig with her bare hand. The ridges of scarring across her pdm il
ft iff. "I'm asking you to break your promise, Andrew, and tdl me where they're headed. | think | can
cure Zane of his shakes. And I'm worried about him being out here with a bunch of dty kids. They don't
understand the wild like you and | do."

He dill stared at her hand, thinking hard. Then his eyes raised to meet hers. "Without you, 1'd il
be trapped indde afdse world. | want to trust you, Young Blood."

Tdly forced hersdf to amile "So youll tdl me where the New Smoke is?'

"I don't know. It's too big a secret for me. But | can give you away.” He reached into a pouch at
his belt and withdrew a handful of tiny chips.

"Pogtion-finders™ Tdly said softly. "With a route programmed in?'

"Yes. This one brought me here to meet these young runaways. And this one will lead you to the
New Smoke. Do you know how it works?' Andrew's caloused, grubby forefinger hovered over the
boot button of one of the finders, and there was an eager ook on hisface.

"Yeah, no problem. I've used them before.” Tdly amiled back at him, reaching for the device.

He pulled it away. She looked up, hoping she wouldn't have to take it by force.

Hisfig stayed closed. "Do you dill chdlenge the gods, Y oung Blood?"

Tdly frowned. Andrew knew that she had changed, but how much?

"Answer me" he said, hiseyesbright in the moonlight.

She took a moment before answering. Andrew Simpson Smith wasn't like the non-Specidsin the
city, the blank-eyed mass of uglies and pretties. Living in the wild had made him more like her: a hunter, a
warrior, asurvivor. With the scars of a dozen fights and accidents, he dmost looked like a Cuitter.

Somehow, Tdly didn't see Andrew as walpaper. Whether or not she could deceive him, she
redized now thet she didn't want to.

"Do | ill chdlenge the gods?' Tdly thought of what she and Shay had done the night before,
bresking into the city's most guarded fadility and practicaly destroying it in the process. They had set off
on their own without tdling Dr. Cable ther true plans. And this whole journey was, for Tdly at lesd,
more about fixing Zane than winning the city's war againg the Smoke.

The Cutters might be Specids, but over the last few days Tdly Y oungblood had reverted to her
own nature: thoroughly Crim.

"Yes. | dill chdlenge them," she said softly, redizing that it was true.

"Good." He grinned, relieved, and handed her the pogtion-finder. "Go then, follow your



boyfriend. And tdl the New Smoke that Andrew Simpson Smith was very hdpful.”

SPLIT

As Tdly made her way back down the river, she hed the postion-finder tightly in her scarred
hand, thinking hard.

Once she told Shay about her encounter with Andrew Simpson Smith, the plan would change.
With the finder the two of them could fly ahead of the dow-moving runaways, reeching the New Smoke
long before Zane and his crew. By the time the Crims arrived, their destination would be a Specid
Circumstances encampment, full of imprisoned Smokies and recaptured runaways. Showing up after the
rebelion had dready been crushed wouldn't make Zane look very bubbly.

Worse, hed be out here on his own for the rest of the trip, with only his Crim friends to help if
something went serioudy wrong. One bad fdl from his hoverboard and Zane might not survive to see the
New Smoke &t dl.

But how much would Shay care about dl that? What she redly wanted was to find the New
Smoke, save Fausto, and get her revenge on David and the rest of them. Babystting Zane wasn't her
idea of an important misson god.

Tdly dowed to a stop, suddenly wishing she hadn't run into Andrew Simpson Smith at all.

Of course, Shay didn't know about the position-finder yet. Maybe she didn't need to know. If
they stuck with the origind plan, tracking the Crims the old-fashioned way, Tdly could save the finder as
abackup in case they logt thetrall ..

She opened her hand, looking down at the finder and at her scars, wishing for some of the darity
sheld fdt the night before. She thought of drawing her knife, but remembered the expresson on Zane's
face as he stared a her scars.

It wasn't that she needed to cut hersdlf, after al.

Tdly closed her eyes, willing hersdlf to think clearly.

Back inugly days, Tdly had aways wimped out on decisions like this one. She'd dways avoided
any confrontation. That's how she'd wound up betraying the Old Smoke by accident, too afrad to tel
anyone about the tracker she carried. And how shed lost David, by never tdling him sheld been a spy.

Lying to Shay now was whet the old Taly would have done.

She took a deep breath. She was specid now; she had darity and strength. This time, she would
tdl Shay the truth.

Closing her figt, Taly urged her board forward again.

Ten kilometers upriver, her skintenna pinged asit picked up Shay's.

"| was getting worried about you, Taly-wa."

"Sorry, Boss. | raninto an old friend.”

"Redly? Anyonel know?'

"You never met him. Remember my campfire stories about the Restricted Experimentd Area?
The Smokies have started freaing the villagers and training them to hep with runaways."

"That's crazy!" Shay paused. "But wait a second. You knew him? He was from the same village
you sumbled into?'

"Yegh, and I'm afrad it's no coincidence, Shay-la. 1t's the holy man who helped me, remember? |
told him where the Rugty Ruins were. He was the fird to escape, and he's an honorary Smokey now.”

Shay whigled in amazement. "Very random, Tdly. So how was he supposed to hdp the Crims?
Teach them to skin rabhits?”

"He's sort of a guide. Runaways give him a code word, and he gives them postion-finders that
lead you to the Smoke." She took a deep breath. "And for old times sake, he gave me one too."



By thetime Tdly caught up with Shay, the Crims had made camp.

Tdly watched from the darkness as one by one they made ther way to the river's edge, dipping
ther purifiers into the gsity water. She and Shay had hidden themsdves downwind, and smdls of
sdf-heting food packs drifted from the runaways camp. Taly vividy remembered dl the tastes and
textures from her own days in the wild, catching the scents of CurryNoods, PadTha, and the hated
SpagBol on the breeze. Her ears picked up snatches of the Crims till-excited chatter as they prepared
to deep the 'day’ away.

"They did agood job on thisthing—it won't tell me the final destination." Shay was playing with
the position-finder. "It only gives you one waypoint a atime; it waitstill you get there to give you the next
one. Well haveto follow the whole path to find out whereit ends.” She snorted. "It'll probably take us
the scenic route.” Taly cleared her throat. "It won't be us, Shay-la™ Shay looked up. "What's thet,

Tdly?'

"I'm staying with the Crims. With Zane."

"Tdly...that'sawaste of time. We can travel twice asfast asthey can.”

"I know." She turned to face Shay. "But I'm not going to leave Zane out here with a bunch of city
kids. Not in his condition.”

Shay groaned. "Taly-wa, you're 0 pathetic. Don't you have any faith in im? Don't you keep
tdling me how special heis?'

"It's not about being specid. Thisisthe wild, Shay-la. Anything can happen: accidents, dangerous
animals, his condition getting worse. Y ou go ahead aone. Or call the rest of the Cutters—you won't have
to worry about getting spotted, after al. But I'm staying closeto Zane."

Shay's eyes narrowed. "Tdly...thisis not your choice. I'm giving you an order.”

"After what we did lagt night?' Tdly let out a choked laugh. "It's a little late to lecture me about
the chain of command, Shay-la"

"This ign't about the chain of command, Tdly!" Shay cried. "This is about the Cutters. About
Fausto. Y ou're choosing those bubbleheads over us?"

Tdly shook her head. "I'm choosing Zane."

"But you have, to come with me. Y ou promised you'd stop meking troublel”

"Shay, | promised that if they made Zane specid, 1'd stop trying to change things. And I'll keep
that promise, once he's a Cutter. But until then ..." Tdly tried to smile "What are you going to do?
Report meto Dr. Cable?’

Shay let out along hiss. Her hands were curled into fighting posdition, her teeth bared to show
their points. She jerked her chin at the runaways. "What I'm going to do, Taly-wa, is go over there and
tdl Zane that he's ajoke, a dupe, and that you've been tricking him—laughing & him. Let him run home
scared while we end the Smoke forever, and seeif he ever becomes a Specia then!”

Tdly clenched her own figs, holding Shay's gaze. Zane had aready paid enough for her lack of
courage; she had to stand her ground thistime. Her mind spun for an answer to Shay's threat.

A moment later she saw it, and shook her head. "You can't do that, Shay-la You don't know
where that finder leads. It could take you to another test of some kind—not some barbarian, but a
Smokey wholl know what you are, and who won't give you the next set of directions” Tdly gestured a
the runaways. "One of us has to stay with them. Just in case.”

Shay spat on the ground. "You don't give a damn about Fausto, do you? He's probably being
experimented on right now, and you want to waste time tracking these bubbleheadd”

"I know that Fausto needs you, Shay. I'm not asking you to stay with me" She spread her hands.
"One of us has to go ahead, and the other stay with the Crims. It's the only way."

Shay made another hissng sound and stalked away to the river's edge. She yanked a fla stone
from the mud and hoisted it, ready to throw it out across the water.

"Shay-la, they might see" Tdly whispered. Shay paused, her am 4ill cocked. "L ook, I'm sorry
about this, but I'm not being totdly random, am 7"



Shay's response was to sare at the stone for amoment, then drop it back into the mud and draw
her knife. She began to rall up the arm of her snesk suit.

Tdly turned away, hoping that once her mind was clear, Shay would understand.

She watched the runaway camp, where everyone was egting carefully, apparently having redized
that self-heating medls could burn their tongues. That was the firg lesson everyone got out in the wild:
Nothing could be trusted, not even your own dinner. It wasnt like the city, where every sharp corner had
been rounded off, every bacony equipped with a resstance fidd in case you fdl, and where the food
never came bailing hot.

She couldn't leave Zane out here adone, even if saying with im made Shay hate her.

A moment later, Tdly heard Shay standing up, and turned to face her. Her am was bleeding, her
flash tattoos in dizzying motion, and as she approached, Tdly saw the tdltae sharpness of her eyes.

"All right. We split up,” she said. Tdly tried to amile, but Shay shook her head. "Don't you dare
get happy about this, Tdly-wa | thought making you into a Specia would change you. | thought if you
could see the world clearly, you'd think about yoursalf alitile less. It wouldn't just be you and your latest
boyfriend; | thought you might let something €lse matter every oncein awhile™

"| care about the Cutters, Shay, honest. | care about you."

"You did until Zane reappeared. Now, nothing else matters™ She shook her head in disgudt.
"And I've been trying so hard to please you, to make this work for you. But it's pointless.”

Tdly swalowed. "But we have to olit up—it's the only safe way to make sure the finder works.”

"I know that, Taly-wa. | can see your logic." Shay looked at the runaways, disgust dl over her
wildy spinning face. "But answer methis Did you think it dl through and then redize we should split up?
Or had you dready decided to stick with Zane, no matter what?' Taly opened her mouth, then closed it.
"Dont bother lying, Taly-wa We both know the answer.” Shay snorted, turned away, and snapped her
fingers for her hoverboard. "I redly thought you'd changed. But you're dill the same self-centered little
ugly youve dways been. That's what's amazing about you, Taly—even Dr. Cable and her surgeons
don't sand a chance againg your ego."

Tdly fdt her hands begin to tremble. She had expected an argument, but not this. "Shay..."

"Youre even a falure as a Specid, dways worrying about everything. Why can't you just be
icy?"

"I dways tried to do what you—"

"Wdl you can stop trying now." Shay reached into the storage compartment of her board and
pulled out medspray, gving her bleeding am a long squirt. Then she pulled out a few more sedled
packages, tossing them into the mud a Taly's feet. "Here's a pack of smart pladtic, if you have to go
undercover. A couple of skintenna beacons and a satdlite booster.” She let out a bitter laugh, her voice
dill quivering with contempt. "Il even give you one of my leftover grenades. Just in case something big
gets between you and shaky-boy."

The grenade dropped to the ground with a thud, and Tadly flinched.

"Shay, why areyou—"

"Stop talking to me" The order slenced Tdly who could only stare as Shay rolled her sneak it
down her am and drew its hood over her face, replacing her furious expression with a mask of midnight
darkness. Her voice came distorted through the mask. "I'm not waiting around any longer. Fausto's my
responshility, not that pack of bubbleheads.”

Tdly swalowed. "I hope he's okay."

"I'm sure you do." Shay leaped onto her board. "But I'm al done with caring what you hope or
think, Tdly-wa Forever."

Tdly tried to speak, but Shay's last word had come out so coldly that she couldn't.

Shay rose into the sky, her slhouette barely visble againg the dark trees on the other bank. She
dipped out over the river, then shot into the blackness, disappearing indantly, like something winking out
of existence.

But Tdly could dill hear her breathing through the skintenna link. 1t sounded harsh and angry as it
began to fade, asif Shay's teeth were dill bared in hatred and disgust. Tdly tried to think of one more



thing to say, something that would explain why she had to do this. Staying with Zane was more important
than being a Cutter, more important than any promise she'd ever made.
This decison was about who Tdly Y oungblood was ingde, whether ugly or pretty or specid...
But a moment later Shay was out of range, and Tdly gill hadn't said a word. She found hersdlf
done and in hiding, waiting for the Crimsto fdl adeep.

INCOMPETENCE

The Crimstried to build afire, and failed.

All they managed to do was set afew wet branches smoldering, the angry hiss so loud that Taly
could hear it from her hiding place. They never got a red blaze going, and the pile was Hill sputtering
desultorily as dawn began to bresk. That's when the Crims noticed the dark column of smoke risng into
the lightening sky, and tried to put it out. They wound up dumping handfuls of mud on the haf-dive fire,
By the time they had it under control, their aty clothes looked like they'd been deeping rough for a week.

Tdly sighed, imagining Shay's chuckle as they struggled with the smplest things. At least they had
redized that it was smarter to deep during the day and travel a night.

As the runaways wrestled their way into degping bags, Tdly dlowed hersdf to fdl into catnap
mode. Specias didn't need much deep, but she could dill fed the Armory bresk-in and the long hike
afterward in her muscles. The Crims would be bone tired after thair firgt night in the wild, so now was
probably the best time to catch up on her rest. Without Shay adong to trade watches with, Tdly might
have to stay dert for days a atime,

She sat with her legs crossed, fading the runaway camp and setting her internd software to ping
every ten minutes. But deep didnt come easlly. Her eyes burned with unshed tears from the fight with
Shay. Accusations dill echoed in her mind, making the world fuzzy and distant. She took dow, deep
breaths, until findly her eyesfdl closed...

Ping. Ten minutes aready.

Tdly checked the Crims, who hadn't moved, then tried to fdl adeep again.

Specias were designed to deep thisway, but being roused every ten minutes dill did weird things
to time. Asif Tdly was weatching a fag-motion video of the day, the sun seemed to rise quickly into the
sky, the shadows shifting around her like living things. The soft sounds of the river blurred into a angle
droning note, and her mind drifted uneesly between worry for Zane and dgection about the fight. It
seemed like no matter what happened, Shay was destined to hate her. Or maybe Shay had been right,
and Tdly Y oungblood had atalent for betraying her friends...

When the sun was dmog at its peak, Tdly awakened not from the sound of a ping, but from a
blinding flash hitting her eyes. She jolted upright, hands curled in fighting position.

The light was coming from the Crims camp. As she rosg, it winked out again.

Tdly relaxed. It was only the runaways solar-powered hoverboards spread out across the
riverbank to recharge. As the sun moved across the sky, it had caught the reflective cdls at just the right
angleto shinein Taly's eyes.

Watching the boards sparkle, Tdly fdt uneasy. After only a few hours on board, the runaways
didn't redlly need to recharge yet—they should be alot more worried about saying invisble

Shidding her eyes, Tdly looked up. To any passng hovercar, the unfurled boards would glitter
like a distress beacon. Didn't the Crims redize how close to the dity they were? Thar few hours of
boarding had probably seemed like an eternity to them, but they were dill practicdly on the doorstep of
cvilizetion.

Tdly fdt another a wave of shame. She had disobeyed Shay and betrayed Fausto to babysit
these bubbleheads?

She opened her skintenna to the city's offidd channds, and indantly picked up chatter coming
from awarden's car on a dow, lazy patrol dong the river. The city had redized by now that last night's



pranks had been diversons for yet another escape. All the obvious routes away from the city— rivers
and old ral lines—would be under scrutiny. If the wardens spotted the unfurled hoverboards, Zane's
escape would come to an ignominious end, and Taly would have gone againgt Shay for nothing.

She wondered how to get the Crims attention without reveding hersdlf. She could throw a few
rocks, hoping to wake them up with a convindngly random noise, but they probably didnt have a
city-band radio with them. The runaways wouldn't recognize the danger they were in—they'd just go
back to deep.

Tdly sghed. Shewas going to haveto fix this hersdlf.

Rulling her hood down, she took a few steps to the riverbank and dipped into the water. The
snesk auit's scales began to undulate as she swam, mimicking the ripples around her and turning as
reflective as the dow, glassy river.

Closer to the camp, the amdl of extinguished fire and discarded food packs met her nodrils.
Tdly took a deep breath and submerged completdy, snvimming underwater until she reached the
riverbank.

She belly-crawled up from the water, rasng her head dowly, Ietting the suit adjust itsdf to every
change around her. It turned brown and soft, scales burrowing into the mud and pushing her dong like a
dug.

The Crims were adeep, but buzzing flies and the occasond gir of wind brought soft murmurs
from them. New pretties might have lots of practice degping until noon, but never on hard ground. The
dightest noise could bring them dl awake.

Thar camo-mottled deeping bags would be invigble from the ar, a least. But the unfurled
boards only shone brighter as the sun climbed, eight of them crowding the riverbank. Wind tugged at the
corners, which were weighted with stones and dumps of mud, meking them flash like glitterbombs.

To recharge a hoverboard, you pulled it apart like a paper doll, exposng the maximum surface
area to the sun. Fully unfurled, they were as thin and light as kite plagtic, and a gust of wind might carry
them into the trees—at least, if the Crims woke up and found their boards moved into the forest, they
might believe that was what had happened.

Tdly crawled to the nearest board and plucked the rocks from its corners. Risng dowly to her
fedt, she dragged it into the shade. After afew minutes work, she had it wedged between two treesin a
way that she hoped looked random, but was secure enough that the wind wouldn't carry it away for
good.

Only saven moreto go.

Thework was excruciaingly dow. Tdly had to consder every step she took among the deeping
bodies, and every accidentad sound made her heart flutter. All the while she haf-lisened to the warden's
car gpproaching on her skintenna feed.

Fndly, the last of the eight hoverboards had been carefully dragged into the shade. They were
tangled together, like crumpled umbrellas after a windstorm, the bright solar arrays turned facedown in
the brush.

Before dipping back into the river, Tdly stood for a moment regarding Zane. Adeep, he looked
more like his old sdf; the random shakes didn't trouble him in unconsciousness. Without his thoughts
travding across his face, he looked smarter, dmogt specid. She imagined his eyes sharpened to
crud-pretty angles, and let her mind trace lacework flash tattoos across his face. Tdly smiled and turned,
taking a step back toward theriver...

Then she heard a sound, and froze.

It was a soft, sudden intake of breath, a noise of surprise. She waited motionless, hoping it had
been a nightmare, and that the breathing would settle back into deep. But her senses told her that
someone was awake.

Fndly she turned her head with excruciating downess to look over her shoulder.

It was Zane.

His eyes were open, deepy and squinting in the sunlight. He stared straight a her, dazed and
half-adeep, unsure if she was redl.



Tdly stood absolutely ill, but the sneak st didn't have much to work with. It might show a
blurry verson of the water behind Tdly, but in broad daylight Zane would dill see a transparent
humanoid figure, like a statue of solid glass sanding hdf in the river. To make things worse, mud ill
dung to the suit, clods of brown hovering againg the background.

He rubbed his eyes and looked around the empty riverbank, redizing that the hoverboards were
missing. Then he looked up at her again, a puzzled expression ill on hisface.

Tdly remained motionless, hoping that Zane would decide this was nothing but a strange dream.

"Hey," he said softly. His voice came out croaking, and he cleared his throat to speak louder.

Tdly didn't let him. She took three swift steps through the mud, whisking off one glove, flicking
out the gtinger from her ring.

As the tiny needle plunged into his throat, Zane managed to let out a soft and Startled cry, but
then his eyes rolled back up into his head and he sank back to the ground, fast adeep again. He began to
snore softly.

"Jus a dream,” Tdly whispered into his ear. Then she lowered hersdf onto her belly and dithered
back into the river.

Hdf an hour later, the warden's hovercar passed, moving from sde to Sde like alazy snake. It
didn't spot the Crims, never pausing for a moment in the sky.

Tdly stayed close to the camp, hidden in a tree about ten meters away from Zane, her sneak suit
prickly with the texture of pine needles.

As the afternoon wore on, the Crims started to wake up. No one appeared to worry too much
about the windblown hoverboards, just dragged them back out into the sunlight and went on with the
process of bresking camp.

As she watched, the runaways wandered off into the woods to pee, cooked themseves medls,
or took quick swvimsin the cold river, trying to dean off the mud and swesat of trave and the generd
greasiness of degping rough.

All except Zane. He stayed unconscious longer than the ret, the knockout drugs dowly working
their way through his sysem. He didn't wake up until the sun was setting, when Peris findly leaned over
him to give im a shake.

Zane sat up dowly, halding his head in his hands, the perfect picture of a pretty with a bad
hangover. Tdly wondered what he remembered. Peris and the others so far believed the wind had
moved their hoverboards, but they might change their minds after hearing about Zane s little dream.

Peris and Zane huddled together for a while, and Tdly did dowly around her tree, ganing a
vantage where she could amost read their lips Peris seemed to be asking if Zane was dl right. New
pretties hardly ever got sick—the operation made them too hedthy for trivid infections—but with his
conditionand dl ...

Zane shook his head and gestured down at the riverbank, where the hoverboards were soaking
up the lat rays of sun. Peris pointed toward the spot where Tdly had arranged them. The two walked
over to it, coming darmingly close to where Taly dung to her tree. The expression on Zane's face looked
unconvinced. He knew that at least one part of his dream—the missing boards— had been redl.

After afew long, tense minutes, Peris returned to packing up camp. But Zane stayed, sweeping
his gaze dowly around the horizon. Even invisblein her suit, Tdly flinched as his eyes did past her hiding
place.

He wasn't certain of anything, but Zane suspected what he'd seen had been more than a dream.

Tdly would have to be very careful from now on.

INVISIBLE



Over the next few days, Tdly's pursuit of the Crimsfdl into a steady rhythm.

The runaways stayed up later each night, their random bodies dowly adjusting to traveing in
darkness and degping during the day. Soon they managed to ride dl night, making camp only when the
fird rays of dawn broke on the horizon.

Andrew's postion-finder was leading them south. They followed the river to the ocean, then
hopped onto the rudiing rails of an old high-speed train line. Someone had made the coastal tracks safe
for hoverboarding, Taly noticed, with no dangerous gaps in the magnetic fidd. Wherever the line was
broken, buried meta cables kept the Crims from crashing. They never even had to hike.

She wondered how many other runaways had used this path, and from how many other cities
David and his dlies were recruiting.

The New Smoke was ceartainly farther away than sheld expected. David's parents were origindly
from Tdly's city, and he had dways hidden within a few days travd of home. But Andrew's
position-finder had led them hdfway to the southern continent, the days visbly growing longer and the
nights warmer as they headed south.

Asthe coast began to rise into high diffs, the waves crashing far below faded to a dull roar, and
tal grasses choked the ancient train tracks. In the distance huge fidds of the white weed glimmered in the
sun. The weed was a form of engineered orchid that some Rusty scientist had let 1oose upon the world. It
grew everywhere, leeching the ground of nutrients and choking whole forests in its path. But something
about the ocean, perhaps the it air, kept it away from the coast.

The Crims seemed to grow used to the routine of travel. Thar hoverboarding skills improved,
though fallowing them was never a chdlenge. The steady practice didn't hurt Zane's coordination, but
compared to the others he was dill unsteady on his board.

Shay had to be getting farther ahead every hour. Taly wondered if the rest of the Cutters had
joined her. Or was she being cautious and traveling aone, waiting until sheld found the New Smoke
before cdling in reinforcements?

Evey day tha the Crims didn't reach thar god, it became more likdy tha Specid
Circumstances was dready there, and that their entire journey was acrud joke, just like Shay had said.

Travding done gave Tdly a lot of time to think, and she spent most of it wondering if she redly
was the self-centered monster Shay had described. It didn't seem farr. When had she even had a chance
to be Hfish? Ever ance Dr. Cable had recruited her, other people had made most of Taly's choices for
her. Someone was dways forcing her to join their side in the conflict between the Smokies and the city.
Her only red decisons so far had been staying ugly in the Old Smoke (which hadn't worked out at dl),
escaping from New Pretty Town with Zane (ditto), and splitting up with Shay to protect Zane (not grest
0 far). Everything ese had happened because of threats, accidents, lesons in her brain, and surgery
changing her mind for her. Not exactly her fault.

And yet she and Shay dways seemed to wind up on opposite sides. Was that a coincidence? Or
was there something about the two of them that dways turned them from friends into enemies? Maybe
they were like two different species—hawks and rabhits, say—and could never be dlies So who was
the hawk? Tdly wondered. Out here done, she fdt hersdf changing again. Somehow the wild made her
fed less specid. She dill saw the world's icy beauty, but something was missng: the sounds of the other
Cutters around her, the intimacy of their breathing in the skintenna network. She began to redize tha
being a Specia wasn't just about srength and speed; it was about being part of a group, a dique. Back
a camp Tdly had fdt connected to the others—aways reminded of the powers and privileges they
shared, and of the sghts and smdls only their superhuman senses could detect.

Among the Cutters, Taly had dways fet specia. But now that she was done in the wild, her
perfect vison only made her fed minuscule. In dl its glorious detail, the naturd world seemed big enough
to swdlow her.

The distant group of runaways weren't impressed or terrorized by her wolflike face and razor
fingernails How could they be when they never even glimpsed her? She was invishle, an outcast fading
away.

She was amodt relieved when the Crims made their second mistake.



They'd stopped to make camp on one sde of a tal rocky outcrop, protected from the wind
coming off the ocean. The weeds were close here, glowing softly as the sun rose, turning the inland hills
as white as sand dunes.

The Crims unfurled their boards and weighted them down, made a hdfway competent fire and
ate ther meds. Tdly watched them drop off to deep with their usud speed, exhausted from along day of
travel.

Thisfar from the city, she no longer had to worry about the boards being spotted. Her skintenna
hadn't picked up traffic from the wardens for days. But as she settled in for along day of watching, Tdly
noticed that one of the boards— Zane's—had been Ieft out in the ocean breeze whipping around the
outcrop.

The board fluttered, and one of the stones waighting its corners rolled off.

Tdly sghed—after a week on the trail, the runaways ill hadn't learned to do this right—but
ingde she fdt aping of eagerness. Fixing this would give her something to do, at least, and maybe make
her fed lessinggnificant. For those few moments she wouldn't be completely done. She would hear the
breething of the degping Crims and take a closer look a Zane. Seeing him dill and adeep, untroubled by
his shaking, dways reminded Tdly of why she had made the choices she had.

She crawled toward the camp, her sneak suit turning the color of the dirt. The sun was risng
behind her, but this would be much easier than the riverbank, where dl eght boards had gone astray.
Zane's hoverboard was dill fluttering, another corner having freed itsdlf, but it hadn't leaped into the air
just yet. Perhaps its magnetics had found purchase with some underground vein of iron, and were
dutifully holding it down.

When Tally reached the board, it was flgpping like a wounded bird, the breeze swirling around it
srdling of seaweed and sdt. Strangdy, someone had left an old leather-bound book open next to the
hoverboard. Its pages snapped naisly in the wind.

Tdly squinted. 1t looked like the one that Zane had been reading, thet firg night sheld seen him
back from the hospita.

Another corner of the board dipped free, and Tdly raised a hand to snaich it before the wind
pulled it away.

But the hoverboard didn't budge.

Something waswrong here...

Then Tdly saw why it wasn't moving. The fourth corner was tied to a stake, secured againg the
wind, asif whoever had placed it out here in the breeze had known the stone weights would fall.

Then she heard something over the fluttering pages of the book—the stupid, noisy book that hed
obvioudly been Ieft here to cover other sounds. One of the Crims was breething less evenly than the
others...someone was awake.

Sheturned and saw Zane watching her.

Tdly jumped to her feet, whipping off her glove and flicking out her stinger in one motion. But
Zane raised one hand: It held a collection of metd stakes and firestarters. Even if Tdly somehow made it
those five meters and stung him, dl that metad would fal claitering to the ground, waking the rest of them.

But why hadn't he just cried out? She tensed, waiting for im to raise an darm, but instead he
lifted a finger dowly to hislips.

Hisdy expresson sad, | won't tell if you don't.

Tdly swalowed, scanning the other Crimsin the darkness. None of them watched through ditted
eyes, they were al fast adeep. He wanted to talk to her one. She nodded, her heart beating fast.

The two crept out of the camp and around the outcrop, to where the breeze and crash of waves
would cloak their words in a steady roar. Now that Zane was moving, his trembling had started again. As
he settled himsdf next to her in the scrubby grass, Tdly didn't look at his face. She aready fdt revulson



threstening to rise up ingde her.

"Do the others know about me?' she asked.

"No. | wasn't sure mysdf. Thought | was imagining things™ He touched her shoulder. "I'm glad |
waan't."

"Can't believe | fdl for that stupid trick."

He chuckled. "Sorry to take advantage of your better nature.”

"My what?"

In the corner of her eye, Tdly saw him amile. Y ou were protecting us thet first day, weren't you?
Moving the hoverboards out of sght?"

"Y eah. A warden was about to spot you. Bubbleheads."

"Thought so. That's why | figured you'd help out again. Our own persond protector.”

Taly swallowed. "Y eah, great. It's nice to be appreciated.”

"Soisitjust you?'

"Yeah, I'mdl done” It wastrue now, after dl.

"Y ou're not supposed to be out here, are you?"

"Y ou mean am | disobeying orders? Afraid so."

Zane nodded. "I knew you and Shay had some trick up your deeves, Ieting me go. | mean, you
didn't redly expect me to use that tracker." He reached out and took her arm, his fingers pae againg the
aull gray of the sneak suit. "But how are you fallowing us, Tdly? It's not something ingde me, isit?"

"No, Zane. You're clean. I'm just saying close, watching you every minute. Eight dity kids in the
wild aren't very hard to spot, after dl." She shrugged, ill garing out into the crashing waves. "l can amdl
you too."

"Oh." He laughed. "Not too bad yet, | hope."

She shook her head. "I've been in the wild before, Zane. 1've amelled worse. But why didn't you
... 7" She turned toward him but lowered her gaze, focusng on the zipper of his jacket. "You set a trap
for me, but didn't mention it to the other Crims?"

"I didn't want to panic everybody." Zane shrugged. "If a whole bunch of Specids were fallowing
us, there wasn't much they could do about it. And if it was just you, | didn't want the others to know.
They wouldn't understand.”

"Understand what?' Taly said softly.

"That thiswhole trip wasn't atrap,” he continued. "That it was just you. Protecting us™"

She swallowed—of course, it had been a trap. But what was it now? Just a joke? A pointless
wadte of time? Shay, Dr. Cable, and the rest of Specid Circumstances were probably aready waiting for
them a the Smoke.

He squeezed her arm. "'It's changing you again, isn't it?"

"Whet is?'

"The wild. That's wha you dways sad—traveling to the Smoke that firg time, it's what made
you whét you are.”

Tdly turned away to stare out at the ocean, tagting its sdt in her mouth. Zane was right—the wild
was changing her again. Every time she crossed the wilderness done, the beiefs the city had indilled in
her were shaken up. But thistime around, Taly's redizations weren't making her particularly happy. "I'm
not sure what | am anymore, Zane. Sometimes | think I'm nothing but what other people have done to
me—a hig collection of brainwashing, surgeries, and cures” She looked down a her scarred hand, the
tattoos flickering brokenly across her padm. "That, and dl the mistakes I've made. All the people I've
disappointed.”

He traced the scar with a quivering fingertip; she closed her hand and looked away. "If that were
true, Tdly, you wouldn't be out here now. Disobeying orders.”

"Yeah, wdl, I'm pretty good at the disobeying part.”

"Look a me, Tdly."

"Zane, I'm not sureif that's agood idea™ She swalowed. "You see ..."

"l know. | saw your face that night. I've noticed how you haven't looked & me. It makes perfect



sense that Dr. Cable would pull something like that—Specids think everyone dseisworthless, right?'

Tdly shrugged, not wanting to explain that it was worse with Zane than anyone ese. Partly
because of the way sheld fdt about him before, the contrast between now and then. And partly ... the
other thing.

"Try, Tdly," hesad.

She turned away, dmost wishing for a moment that she wasn't specid, that her eyes weren't so
perfectly tuned to capture every detall of hisinfirmity That her mind hadn't been turned againg everything
random and average and...crippled.

"l can't, Zane."

"Yesyou can."

"What? So you're an expert on Specials now?"

"No. But remember David?'

"David?' Sheglared a the sea. "What about him?"

"Didn't he oncetell you that you were beautiful ?*

A dll went through her. "Yeah, back in ugly days. But how did you ... ?* Then Tdly
remembered their last escape, how Zane had gotten to the Rusty Ruins a week before her. He and David
hed had plenty of time to get to know each other before shed findly shown up. "He told you about
thet?'

Zane shrugged. "He'd seen how pretty | was. And | guess he was hoping that you could 4ill see
him, the way you had back in the Old Smoke."

Tdly shuddered, a rush of old memories sweeping through her: that night two operations ago
when David had looked at her ugly face—thin lips and frizzy har and squashed-down nose—and sad
that she was beautiful. She'd tried to explain how it couldn't be true, how biology wouldn't let it be true...

But dill he'd called her beautiful, even when she was ugly.

That was the moment that Taly's whole world had started to unrave. Tha was the fird time
sheld switched sides.

She fdt an unexpected ping of pity for poor, random-faced David. Raised a Smokey, hed never
hed the operation, hadn't even seen any dity pretties back then. So of course he might think that ugly
Tdly Y oungblood would be okay to look at.

But after she'd been turned pretty, Taly had given hersdlf up to Dr. Cable just to stay with Zane,
and had pushed David away.

"That's not why | chose you, Zane. Not because of your face. It's because of what you and | did
together—how we freed ourselves. Y ou know that, right?'

"Of course. So what's wrong with you now?"

"What do you mean?"

"Ligen, Tdly. When David saw how beautiful you were, he took on five million years of
evolution. He saw past your imperfect skin and asymmetry and everything ese our genes sdect agang.”
Zane hdd out his hand. "And now you can't even look at me just because I'm shaking a little?"

She dtared a his dckening, quiveing fingers "It's worse than beng a bubblehead, Zane.
Bubbleheads are just cludess, but Specids are ... sngleminded about some things But at least I'm
trying to fix the stuation. Why do you think I'm out here following you?'

"Y ou want to take me back to the city, don't you?"'

She groaned. "What's the dternative? Having Maddy try one of her half-baked cures?

"The dternative isingde you, Tdly. This isnt about my brain damage; it's about yours." He did
closer, and she closed her eyes. "You freed yoursdf once before. You beat the pretty lesons In the
beginning, dl it took was a kiss"

She fdt the heat of his body next to her, andled the campfire smoke on his skin. She turned
away, eyes dill shut tight. "But it's different being specid—it isnt just some little piece of my brain. It's my
whole body. It'sthe way | see the world."

"Right. Y ou're so Specid no one can touch you.”



"You're so specid you have to cut yoursdf just to fed anything.”

She shook her head. "I don't do that anymore.”

"Soyou can change!”

"But that doesn't mean ..." She opened her eyes.

Zane's face was centimeters from hers, his gaze intense. And somehow the wild had changed
him, too—his eyes no longer looked watery and average to her. His stare was dmogt icy.

Almog specid.

She leaned closer...and their lips met, warm in the chill of the outcrop's shadow. The roar of the
wavesfilled her ears, drowning out her nervous heartbest.

She did closer, hands pushing ingde his clothes. She wanted to be out of the snesk uit, no
longer aone, no longer invisble Arms around him, she squeezed tight, hearing his breath catch as her
lethd hands gripped harder. Her senses brought her everything about him: his heart pulsng softly in his
throat, the taste of his mouth, the unwashed scent of him cut by the salt spray.

But then hisfingers brushed her cheek, and Tdly fdt their trembling.

No, shesad glently.

The tremors were soft, dmost nothing, as fant as the echoes of rain fdling a kilometer avay. But
they were everywhere, on the skin of his face, in the muscles of his arms around her, in his lips againg
hers—his whole body shivering like a littliés in the cold. And suddenly Taly could see indde him: his
damaged nervous system, the corrupted connections between body and brain.

She tried to blot the image from her mind, but it only grew clearer. She was designed to spot
weaknesses, after dl, to take advantage of the frallties and flaws of randoms. Not ignore them.

Tdly tried to pull away a little, but Zane's grip on her arm tightened, as if he thought he could
hold her there. She broke the kiss and opened her eyes, giaing down at the pae fingers grasping her, a
sudden, unstoppable flash of anger risng.

"Tdly, wait,” hesad. "We can—"

But he hadn't let go. Rage and disgudt filled her, and Tadly sent a flutter of razor soines ralling
across her snesk suit. Zane cried out and pulled back, hisfingers and pams bleeding.

She rolled away, springing to her feet and running. Sheld kissed him, let hersdlf be touched by
him—someone unspecia and bardly average. Someone crippled...

Bilerosein her throat, as if the memory of kissng him was trying to tear itsdf free of her body.
She sumbled and fdll to one knee, her somach heaving, the world spinning.

"Taly!" Hewas coming after her.

"Dont!" She raised one hand, not daring to look up a him. Bregthing in the cold, pure sea air, the
nausea was beginning to pass. But not if he got any closer.

"Areyou okay?"'

"Doesit look like I'm okay?' A wave of shame whipped through Taly. What had she done? "
just can't, Zane"

She pulled hersdlf up and ran toward the ocean, away from him. The outcrop ended on a chaky
diff, but Tdly didn't dow down...

She jumped, barely dearing the rocks below, hitting the waves with a dap, diving down into the
icy embrace of the water. The churning ocean spun her around, dmost dumping her back on the jagged
shore, but Tdly pulled hersdf deeper with a few powerful strokes, until her hands brushed the dark and
sandy bottom. The railing water began to fdl back, shifting into a riptide around her. It pulled Tdly
outward, rumbling in her ears, erasing her thoughts.

She hdd her breath, |etting the ocean claim her.

A minute later Tdly let hersdf break the surface, gasping for air. She was hdf a kilometer from
where sheld started, wel offshore and being carried south by the current.

Zane was a the diff's edge, scanning the water for her, his bleeding hands wrapped in his jacket.
After what sheld done, Tdly couldnt face him, didn't even want to be seen by him. She wanted to



disappear.

She drew down her hood and let the quit take on the rippling Slver of the water, let hersdf be
pulled farther away.

Fndly, when held gone back to camp, Tdly swam toward shore.

BONES

After that, the journey seemed to take forever.

Some days, she became convinced the position-finder was nothing but a Smokey trick leading
them around the wild forever: crippled Zane sruggling to make it through the long nights of travel; psycho
Tdly done ingde her sneak uit, detached and invisble Both of them in separate hdls

She wondered how Zane fdt about her now. After what had happened, he must have redized
how weak she redly was. Dr. Cabl€'s feared fighting machine undone by a kiss, sickened by something
as 9mple as a quivering hand.

The memory of it made her want to cut hersdlf, to tear & her own flesh until she had become
something different ingde. Something less specid, more human. But she didn't want to go back to cutting
after tdling Zane she'd stopped. It would be like bresking a promise to him.

Tdly wondered if hed told the other Crims about her. Were they dready planning something—a
way to ambush Tally and turn her over to the Smokies? Or would they try to escape, leaving her behind,
doneinthewild forever?

She imagined snesking into camp again while the others were deeping, and tdling Zane how bad
ghefdt. But she couldn't bear to face him. She might have gone too far this time, dmogt throwing up in
hisface, not to mention cutting up his hands.

Shay had dready given up on her. What if Zane dso decided hed had enough of Tdly
Y oungblood?

Toward the end of two weeks, the Crims came to a hdt on a diff that jutted out high above the
sea

Tdly glanced up &t the stars. It was well before dawn, and the rail line stretched before them
unbroken. But the runaways dl jumped from their boards and gathered around Zane, looking down a
something in his hand.

The postion-finder.

Tdly watched and waited, hovering just below the edge of the sea diff, lifting fans keeping her
doft above the crashing waves. After a few long minutes, she saw camp fire smoke; it was clear the
Crims weren't going any farther tonight. She drifted closer and pulled hersdf onto the diff.

Cirding around in the high grass, she made her way closer to the encampment. Flares of infrared
erupted as the Crims heated their medls.

Fndly, Tdly reached a spot where the wind carried sounds and the smel of city food to her.

"What do we do if no one comes?' one of the girls was saying.

Zanesvoice answered. "They'll come.”

"How long?'

"| don't know. But there's nothing else we can do.”

Thegirl gtarted talking about their water supply, and the fact that they hadn't seen ariver for the
lat two nights.

Tdly sank back into the grass, relieved—the postion-finder had told them to stop here. This
waan't the New Smoke, obvioudy, but perhaps this awful journey was coming to an end soon.

She looked around, siffing the ar, wondering what was specid about this place. Among the
scents of sAif-heating medls, Tdly smdled something thet made her skin crawl...something rotten.



She crawled toward the scent through the high grass, eyes sweeping the ground. The stench grew
and grew, findly so strong it dmost made her gag. A hundred meters from the camp she found the
source: a pile of dead fish, heads and tails and picked-clean spines with flies and maggots crawling dl
over them.

Tdly swalowed, tdling hersdf to Say icy as she searched the area around the pile. In a andl
clearing, she discovered the remains of an old campfire. The charred wood was cold, the ash dl blown
away, but someone had camped here. Many people, in fact.

The lifdess fire was in a deep pit, banked againgt the sea breeze, and built to give off hesat
effidently Like dl city pretties, the Crims aways optimized their fires for light instead of heat, burning
through wood cardlesdy. But thisfire had been made by practiced hands.

Tdly glimpsed something white among the ashes, and reached in to gently draw it oui. ..

It was a bone, about as long as her hand. She couldn't tdl what speciesit belonged to, but it was
marked with amdl depressions where human teeth had gnawed into the marrow.

Tdly couldn't imegine city kids eating mesat after only a couple of weeks in the wild. Even the
Smokies rardy hunted for food—they raised rabbits and chickens, nothing as big as whatever this bone
hed come from. And the teeth had left uneven marks, whoever they were, they didn't know a lot about
dentistry. One of Andrew's people had probably built thisfire.

A shiver went through her. The villagers she'd met thought of outsiders as enemies, like animdsto
be hunted and killed. And pretties weren't "gods' to them anymore. Taly wondered how the villagers fet
about discovering that they'd lived indde an experiment dl their lives, and that their beautiful gods were
nothing but human beings.

She wondered if any of the Smokies recruits ever thought about getting revenge on the aty
pretties.

Tdly shook her head. The Smokies had trusted Andrew enough to put him in charge of guiding
the runaways here. Surely the others they had recruited weren't homicidd maniacs.

But what if other villagers had learned to escape from their "little men?

As dawn approached, Tdly stayed awake, not bothering with her usud catnaps. She watched
the sky for sgns of hovercars as dways, but she dso kept an eye on the inland approach to the diffs
infrared at full power. The unpleasant rumble in her somach from seeing the pile of rotten fish never
completely went away.

They came three hours after sunrise.

NEW ARRIVALS

Fourteen figures showed in infrared, dowly dimbing the lazy inland hills dl but hidden by the long
grass.

Tdly booted her sneak suit, and fdt its scales ripple up to mimic the grass, like the hackles of a
nervous cat. The only figure she could see cdlearly was the woman at the front of the group. She was
definitdy a villager—clad in skins and carrying a spear.

Tdly sank lower into the grass, remembering the firgt time she'd met the villagers—they'd jumped
her in the middle of the night, ready to kill for the crime of being an outsider. The Crims would be fast
adeep by now.

If there was any violence, it would happen suddenly, leaving little time for Tdly to save anyone.
Maybe she should wake up Zane now and tdl him what was approaching...

But the thought of how he might look at her, her own disgust mirrored in his eyes, sent her head
oinning.

Tdly took a deep breeath, ordering hersdf to stay icy. The long nights of travding—invishble and
aone, trying to protect someone who probably didn't even want her around— had started to make her
paranoid. Without a better look, she couldn't assume that the gpproaching group posed a threst.



She crawled on hands and knees, moving swiftly in the tal grass, giving the pile of rotten fish a
wide berth. A little closer, Tdly heard a clear voice ring out across the fidds, carrying an unfamiliar tune
in the random-sounding syllables of the villagers language. The song didn't sound particularly
warlike—more happy, like something you'd Sng when your team was winning a soccer game.

To these people, of course, random violence pretty much was a soccer game.

Asthey grew closer, Taly raised her heed...

And breathed a dgh of rdief. Only two of the approaching group wore skins. The rest were city
pretties—bedraggled and tired-looking, but definitdy not savages. The whole group balanced water
packs on their shoulders, the bubbleheads hunched under the weight, the villagers carrying it effortlesdy
Tdly looked into the distance the way they'd come, and saw the glimmer of water from an ocean inlet.
They'd only been away on a provisons run.

Remembering how Andrew had detected her, Tdly stayed wel clear of the group. But she was
close enough to make out ther clothes. The dty pretties seemed dl wrong, totaly fashion-missng, or
maybe a few years out of style. But these kids hadn't been out here that long.

Then Tdly heard one boy asking how far it was back to camp, and the strangeness of his accent
sent a shiver through her. They were from another city, somewhere far enough away thet they talked
differently. Of course, she was hdfway to the equator. The Smokies had been spreading their little
rebdlion far and wide.

But what were they doing here? she wondered. Surdly this little patch of diff wasn't the New
Smoke. Tdly crawled dong behind the group, dill watching them warily as they approached the deegping
Crims.

Suddenly, she came to a hdt, feding something in her bones—something dl around, as if the
earth were rumbling under her.

A drange noise came from the distance, low and rhythmic, like huge fingers drumming on a table.
It faded in and out for a few moments before steadying.

The others could hear it now. The villager heading up the little party let out a cry, pointing toward
the south, and the aity pretties dl looked up expectantly. Taly could dready see it, thundering across the
hills toward them, its engines glowing hot in infrared.

She raised hersdf into a hdf crouch and started running for her board, the thrumming sound
building around her. Taly remembered her fird trip into the wild, when she'd gotten a lift to the Smoke in
a grange Rugy flying vehide The rangers, naturdists from another city, had used old contraptions like
this one to fight the white weed.

What werethey cdled again?

It wasn't until she had made it back to her hoverboard that Tdly remembered the name.

The"helicopter" landed not far from the cliff's edge.

Twice the Sze of the one Tdly had ridden to the Smoke, it descended with an awesome fury, the
whirlwind battering down the grassin awide circle. The hdicopter kept itsdf doft with two huge spinning
blades that mercilesdy beet the air, like huge lifting fans. Evenin her hiding place, their sound rattled Tally
down to her ceramic bones, her hoverboard bucking beneath her like a nervous horse in the windstorm.

The Crims were awake by now, of course, shaken to consciousness by the thundering beat.
Whoever was flying the helicopter had spotted them from up high, and had waited for them to furl ther
boards before landing. By the time the machine came down, the other group had made its way back to
the diffs. The two sets of runaways were eyeing each other waily as the hdicopter's crew jumped out
onto the beaten grass.

Therangers, Tdly remembered, came from a city with different attitudes from her own, one that
didn't particularly care whether the Smoke existed or not. Their main concern was preserving nature from
the engineered plagues that the Rudies had Ieft behind, especidly the white weed. The rangers had
traded favors with the Old Smoke sometimes, giving runaways liftsin ther flying machines.

Tdly had liked the rangers sheld met. They were pretties but, like firefighters or Specids, they



didn't have the bubblehead lesions. Thinking for themselves was a part of their job description, and they
possessed the cdm competence of the Smokies—without the ugly faces.

The helicopter's blades kept spinning as it sat on the ground, gtirring the air beneath her board
and making it impossible to hear a thing. But from her vantage hovering just below the edge of the sea
diff, it was obvious that Zane was introducing himsdf and the other Crims. The rangers didn't seem to
care, one ligening as the others checked over ther ancient, cantankerous mechine. The two villagers
regarded the newcomers suspicioudy, though, until Zane produced the position-finder.

At the 9ght of it, one of them pulled out a scanning wand and began to wave it around Zan€'s
body. She took specid care to check his teeth, Tdly noticed. The other villager was busy scanning
another Crim, the two of them checking dl eight of the new arrivals thoroughly.

Then they began to herd the runaways, dl twenty of them, onto the helicopter. The thing was
much bigger than a warden's hovercar, but it was so crude and loud and ancient-looking... Taly
wondered how it could carry them dl.

The rangers didn't seem worried. They were busy sicking the dty kids hoverboards onto the
machings undercarriage, sandwiching them together magneticaly.

As crowded as the runaways would be ingde, it had to be a short trip...

The problem was, Tdly wasn't sure how she could tag aong. The helicopter shed ridden in was
fagter and could go much higher than any hoverboard. And if she lost ght of them, there would be no
way to follow the Crims the rest of the way to the New Smoke.

Tracking the old-fashioned way had its disadvantages.

She wondered what Shay had done when sheld reached this point. Taly boosted her skintenna,
but found no trace of another Specia nearby; no waiting beacons pulsed a message for her.

But Andrew's position-finder must have led Shay here as well. Had she disguised hersdf as an
ugly and tried to foal the villagers? Or had she managed to follow the helicopter somehow?

Tdly peered a the undercarriage again. Among the twenty sandwiched hoverboards was just
enough space for a human being.

Maybe Shay had snuck aride...

Tdly pulled on her grippy gloves, readying hersdlf. She could wait until the helicopter took off,
then pursue it in a short chase across the hills followed by a quick dimb up through the windstorm of its
oinning blades.

She fdt a amile spreading across her face. After two weeks of skulking after the Crims, it would
be ardief to face ared chdlenge, one that would make her fed like a Specid again.

And even better, the New Smoke had to be close. She had almost reached the end of theline.

PURSUIT

Soon the pretties were dl loaded into the helicopter, and the two villagers stepped back, waving
and amiling.

Tdly didn't wait for it to take off. She headed southward down the coast, back in the direction it
had come from, staying below the diffsto keep out of 9ght. The trick would be waiting until the machine
was far enough from the villagers before dimbing into the open sky. After weeks of hiding, she didnt
want to be spotted this close to her god.

The helicopter's goinning blades changed pitch, the whine building dowly to a thunderous beeting
inthe air. She resisted the urge to look back, keeping her eyes on the winding and rugged diff wdl. She
snaked dong it, only an arm's length away, saying low and out of sght.

Tdly's ears told her when the hdicopter lifted into the air behind her. She urged her hoverboard
faster, wondering what the Rusty contraption’s top speed was.

Tdly had never pushed a Specid Circumstances board as fast asit could go. Unlike hoverboards
designed for randoms, the Cutters didn't have safety festures to keep you from doing anything stupid. If



you let them, the lifting fans would spin until they overheated, or worse. She knew from Cuitter training
that fans didn't dways fal gracefully—you could push them until they tore themsdves gpart in a shower
of white-hot metdl...

Tdly flicked on her infrared vison and glanced down at the fan in front of her Ieft foot; it aready
hed the red-hot glow of campfire embers.

The helicopter was catching up, its thunder dosing in behind and above her, baitering the air. She
dropped farther below the diff leve, the crashing waves passing beneath her in awild blur, every outcrop
of rocks thregtening to take off her head.

By the time the helicopter drew even overhead, it was a hundred meters off the ground and il
dimbing. She had to make her move now.

Tdly angled back and shot up over the diff's edge, skimming the earth to a spot directly below
the helicopter, out of view of its bulbous windows. Behind her the two villagers had shrunk to mere dots.
Her sneak suit was tuned sky blue, so even if they were ill watching, they would only see the diver of
her hoverboard.

AsTdly dimbed toward the thundering machine, her board began to shiver, the vortex beneath
the helicopter flaling a her with invisble fiss. The ar pulsed around her, like a sound system with the
bass turned way too high.

Suddenly, her board dropped out from under her, and Taly found hersdf fdling for a moment.
Then its grippy surface bucked up under her feet again. She glanced down to check if one of her fans had
faled, but they were both dill soinning. Then the board dropped again, and Tdly redized that she was
hitting random pockets of low pressure in the magstrom, the board abruptly finding itsdf without enough
ar to push agans.

Tdly bent her knees and dimbed faster, ignoring the white-hot glow of her lifting fans and the
buffeting blows of the tempest around her. She didn't have time for caution— the helicopter was 4ill
dimbing, dill gaining speed, and would soon be out of reach.

Suddenly, the wind and noise quieted—she had reached a zone of cdm, like the eye of a
hurricane. Tdly glanced up. She was directly underneath the machings bely, sheltered from the
turbulence created by the spinning blades. This was her chance to dimb aboard.

She climbed higher, reaching out with grippy-gloved hands. Her crash bracelets tugged upward,
connecting with the metd in the craft. Another meter higher and she would be there. ..

Out of the blue, the world seemed to tilt around Tdly. The helicopter's bely dipped to one side,
then pulled away. The machine was banking hard, making a sudden turn inland, gripping her of the
protection of its massive body, like coming around a corner into the path of a sorm.

The wind hit Tdly in a railing wave, whipping her legs out from under her and sending the
hoverboard fluttering away. Her ears popped in the eddies and currents of the hdicopter's vortex, and
for a tearrifying second she saw the giant blades loom close to her in a greet blurred wdl of force, ther
ear-shattering beat pounding through her body.

But ingtead of cutting her to ribbons, the blades fury flung her away; she spun in midar, the
horizon wheding around her. For a moment, even her specid sense of balance faled, as if the world was
whirling into chaos.

After a few seconds of freefdl, Tdly fdt a tug on her wridsts, and made the gesture to recal her
hoverboard. It had leveled itsdf off and was shooting toward her at top speed, its lifting fans so hot they
hed turned whiter than the sun.

She made a grab for the board, and the superheated riding surface burned her hands even
through gloves, the scent of grippy plastics at ther mdting point assaulting her nodtrils. The heat was s0
intense that her sneak Uit switched itsdf to armored mode, trying to offer some protection.

Stll spinning, Taly hung from the board for a moment, urtil its winglike shape stabilized her. Then
sherolled hersdlf up onto it and rose to ariding stance.

She switched the sneak st back to sky blue and looked ahead—the helicopter was receding
into the distance.

Tdly hestated, redlizing that she should give up now, return to the pickup point, and wait for the



next group of runaways. Surdly helicopters made thistrip regularly.

But Zane was in there, and she couldnt abandon him now. Shay and the rest of Specid
Circumstances might aready be on their way.

Tdly urged her overhegting board faster. The helicopter had lost dtitude and speed during its
turn, and soon she was catching up.

The heat of her hoverboard's surface began to burn the soles of her feet, and Tdly fdt its
vibration hifting beneath her. The metd fans were expanding in the white heet, changing the board's
sound and fed. She pushed it forward, until the tempest swirling around the helicopter began to batter her
agan, the arr rumbling as she made another approach.

But thistime Tdly knew what to expect; she had learned the shape of the invigble vortex in her
fird trip through. Ingtinct guided her through its whorls and eddies and into the smdl bubble of protection
undernesth the machine.

Her hoverboard was whining furioudy now, but she urged it upward toward the undercarriage,
ams outstretched. ..

Closer and closer.

Tdly fdt the moment of breakdown through the soles of her feet, the board's unsteady vibration
changing dl a once into awild shudder. A metd scream reached her ears as the lifting fans disintegrated,
and she redized it was too late to go any direction but up. She bent her knees and legped. ..

At the peak of her jump, Taly scrambled for something to grab on to, her fingers brushing against
the stored hoverboards. But they were packed into thick sandwiches without any handholds, and the
helicopter's landing struts were out of reach on ether side.

Tdly begantofadl...

She stabbed at her crash bracelets controls, setting them to exhaust their batteries, to pull her
toward the tons of metal above as hard as they could. A sudden, crushing force seized her wrisis—the
combined magnetics of twenty boards booting up and taking hold. The bracelets dragged her upward,
pinning Tdly againg the nearest riding surface, her arms amog ripped from their sockets by the sudden
jerk.

Bdow, the screech of her hoverboard turned into a wracking cough, then it dropped away.
Tdly's ears caught the metal squed of the board, tearing itsdf to pieces as it fdl, until the helicopter's
portable madsrom whisked the noise away.

Tdly found hersdf stuck to the underside of the helicopter, its vibration rumbling through her like
crashing waves.

For a moment, she wondered if the pilots and passengers had heard her board disntegrate, but
then Tdly remembered her own hdlicopter flight the year before. To make themsdves heard, she and the
rangers had been forced to shout over the roar of the blades.

After a few minutes of hanging from her wrigts, Tdly turned off the magnetics in one of her
bracelets and siwung out both feet, wrgpping them around a landing strut. She switched off the other, then
dangled head-down from the strut for a nervous-making moment in the furious wind before pulling herself
up into asmdl gap between the runaways boards. From there, she watched as the trip unfolded.

The helicopter proceeded on its inland course, the world growing more lush and forested as the
sea dipped away behind. It dimbed Hill higher, moving faster until the trees were nothing but a green blur
below. Only afew spots had been touched by the white weed here.

Keeping a careful grip, Tdly pulled off her gloves and checked her hands. The pdms were
burned, with a few pieces of mdted plagtic stuck to them, but the flash tattoos ill pulsed, even those
dready broken by her cutting scar. Her medspray had gone down with the hoverboard, dong with
evaything ese. Only her crash bracelets, ceremonid knife, and sneak suit had survived.

But shed made it. Tdly findly alowed hersdf a dow breath of rdief. Watching the scenery pass
below, the pleasure of accomplishing aredly icy trick washed through her.

Tdly'sfingers brushed the old meta belly of the hdlicopter—Zane was only afew metersfrom
her. He had accomplished quite atrick aswell. Despite hislesions and his brain damage, he had dmost
made it to the New Smoke. Whatever Shay thought of Tally now, she couldn't deny that Zane had



earned theright to join Special Circumstances. After dl this, Taly wouldn't take no for an answer.

By Tdly's internd software, it was an hour later that the firg signs of their destination began to
appear below.

Although the forest was dill dense, a few rectangular fidds came into view, the trees chopped
down and stacked to make way for some sort of building project. Then more marks of new congtruction:
huge diggers tearing at the earth and magnetic lifters moving hoverstruts into place. Tdly frowned. The
New Smoke was crazy if they thought they could get away with clear-cutting.

But then more familiar dghts began to pass below. The low buildings of a factory belt, then the
dense row houses of suburbia. Then a clugter of taler buildings rose up on the horizon, and the air began
tofill with hovercars. A ring of soccer fields and dormitories passed below, exactly like Uglyville back in
her own city.

Tdly shook her head. All this couldn't have been built by Smokies...

Then she remembered Shay's words the night they'd snuck into New Pretty Town to see Zane,
about how David and his pas had acquired sneak suits from mysterious dlies, and she redlized the truth.

The New Smoke wasn't some hidden encampment in the wild, where people crapped into holes
and ate dead rabbits, burning trees for fud. The New Smoke was right here, spread out below her.

An entire city had joined the rebellion.

HARD LANDING

Tdly had to get off before the helicopter landed.

She didn't want to be found dinging to the underside when they touched down. Zane would see
her, and the rangers would probably know that her crue beauty marked her as an agent of another city.
But as the helicopter settled into a drding approach, headed toward a landing pad, Tdly could see
nowhere safe to drop.

In her own city, a river wrapped around the idand of New Pretty Town. But she saw no
convenient bodies of water to jump into, and she was too high to use crash braceets safey. The sneak
suit's armor might protect Tdly, but the landing pad was nestled between two large buildings, surrounded
by crowded didewaksful of fragile pedestrians.

As the helicopter made its find approach, she spotted the tdl hedges surrounded the landing
pad—sturdy enough to dampen the wind from the helicopter's blades. They looked prickly, but a few
thorns were nothing the sneak suit's armor couldn't handle,

The helicopter dowed as the pad loomed below, and Tdly pulled her hood down to protect her
face. As the helicopter banked to bring itsdf to a hdt, she let hersdf drop, ralling into a bal as she fdl,
like alittlie jumping into a svimming pool.

Her left shoulder hit the hedge with a sudden crunch, branches sngpping off agangt the suit's
armor, and she bounced away from the barrier in an explosion of leaves, spinning through the air. She
managed to land on her feet, but found hersdf gumbling across an ungteady surface...the quick-moving
didewak she'd seen on the way down.

Tdly waved her ams, dmogt regaining her balance, but one last step took her onto another
didewak going the opposite way, which spun her around and dumped her on her back, spread-eagled
and garing dumbfoundedly up at the sky

"Ouch,” she murmured. Specids might have unbreakable ceramic bones, but there was il
plenty of flesh to be bruised and nerve endings to complain.

Two tdl buildings crowded the sky above her. They seemed to be moving grecefully past...She
was dill being carried dong by the didewak.

A middle-pretty face came into view, looking down & her with a stern expression. "Young lady!



Areyou dl right?'

"Yegh. Mogly."

"W, | am aware that standards of conduct have changed. But you could dill be reported to the
wardens for a sunt like that!"

"Oh, sorry," Tdly sad, risng panfully to her feet.

"I suppose that suit was meant to protect you?' the man continued sternly. "But did you ever stop
to think of the rest of ud"

Tdly rubbed her probably bruise-covered back with one hand, held up the other in defense. For
amiddle pretty, thisguy wasn't very understanding. I said | was sorry. | had to get off that helicopter.”

The men snorted. "W, if you can't wait to land, next time use a bungee jacket!"

A sudden wave of annoyance came over Tdly. This average, aging middle pretty just wouldn't
shut up. She decided she was bored with the conversation and pulled off the sneak suit's hood, baring
her teeth. "Maybe next time, I'll am for you!"

The man looked draight back into her black and wolfen eyes, her lacework tattoos and razor
amile, and only snorted again. "Or maybe youll break your pretty neck!”

He made a satisfied little noise and stepped onto the faster lane of the didewalk, which whisked
him away without another glance back at Tdly.

She blinked. That hadn't been the reaction sheld been expecting. In the windows of the passing
building, her warped reflection drifted by. She was dill a Specia, her face dill marked with dl the Sgns of
crud beauty, designed to cdl up dl humanity's ancient fears. But the man had hardly noticed.

Tdly shook her head. Maybe in this dty Specid Circumstances agents didn't keep themsdves
hidden, and held seen crud pretties before. But what was the point of looking terrifying if everyone had a
chance to get used to it?

She played the conversation back in her mind, redizing how close the man's accent was to how
she remembered the rangers—fast, clipped, and precise. This had to be their home city.

But if thiswhole dity redly was the New Smoke, where was Shay? Tdly boosted her skintenna
range, but got no answering ping. Of course, cities were big—she might Smply be out of range. Or
maybe she had switched off, dill sulking over Taly's latest betraydl.

Tdly glanced back toward the landing pad. The helicopter's engines were dill idling. Perhaps this
aty wasn't the New Smoke, and was only a refuding stop. Stepping over onto the opposite didewalk,
Tdly headed back toward the pad.

A couple of new pretties glided by, and Taly noticed that they were wearing costume surge. One
had skin much pder than any Pretty Committee would ever dlow, with red hair and a smatering of
freckles across her face, like one of those littlies who dways had to worry about sunburn. The other's
skin was so dark it was dmogt black, and his muscles were way too obvious.

Maybe that explained the middle-pretty man's reaction, or lack of it. There had to be some sort
of costume bash hgppening tonight, one that dl the new pretties were surging up for. The costume
urgery was more extreme than would ever be dlowed back in Tdly's city, but at least it meant she
wouldn't gtick out like a sore thumb while she tried to figure out what was going on.

Of course, the armored black of her sneak suit wasn't exactly fashionable. With a little fiddling,
she tuned it to resemble the dathing the two new pretties had been wearing: striped patterns in bold
colors, like you'd dress alittlie in back at home. The garish hues made her fed even more conspicuous,
but when afew more young pretties glided past—uwith tranducently pale faces, oversize noses, and wildly
colored clothes—Taly dmogt fdt asif she was garting to fitin.

The buildings here didn't look too different from those shed grown up with. The two on ether
sde of the landing pad looked like typica government monaliths. In fact, the closer of the two had stone
letters cut into it peling out town hdl, and most of the didewak step-offs were labeed with the names
of aty agencies. Ahead of Tdly were the hovering party towers and sprawling mansons of what had to
be New Pretty Town, and she could see ugly-dorms and soccer fiddsin the distance.

It seemed strange, though, not having a river between New Pretty Town and Uglyville It would
be too easy to sneak across, hardly a chdlenge at dl. How would you keep party-crashers out?



She hadn't seen any wardens so far. Would anyone here know what her crud beauty meant?

A young pretty stepped onto the didewak beside her, and Taly decided to see if she could pass
for alocdl.

"Where's the bash tonight?* she asked, trying to imitate the local accent and hoping she didn't
sound too random for not knowing.

"The bash?. Y ou mean aparty?'

Tdly shrugged. "Yeah, sure

The young woman laughed. "Take your pick. There's mountains of them."

"Right, mountains. But which oné's dl the costume surge for?"

"Cogume surge?' The woman looked at Taly like sheld said something totdly random. "Did you
just get off the chopper or something?

Tdly's eyebrows rose. "Um, the helicopter? Y eah, sort of "

"With a face like tha?' The woman frowned. Her own skin was dark brown, her fingernals
decorated with tiny video screens, each showing a different flickering image.

Tdly could only shrug again.

"Oh, | see. Couldn't wait to look like one of us?' She laughed again. "Ligten, kid, you should
redly be hanging out with the other newbies, at least until you know what's going on here" She squinted
her eyes, her fingers making an interface gesture. "Diego says they're dl up at the Overlook tonight.”

"Diego?"

"Thedty." She laughed again, her fingernails flashing in tandem with the sound. "Wow, kid, you
redly are just off the chopper.”

"Yegh, | guess. Thanks," Tdly said, suddenly feding very average and helpless, not specid at dl.
Trying to navigate this new city her strength and speed meant nothing, and even her crud beauty didn't
seem to impress anyone. It was like being an ugly again, when things like knowing the best bashes and
how to dress had been more important than being superhuman.

"W, welcome to Diego,” the young pretty caled, and stepped into a high-speed lane, waving
good-bye with the vague embarrassment of ditching aloser at a party.

As she approached the landing pad, Tdly kept a wary eye out for the runaway Crims. She
stepped off the didewak where the hedge showed damage from her collison, and peeked through one
of the gaps shed Ieft behind.

The runaways had unloaded from the helicopter, but they were 4ill getting themsdlves sorted.
Like typica bubbleheads, they were having trouble figuring out which hoverboard was whose. They
clustered around the ranger who was trying to organize things, like littlies after ice cream.

Zane was waiting patiently, looking the happiest Tdly had seen him since they'd escaped the city.
A few of the other Crims crowded around him, dapping him on the back and congratulating one another.

One of the Crims brought Zane his board, and dl eght of them set off toward the huge building
across from Town Hall.

Tdly saw that it was a hospital. That made sense. Anyone from outside would be checked for
diseases, and for injuries and food poisoning from the trip. And since this dty redly was the New
Smoke, newcomers would have their bubblehead lesons taken away as well.

Of course, Tdly thought. Maddy's pills didn't have to work perfectly anymore. The runaways
would dl wind up here, where a ity hospital staffed with red doctors could take care of ther lesons.

She took a step back, breething out dowly, findly admitting it to hersdf: The New Smoke was a
thousand times larger and more powerful than she and Shay had expected.

The authorities here were taking in other cities runaways, curing them of bubbleheadness. Now
that she thought about it, none of the people shed met so far had the lesions. All of them had expressed
their opinions openly, not like bubbleheads &t dl.

That would explain why this city—"Diego," the woman had cdled it—had thrown out the Pretty
Committeg's standards, Ietting everyone look the way they wanted. They'd even started to build new
dructures in the surrounding forests, expanding out into the wild.

If thet was dl true, it was no wonder that Shay was no longer here. Sheld probably gone home to



report dl thisto Dr. Cable and Speciad Circumstances.
But what could they do about it? Cities couldn't tdl one another how to run ther effairs, after dl.
This New Smoke could last forever.

RANDOM TOWN

Tdly spent the day waking around the city, marveing a how different it was from her own.

She saw new pretties and uglies hanging out together, friends that the operation hadn't separated.
And littliesdinging to their ugly older brothers and ssters instead of being stuck in Crumblyville with their
parents. Those smdl changes were dmog as surprising as the wild fadd structures, skin textures, and
body mods she encountered. Almost. It might take awhile to get used to coats of downy feathers, pinkie
fingers replaced with tiny snakes, skin every shade between deep black and aabaster, and har that
writhed like some snuous cresture under the sea.

Whole diques wore the same skin color, or shared smilar faces, like families used to before the
operation. It reminded Tadly uncomfortably of how people grouped themsdves back in pre-Rusty days,
into tribes and dans and so-caled races who dl looked more or less dike, and made a big point of
hating anyone who didn't look like them. But everyone seemed to be getting dong so faa—for every
dique of people who looked dike, there was another of wild variations.

Diego's middle pretties seemed less crazy about the whole surgery thing. Most of them looked
more or lesslike Tdly's parents, and she heard more than a little grumbling about "new standards,” how
current fads were an eyesore and a disgrace. But they did so in such a forthright way that Tdly had no
doubt their own lesons were gone.

Disconcertingly the crumblies seemed to be further into surgery than anyone else. A few wore the
wise, cdm, trusworthy faces that the Pretty Committee enforced a home, but others looked werdly
young. Hdf the time Tdly wasn't exactly sure what age people were supposed to be, as if the city's
surgeons had decided to let dl the stages of life blur together.

She even heard afew people who, from the sound of their conversation, were dill bubbleheads.
For some reason— whether it was a philosophica position or a fashion statement— they had elected to
keep the lesonsin their brains.

Apparently, you could do just about anything you wanted here. It was like shed landed in
Random Town. Everyone was o different that her own specid face practicaly faded into...nothing.

How had thisdl happened?

It couldn't have been very long ago. The transformations seemed to be dill rippling dl around her,
asif a stone had been hurled into asmdl pond.

Once she managed to tune her skintenna to the dty newsfeeds, Tdly found them full of
arguments. There were discussons about the wisdom of teking in the runaways, about standards of
beauty, and most of dl about the new congtruction at the city's edge—and not everyone bothered with
the pleasant, dvil debating style of home. Taly had never heard squabbling among adults like this before,
not even in private. It was asif a bunch of uglies had taken over the airwaves. Without the lesons making
everyone agreeable, society was left railing in a congtant battle of words, images, and idess.

It was overwheming, amogt like the way the Rusties had lived, debating every issue in public
ingteed of |etting the government do its job.

And the changes aready in place here in Diego were just a beginning, Taly redized. All around
her she fdt the city seething, dl those unfettered minds bouncing their opinions off each other, like
something ready to explode.

That night, she went to the Overlook.
The dty inteface guided her to the highest point in town, a dretch of parkland aop a



chalk-faced diff that overlooked the city center. Thefirg young pretty she'd met had been right: The park
was crowded with runaways, about hdf uglies and hdf new pretties. Most wore the faces they'd brought
with them, not yet ready to plunge into extremes of cosmetic fashion. Taly could understand why the
newhbies were hanging out together; after a day on the Streets of Diego, the sght of old-fashioned, Pretty
Committee-designed faces was arelief.

Tdly hoped that Zane would be here. Today had been the longest held spent out of her sght
since his escape, and she wondered exactly what they'd done to him at the city hospital. Would removing
Zane's lesons make him any less shaky? How would he decide to remake himsdf, here where anyone
could look like anything, where the very possibility of being average had disappeared?

Maybe they would be able to fix him better than her own city's hospitd. With dl thar practice in
crazy surgery, Diego's surgeons might be dmost as good as Dr. Cable.

Maybe the next time they kissed, things would be different.

And even if Zane was exactly the same, a least Tdly could show hm how much she had
changed. Her journey through the wild and what shed seen in Diego had dready made a difference.
Maybe this time she could show him what was redlly insde her, deeper than any operation could reach.

Tdly stalked the darkness outside the hoverglobes reach, ligening to the newcomers. The music
waan't loud— the bash was more about getting to know each other than drinking and dancing—and she
heard dl kinds of accents, even other languages from the deep south. All the runaways were tdling the
dories of how they'd gotten here—comic, arduous, or terifying voyages through the wild to reach
pickup spots dl over the continent. Some had come by hoverboard, some had walked, and a few even
clamed they'd solen warden hovercars with lifting fans, flying in comfort across the wild.

The party grew as she watched, like Diego itsdf, more runaways ariving dl the time. Soon Taly
spotted Peris and afew of the other Crims near the diff edge. Zane wasn't with them.

She retreated farther into the shadows, eyes searching the crowd, wondering where he was.
Maybe she should have stayed close; this city was so strange. Of course, he probably thought she'd lost
the hdlicopter and was dill behind in the wild. Was probably relieved to be rid of her...

"Hey, I'm John," came avoice from behind.

Tdly spun around, finding hersdf face-to-face with a standard new pretty. His eyebrows rose at
the sght of her crud beauty and tattoos, but the reaction was dight. He had aready gotten used to seeing
crazy surge here in Diego.

"Tdly," shesad.

"That'safunny name."

Tdly frowned. She'd thought "John" sounded pretty random, hersdf, though his accent wasn't too
unfamiliar.

"Youre arunaway, right?" he asked. "I mean, that's new surge youre trying on?'

"This?" Her fingers brushed her face. Since shed woken up a Specid Circumstances
headquarters, the cruel beauty had fdt like something that defined her, made her what she was, and this
average boy was asking if she was trying it on, like some new harstyle?

But there was no point in giving hersdf away. "Yeeh, | guess. Likeit?'

He shrugged. "My friends say it's better to wait until you know the fashions. Don't want to look
like a mountainous dork."

Tdly let out adow bregath, trying to remain cam. "You think | ook like a dork?"

"What do | know? | just got here” He laughed. "I'm not sure what look I'll go for. But probably
something less, | don't know, scary."”

Scary? Tdly thought, her anger building. She could show this arrogant little pretty what scary
was.

"I wouldn't keep those scars, if | were you," he added. "Kind of grim."

Tdly's hands lashed out to grab the boy by his new and brightly colored jacket. Her fingernalls
ripped into its fabric as she lifted him from the ground, her razor smile as fierce as she could make it.

"Ligten, you bubblehead-until-five-minutes-ago, this is not a fashion statement Those scars are
something youll never even—"



A soft ping sounded in her head.

"Tdly-wa" afamiliar voice came. "Put that kid down.”

She blinked, lowering the pretty to the ground.

Her skintenna had picked up another Cutter.

The boy was giggling. "Hey, neat trick! Didn't see the teeth before.”

"Quie!" Tdly loosened her grip from the ruins of his jacket, soinning around to scan the crowd.

"Areyou in adique?' the pretty babbled on. "That guy over there looks just like you!"

She followed his gesture and saw the familiar face coming toward her through the crowd, tattoos
pinning with pleasure.

It was Fausto, smiling and specid.

REUNION

"Faugto!" dhe cried, then redized she didn't have to shout. Thar skintennas had aready
connected, cregting a network of two.

"S0 you dill remember me?' he joked, his voice whisper-close in her ears,

The intimecy sheld missed for the last weeks—the feding of being a Cutter, of beonging to
something—sent a shiver through her, and Tdly ran toward Fausto, forgetting about the pretty who'd
insulted her.

Shegathered him into ahug. "Y ou're okay!"

"I'm better than okay," he said.

Tdly pulled away. She was so overwhelmed, her brain exhausted by everything it had absorbed
that day—and now here was Fausto right in front of her, safe and sound.

"What happened to you? How did you escape?’

"That'salong sory."

She nodded, then shook her head and said, "I'm so confused, Fausto. This place is dl s0
random. What's going on?"

"Herein Diego?'

"Yeah. It doesn't seem redl.”

"It'sred.”

"But how did thisal happen?Who let it happen?’

He looked out toward the diff, gazing thoughtfully at the dity lights "As far as | can tdl, it's been
heppening for a long time. This dty was never like ours. They didn't have the same barriers between
pretties and uglies”

Shenodded. "Norriver."
He laughed. "Maybe that had something to do with it. But they've dways had fewer bubbleheads
then us"

"Like the rangers | met last year. They didn't have the lesons™

"Bven the teachers didnt, Tdly. Everyone here grew up being taught by non-bubbleheads.”

Tdly blinked. No wonder the Diego government had been sympathetic to the Smoke. A little
colony of freethinkers wouldn't seem threstening to them at dl.

Fausto leaned closer. "And you know what the weird thing is, Taly? They don't have any kind of
Specid Circumstances here. So when the pills started coming in, Diego didn't have a way stop them.
They couldn't keep contral.”

"Y ou mean the Smokies took over ?*

"They didn't exactly take over." Fausto laughed again. "The authorities are dill in charge. But the
change came alot faster here then it will a home. It only took a month or so after the fird pills came in
before most people were waking up, the whole system fdling apart. It's till fdling apart, | guess”

Tdly nodded, remembering dl the things sheld seen in the lagt twelve hours. "You got that right.



Thiswhole place has gone crazy."

"Youll get used toit." The smilegrew on hisface.

Tdly narrowed her eyes. "And none of this bothers you? Didn't you notice that they're
clear-cutting out on the edge of the city?"

"Of course, Tdly-wa. They have to expand. The population's going up fast."

The words hit her like a punch in the ssomach. "Faugto...populations don't go up. They can't do
that."

"It's not like they're breeding, Tdly. It's just runaways." He shrugged, like it was no big ded, and
Tdly fdt something start to spin insde her. His crud beauty, the intimacy of hisvoicein her ears, even his
flagh tattoos and razor teeth didn't excuse what Fausto was saying. This was the wild he was taking
about, being chewed up and spat out to make way for a bunch of greedy pretties.

"What did the Smokies do to you?' she said, her voice suddenly dry.

"Nothing | didn't ask for."

She shook her head furioudy, not wanting to believe.

Fausto sighed. "Come with me. | don't want any city kids to hear us—there are some weird rules
here about being specid.” He placed a hand on Taly's shoulder, guiding her toward the far end of the
party. "Remember our big escape last year?”'

"Of course | remember. Do | look like abubblehead?!

"Hardly." He amiled. "Well, something happened after that tracker in Zane's tooth went off, and
you ingsted on staying behind with him. While we were dl running away, us Crims came to an agreement
with the Smokies” He paused as they passed a dlique of young pretties dl comparing their new
surge—skin that flashed from paper white to pitch black, following the music's beat.

Letting their skintennas carry the words, Tdly hissed, "What do you mean, an agreement?"

"The Smokies knew that Specia Circumstances had been recruiting. There were more Specids
every day, mog of them the same uglies who'd run away to the Old Smoke."

Tdly nodded. "Y ou know the rules. Only the tricky ones become specid.”

"Sure. But the Smokies were jugt darting to figure that out.” They had dmost reached the
shadows at the other edge of the party, where a stand of trees cast deep shadows. "And Maddy ill had
Dr. Cable's data, so she thought she could make a cure for being specid.”

Tdly frozein her tracks. "A what?"

"A cure, Tdly. But they needed someone to test it on. Someone who could give them informed
consent. Like you gave consent to be cured, before you let yoursdf be turned pretty.”

She looked into his eyes, trying to peer into ther black depths. Something was different in
them....they were flatter, like champagne with no bubbles.

Just like Zane, Fausto had lost something.

"Faudto," she said softly. "Y ou're not specid anymore.”

"I gave my consent as we were running away,” he said. "We dl agreed. If we got caught and
turned into Specials, Maddy could try to cure us”

Tdly swdlowed. So that was why they'd kept Fausto and let Shay escape. Informed
consent—Maddy's excuse for playing with people's brains. "You let her experiment on you? Don't you
remember what happened to Zane?"

"Someone had to, Tdly." He held up an injector. "It works, and it's perfectly safe”

Her lips did back from her teeth, her skin crawling at the thought of nanos eding away a her
brain. "Dont touch me, Fausto. I'l hurt you if | have to.”

"No, you won't," he said softly, then his hand darted toward her neck.

Tdly's fingers shot up, caiching the injector a few centimeters from her throat. She twisted hard,
trying to make him drop it, and a cracking sound came from his fingers. Then his other hand moved, and
she redized it held another injector. Tdly dropped to the ground, his swing passing inches from her face.

Fausto kept coming, both hands trying to land a needle in her. She scrambled backward on the
grass, bardly daying clear. He flaled a her desperately, but she fended him off with a kick to his chest,
then another that connected with his chin, sending him gumbling back. He wasn't the same—4ill faster



than a random, maybe, but no longer as fast as Taly Something ruthless and sure had been sucked out of
him.

Time dowed down, until she saw an opening in his predictable attack. She lashed out with a
well-aimed kick that knocked one of the injectors from his hands.

By now the snesk suit had detected Tdly's rush of adrendin; its scades rippled across her,
hardening to armored mode. She rolled to her feet, throwing hersdf draight at Fausto. His next swing
made contact with her elbow, the suit's armor crushing the injector, and Taly landed a blow on his cheek
with an open pam. He sumbled backward, his tattoos spinning wildly.

A flicker of sound from the darkness caught Taly's ear—something headed her way through the
ar. Her infrared overlay fdl into place, senses expanding as she dropped agan to the ground. A dozen
gowing figures appeared in the trees, hdf of themin archers stances.

The flutter of feathers passed overhead—arrows with needle tips dlittering—but Tdly was
dready scrambling back toward the mass of the party. She scrambled through the crowd, knocking
down runaways around her, creating a barrier of fdlen bystanders. Beer spilled across her, and startled
criesfilled the ar over the musc.

Tdly sprang to her feet and weaved her way deeper into the crowd. There were Smokies in dl
directions, figures that moved confidently among the baffled runaways, enough to overwhem her with
sheer numbers. Of course, dozens of the Smokies mugt be here a the Overlook; they had made Diego
their home base. All they needed was one hit with an injector, and the chase would be over.

Sheld been a fodl to let her guard down, to walk around gawking at this dty like a tourist. And
now she was caught...trapped between her enemies and the diff that gave the Overlook its name.

Tdly ran toward the darkness at its edge.

She passed through an open space and more arrows flew a her, but she ducked and blocked
and rolled, dl of her senses and reflexes engaged. With every seamless movement Taly became more
certain she didn't want to become like Fausto—only hdf a Specid, flat and empty, cured.

She was dmost there.

"Tdly, wait!" Fausto's voice came over the network. He sounded bresthless. "Y ou haven't got a
bungee jacket!"

She smiled. "Don't need one.”

"Tdly!"

A lagt valley of arrows flew, but Taly dropped beneath them, another rall teking her dmogt to
the edge. She legped up and threw hersdf between two runaways garing down onto their new home,
into the empty air...

"Areyou crazy?' Fausto shouted.

She fdl, garing out at the lights of Diego. The pale diff-face rushed past, gridded with metd to
keep climbers harnesses doft. Directly below Tdly was the darkness of more parkland, lit only with a
few lampposts, probably studded with trees and other things to be impaed on.

Angling her hands in the wind, Tdly spun hersdf around in midair to peer back up a her
pursuers, a row of slhouettes arriving one by one on the diff's edge. None of them had jumped after
her—too confident in their ambush to have brought bungee jackets. They'd have hoverboards
somewhere close by, of course. But by the time they could get to them, it would be too late,

Tdly turned hersdf around again, facing the ground for the last few seconds of the fdl, waiting. ..

At the last moment she hissed, "Hey, Fausto, how's thisfor crazy? Crash bracelets.”

It hurt like hell.

Over adity grid, bracelets could stop a fdl, but they were designed for tumbles from cruising
heignt, not diff-jumping. They didn't digtribute the force across your entire body like a well-strapped
bungee jacket, just grabbed you by both wrists, swinging you in tight circles until your momentum was
expended.

Tdly had taken some bad spills back in ugly days— shoulder-wrenching, wrist-spraining doozies



that made her wish sheld never set foot on a hoverboard, crashes thet fdt like an unfriendly giant were
ripping her arms out of her sockets.

But nothing hed ever hurt likethis.

The crash bracdlets kicked in five meters before she struck the ground. No warning, no smooth
buildup from the magnetics. It fdt like Tdly had tied two cables to her wrigts, just long enough to snap
her to a hdt a the last possible moment.

Her wrigs and shoulders screamed with pain, the sensation so sudden and extreme tha
blackness washed over her mind for a moment. But then her specid brain chemistry shoved her back to
consciousness, forcing Taly to face the damoring of her injured body.

She was twirling by her wrists, the landscape whirling around and around, her wild momentum
snding the whole aty spinning. With every rotation her agony grew, until findly Taly dowed to a hdlt,
the force of her fdl expended, the bracelets lowering her dowly and painfully to the ground.

Her feet were unsteady underneath her, the grass mockingly soft. A few trees stood close by,
and she heard the sounds of a stream. Her arms dropped to her sides, hanging useless and burning with
pain.

"Tdly?' Fausto's voice came, closein her ears. "Are you okay?'

"Wha do you think?' she hissed a him, then turned her skintenna off. That's how the Smokies
had known where she was, of course. With Fausto on their sde, they could have been tracking her snce
the firg moment she'd arrived in town. ..

Which meant they aso would have spotted Shay. Had they gotten her dready? Tdly hadn't seen
her among the pursuers...

She took a few more steps, every movement sending waves of agony through her injured
shoulders. Tdly wondered if her ceramic bones had been shattered, the monofilament muscles damaged
beyond repair.

She gritted her teeth, draining to lift one hand. The smple motion hurt so much that Taly gasped
adoud, and when she closed her fingers the grip fdt patheticdly weak. But a least her body was 4ill
responding to her will.

This was no time to congratulate hersdlf for meking a figt, though. The Smokies would be here
soon, and if any of them had the guts to jump off the diff on a hoverboard, she didn't have much time.

Tdly ran toward the nearby trees, every step sending a jolt of pain through her. In the dark
foliage, she set her sneak it to camouflage mode. Even the rippling of its scales across her wrigts and
shoulders fdt like fire.

The buzz of repair nanos had started up, atingling al down her arms, but as bad as her injuries
were, they would take hoursto hedl. She reached up, both arms screaming in pain, to pull the sneak-suit
hood over her head. She amost blacked out, but again Taly's specia brain kept her conscious.

Panting, she sumbled toward a tree whose lowest branches were close to the ground. She
jumped up, landing ungeedily on one foot, and leaned againg the trunk, gasping for breath. After along
moment she started the arduous process of dimbing higher without usng her hands, stepping from one
branch to the next, grippy-soled shoes scrabbling to stay on.

It was dow and painful going, her teeth gritted and heart racing. But Tdly somehow managed to
push hersdf upward dowly. One meter higher, then another...

Her eyes caught aflicker of infrared through the leaves, and she froze.

A hoverboard was moving slently past, exactly at her eye level. She could see the glowing rider's
head swive from sde to side, ligening for any sound among the treetops.

Tdly's breath dowed, and she dlowed hersdf a gim smile The Smokies had expected Fausto,
their tamed Specid, to bag her for them—they hadn't even bothered with snesk suits. This time around,
she was the invisble one.

Of course, the fact that the invisble one couldnt lift her aams kind of evened things out.

Fndly the pain had been replaced by the buzz of nanos gathering in her shoulders, sarting on
ther repairs and squirting anesthetic around. As long as she didn't move too much, the little machines
would keep the agony down to adull ache,



In the distance, Tdly heard other searchers bashing at the leaves, thinking they could flush her out
like aflock of birds. But the closest Smokey was hunting quietly, ligening and watching. The rider stood
in profile, head Hill moving dowly from sde to side, scanning the trees. Its slhouette revedled infrared
glasses.

Tdly amiled to hersdlf. Night vison wasn't going to work any better than banging & the trees. But
then the figure froze, saring right a her. The hoverboard did to a hdlt.

Bardy moving her head, Tdly glanced down at hersdf. What was showing?

Then she saw it. After dl the days sheld lived in the snesk it, dl the thrills and spills sheld put it
through. ...findly, that one last legp from the Overlook had doneit in.

On her right shoulder, the seam had olit. 1t glowed dmogt white in infrared, heat from her
metabolism gushing out like sunlight.

Thefigure did closer through the air, dow and cautious.

"Hey," she cdled nervoudy. "I think I've got something here.”

"What isit?' camethe answer.

Tdly recognized the answering voice. David, she thought, a little shiver going through her. So
close to him, and Tally could hardly make afis.

The Smokey girl paused, dill garing right a Tdly. "Therés a hot spot inthis tree. Basebdl-sze."

Laughter came from David's way, and someone dse shouted, "Probably just a squirrd.”

"Way too hot for asquirrel. Unlessit'son fire."

Tdly waited, squeezing her eyes closed and willing her body to dow down, to stop generating so
much energy. But the Smokey girl had got it right: Between the racing engine of her heart and the nanos
busly reparing her shoulders, Tdly fdt like she was on fire.

She tried to move her |eft hand up to cover the rip, but her muscles would no longer respond. Al
she could do was stand there and try not to move.

More glowing figures glided her way.

"David!" someone e cdled from the distance. "They're coming!”

He swore, spinning his hoverboard in midair. "They won't be happy with us. Come on, let's get
out of here!”

Thegirl who'd spotted her let out a frustrated snort, then banked her board and shot away after
him. The other Smokies trailed behind the two, flitting through the leefy treetops and into the distance.

Who's coming? Taly wondered. Why had they just left her here? Who were the Smokies afraid
of in Diego?

Then the sound of running feet came through the forest, and Taly saw flashes of bright yellow on
the ground. Shed seen that exact color in the uniforms of safety workers and wardens earlier
today—yellow with bold black stripes, like littlies costumed as bumblebees.

She remembered what Fausto had said, about how the Diego authorities were dill in charge, and
amiled. They might tolerate the Smokies presence here, but the wardens probably didn't appreciate
kidngpping attempits at parties.

Tdly pressed hersdf harder againg the tree trunk, feding the tear in her sneak it like a bleeding
wound. If they had night vison, they'd spot her just as the Smokies had. Once more, Tdly tried to lift her
left hand to cover the open seam...

A dartling moment of agony sent awave of dizziness through her, and Tdly heard hersdf utter a
racking gasp of pain. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to cry out again.

Suddenly, the world was liging to one side. Tdly opened her eyes, redizing too late that one foot
had dipped from its branch. Indinctively her hands scrambled for a hold, but the attempt only sent fresh
agony through her. And then she was tipping over, out of control and crashing through the tree, injuries
walling as she seemed to hit every branch on the way down.

She landed with a grunt, arms and legs splayed like a dummy thrown to the ground.

A circle of ydlow-suited wardens quickly formed around her.

"Don't movel" one sad gruffly.

Tdly looked up and groaned with frudration. The wardens were unarmed, average middle



pretties, nervous as a gaggle of cats surrounding a rabid Doberman. Uninjured, she could have laughed in
their faces, danced among them, flicking them over like dominoes.
But asthings were, the wardens construed her immobility as surrender.

VIOLATIONSOF MORPHOLOGY

She woke up in apadded cell.

The place andled exactly like the big hospitd a home the chemicd tang of disnfectant, the
unpleasant scent of too many humans who'd been washed by robots instead of teking showers. And
somewhere out of Sght, Taly detected bedpans quietly stewing.

But most hospitd rooms didn't have padded wadls, and they weren't missng a door. Probably
that was hidden under the padding somewhere, seamledy fitted. Soft light in mixed pastel colors,
probably meant to be soothing, filtered down from filaments sprinkled across the high celling.

Tdly sat up and flexed her arms, rubbing her shoulders. The muscles were giff and achy, but
their usud drength had returned. Whatever the wardens had used to knock her out had kept her
unconscious for some time. Shay had broken Tdly's hand in traning once to demonstrate how her
sdf-repair worked, and it had taken hours to fed right again.

Tdly kicked the bedcovers off with her feet, then looked down at hersdf and muttered, "Y ou've
got to be kidding."

They'd replaced her snesk suit with a thin, disposable nightgown covered with pink flowers.

Tdly got up and tore it off, crumpling the garment into a bal. Dropping it to the floor, she kicked
it under the bed. Better to be naked than ook ridiculous

Actudly, it fdt heavenly to be out of the sneak suit at last. The scales might transport sweat and
dead skin cdls to its surface, but nothing beat taking a red shower now and then. Tdly rubbed a her
skin, wondering if she could get one in this place.

"Helo?' she sad to the room.

When no answer came, she peered more closdy at the wal. The fabric of the padding glittered
with a hexagond pattern of micro-lenses, thousands of tiny cameras woven into it. The doctors could
watch anything she did from any angle.

"Come on, guys, | know you can hear me" Tdly said aoud, then made a fig and punched the
wal as hard as she could.

"Ouch." She swore afew times, waving her hand in the air. The padding had helped a little, but
the wal behind it was made of something harder than wood or stone—solid congtruction ceramic,
probably. Taly wasn't going to break out of here bare-handed.

She returned to the bed and sat down, rubbing her fingers and letting out a Sgh.

"Please be careful, young lady,” avoice said. "Youll hurt yoursdf.”

Tdly glanced a her hand. The knuckles weren't even red. "Just wanted to get your attention.”

"Attention? Hmm. Isthat what thisisal about?"

Tdly groaned. If anything was more annoying than being sealed up in a wacko chamber, it was
being taked to like a littlie who'd been caught chucking a sink bomb. The voice sounded deep and
caming and generic, like some therapy drone. She imagined a committee of doctors behind the wall,
typing in answers for the soothing computer voice to speak.

"Actudly, thisis about my room not having a door," she said. "Did | break alaw or something?’

"You are being held under controlled observation, as a possible danger to yoursdf and others.”

Tdly rolled her eyes. When she got out of here, she was going to be a lot more than a possible
danger. But she only said, "Who, me?'

"You jumped off the Overlook Cliff with inadequate equipment, for Sarters.”

Tdly's mouth dropped open. "Y ou're saying that was my fault? | was just taking to an old friend
of mine, and suddenly dl these random nutcases with bows and arrows started shooting at me. What was



| supposed to do? Stand around and get kidnapped?”

The voice paused. "We are reviewing video of the incident. We admit, however, that there are
certain immigrant eements here in Diego who can be difficult. We apologize. They've never behaved this
badly before. Rest assured that mediaion istaking place.”

"Mediation? Like, you're talking to them about it? Why don't you lock afew of them up, insteed
of me? After dl, I'm the vicim here.”

There was another pause. "That remains to be determined. May | ask your name, city of origin,
and exactly how you know this'old friend' of yours?

Tdly fdt the bedcovers between her fingers. Like the wal padding, they were woven through
with microsensors, greedy little machines to measure her heart rate, sweat, and gdvanic kin response.
She took a few dow breaths, geting her anger under control. If she stayed focused, they could
polygraph her dl day without detecting a flicker of alie

"My names Tdly," she said carefully. "I ran away from up north. | heard you guys were nice to
runaways."

"We welcome immigrants. Under the New System, we dlow anyone to gpply for Diego
cdtizenship."

"The New System'? Is that what you cdl this?' Tdly rolled her eyes. "Yeeh, wdl the New
Systlem sucks if you lock people up just for running away from psychos. Did | mention the bows and
arows?'

"Regt assured, you are not under observation because of any of your actions, Tdly. We're more
concerned with certain morphologicd violaions™

Despite her focus, a nervous flicker ran down Taly's spine. "My what?"

"Tdly, your body has been constructed around a reinforced ceramic skeleton. Your fingernails
and teeth have been weaponized, your muscles and reflex centers Sgnificantly augmented.”

With a sckening feding, Tdly redized what the wardens had done. Thinking she was serioudy
hurt, they'd brought her to the hospita for degp scanning, and what the doctors had found had made the
authorities very nervous.

"I'm not sure what you're talking about,” she said, trying to sound innocent.

"There are ds0 cartain dructures in your higher cortex, gpparently atificdd, which seemed
desgned to change your behavior. Taly, do you ever suffer from sudden flashes of anger or euphoria,
countersocia impulses, or fedings of superiority?

Tdly took another deep breath, fighting to remain calm. "What I'm suffering from is being locked
up,” shesadinadow, ddiberate voice.

"Why do you have scars on your ams, Taly? Did someone do that to you?'

"Whét, these?" She laughed, running her fingers down the row of cutting scars. "Where | come
from, they're just a fashion statement!”

"Tdly, you may not be aware of what has been done to your mind. It may seem naurd for you
to cut yoursdf."

"But they're jud..." Tdly groaned and shook her head. "After dl the crazy surgery I've seen
around here, you're worried about afew scars?"

"We're only worried about what they indicate regarding your menta balance.”

"Dont tak to me about menta balance" Tdly growled, deciding to give up on acting cdm. "I'm
not the one who locks people up!"

"Do you understand the palitical disputes between your city and ours, Tdly?"

"Political disputes?' she asked. "What does that have to do with me?"

"Your city has a long higtory of dangerous surgica practices, Tdly. That higory, and Diego's
palicy on runaways, have often been a source of diplomatic conflict. The advent of the New System has
only made things worse."

Tdly snorted. "So you're locking me up because of where | come from! Have you guys gone
totaly Rusty?"

There was along pause after that. Tdly imagined the doctors arguing over what to type into ther



voice software. "Why are you torturing me?* she shouted, trying to sound like a harmless, whining pretty.
"Let me see your faced "

She curled up on the bed and made sobbing noises, but readied hersdf to legp in any direction.
These dimwits probably didnt redized that her aams had completely fixed themsdves while she was
adeep. All she needed was one door open hdf a centimeter and she would be out of this hospitd in a
heartbeat, naked or not. After another moment's slence, the voice returned. "I'm afraid, Tdly, that you
cannot be dlowed to go free. Because of your body modifications, you meet our criteria for a dangerous
wespon. And dangerous weapons areillegd in Diego."

Tdly stopped her crying act, her jaw dropping open. "You mean, I'm illegal!" she cried. "How
can a person beillegd?'

"You are not accused of any crime, Tdly. We bdlieve the authorities of your city are responsible.
But before you leave this hospita, your morphologica violations must be corrected.”

"Forget it! Youre not touching me" The voice didnt react to her anger, just droned on
soothingly. "Tdly, your city has often meddied in the affairs of other cities, especidly on the issue of
runaways. We beieve that you were unknowingly atered and sent here to create ingtability among our
immigrant population.”

They thought she was a dupe, not even a conscious agent of Specia Circumstances. Of course,
they had no idea how complicated the truth redly was.

"Then let me go home" she said oftly, trying to turn her frudraion into tears. "I'll leave, |
promise. Judt let me go." She squeezed her teeth down harder on her lower lip. Her eyes burned, but as
adways, no tears came.

"We cannot dlow you to go free in your current morphological configuration. Y ou're Smply too
dangerous, Tdly."

You have no idea, shethought.

"Youre free to leave Diego if you want," the voice continued, "but not until we make some
physcd adjusments.

"No." A chill washed over her. They couldn't.

"We cannot legally release you without disarming you."

"But you can't operate on meif | don't want you to." She imagined hersdf weak again, pathetic
and puny and average. "Wha about...informed consent?”

"If you prefer, we will make no experimenta attempts to change your atered brain chemidry.
With counsdling, you may learn to control your behavior. But your dangerous body modifications will be
corrected usng proven surgica techniques. Informed consent is not required.”

Tdly opened her mouth again, but nothing came out. They wanted to make her average agan
without even fixing her brain? What sort of nightmeare logic was that?

The four impregnable walls around her seemed suddenly suffocating, ther glittering eyes hungry
and mocking. Tdly imagined cold metd instruments reaching into her and tearing out everything specid
fromingde

For those few moments kissng Zane, sheld imagined that she wanted to be norma. But now that
someone was threstening to grind her down to averageness, she couldn't stand the thought.

She wanted to be able to look a Zane without disgugt, to touch him, kiss him. But not if it meant
being changed againgt her will again...

"Just let me go," shewhispered.

"I'm afrad we can't, Tdly. But when were done, youll be as beautiful and hedthy as everyone
else. Think of it, here in Diego you can look any way you want."

"Thisisn't aout how | look!" Tdly sprang to her feet and ran to the nearest wal. She pulled her
fig back and gave it the hardest blow she could. Pain shot through her again.

"Tdly, please stop.”

"Forget it!" She set her teeth and grimly punched the wall again. If she started hurting hersdlf,
someone would have to open the door.

And then they'd see how dangerous she redlly was.



"Tdly, please"

Agan, she drew back her hand and struck the wall, fdt her knuckles thregtening to shatter
agand the iron hardness behind the padding. A gasp of pan dipped through her lips, and spatters of
blood marked the padding, but Tdly couldnt hold back. They knew how strong she was, and this had to
look redl.

"Y ou leave usno choice.”

Good, shethought. Just come on in and try to stop me.

She struck the wdl again, another cry escaping...more blood.

Then Tdly fdt something through the pain: a dizziness washing over her.

"No," shesad. "Not farr."

From under dl the hospitd amdls of disnfectant and bedpans, so dight that no average humen
would have detected it, it filtered into her nodtrils. Specids were usudly immune to knockout gas, but
Diego knew her secrets now. They could have designed this judt for her...

Tdly sank to her knees. She dowed her bregthing to a minimum, trying desperately to cdm
hersdf, to suck in aslittle air as possible. They might not have guessed how thoroughly she was designed
to ded with every form of attack, how quickly she could metabolize toxins.

Tdly leaned agang the wadl, feding wesker every second. The padding was suddenly so
comfortable, as if someone had put pillows everywhere. She managed a few interface gestures with her
left hand, setting her software to ping her every ten minutes. Tdly had to wake up before they were ready
to operate.

Shetried to focus, to plan, but the sparkling of the little lenses in the padding was so lovely. Her
eyes did closed. She had to escape, but first Taly needed to deep.

Seep wasn't that bad, redly, like being a bubblehead again, nothing to worry about, no anger
deep indde...

VOICES

It was nice here. Nice and quiet.

For the firg timein along while, Tdly fdt no fury, no frugtration. The tenson in her muscles had
gone, dong with the feding that she had to be somewhere, do something, prove hersdf again. Here in
this place, she was just Taly, and that smple knowledge flowed across her skin like a pleasant breeze.
Her right hand fdt particularly nice—dl bubbly, asif someone were dribbling warm champagne over it.

She haf-opened her eyes. Everything was pleasantly out of focus, not dl sharp and edgy like
usud. In fact, it was pretty much dl clouds around here, white and fluffy. Like a littlie staring up into the
sky, Tdly could see any shape she wanted. She tried to imegine a dragon, but her brain couldnt make
thewings look red...and the teeth were sort of complicated.

Besides, dragons were too scary. Tdly, or maybe it was someone she knew, had once had a
bad experience with one.

It was better to imagine her friends. Shay-laand Zane-la, everyone who loved her. That'sal she
really wanted, to go and see them once she'd gotten alittle more deep. She closed her eyes again.

Ang.

There was that sound again. It came back every once in a while, like an old friend checking up
on her.

"Hi, ping-la" shesaid.

The ping never answered. But Taly liked to be palite.

"Did shejust say something, Doctor?" someone asked.

"Couldn't have. Not with what we gave her."



"Did you see her metabolic chart?" athird voice said. "Were not taking any risks. Check those
Sraps.”

Someone grumbled, then started fiddling with Taly's hands and feet one by one, in a circle that
started with her bubbly right hand and went clockwise. Tdly imagined that she was a clock, lying there
and quidtly ticking.

"Don't worry, Doctor. She's not going anyplace.”

The voice was wrong about that, because a moment later Tdly was gaing places, floating dong
on her back. She couldn't open her eyes, but it fdt like being on some kind of hovercarrier. Lights pulsed
overhead, bright enough to see even through her eydids. Her inner ear fdt the hovercarrier take a left
turn, dow down, then rumble across a bump in the magnetic grid. Then she was accderating upward, fast
enough that her ears popped alittle.

"All right," one of the voices said. "Wait here for the prep team. Do not Ieave her aone, and call
meif shemoves."

"Okay, Doctor. But she's not moving."

Tdly smiled. She decided to play a game where she didnt move. Somewhere in the back of her
mind was the idea that foaling the voice would be lots of fun.

Ang.

"Hi," she answered, then remembered about not moving.

Tdly lay ill for a moment, then started to wonder where the pings were coming from. They
were garting to get annoying.

She shifted her fingers, until an interface dropped down over the insde of her eydids. Her
internd software wasn't as fuzzy as everything ese, and she didn't have to do anything but twitch her
fingers to make it work.

Tdly saw that the pings were a wake-up reminder. She was supposed to get up and do
something.

She let out adow sgh. Lying here was s0 nice. Besides, she couldn't remember what it was she
hed pinged hersdlf about. Which made the whole ping pretty pointless. In fact, the whole ping was dlly.
Tdly would have giggled, if giggling weren't so difficult. Suddenly, every ping was slly.

She twitched afinger to switch off the wake-up cycle, so it wouldn't bother her again.

But the question kept bugging Taly: What was she was supposed to do? Maybe one of the other
Cutters would know. She flicked on her skintenna feed.

"Tdly?" avoice asked. "Findly!"

Tdly smiled. Shay-laaways knew what to do.

"Areyou okay?' Shay said. "Whereve you been!”

Tdly tried to answer, but talking was too hard.

"Areyou al right, Tdly?' Shay said after afew moments, sounding worried now.

Tdly remembered that Shay had been mad at her, and her amile grew. Shay-la didn't sound mad
anymore, just concerned.

Tdly tried hard, and managed to drawl, "I'm deepy.”

"Oh, crap.”

That was weird, Tdly thought. Two voices had said "Oh, crap” a exactly the same time, in
exactly the same scared way. One voice was Shay's indde her head, and the other was that other voice
she kept hearing.

Thiswas getting complicated, like the dragon's teeth shed tried to imagine.

"Need to wake up," she said.

"Oh, crap!" said the other voice.

At the same time, Shay was saying, "Stay where you are, Tdly. | think I've got your feed located.
Y ou'rein the hospitd, right?'

"Uh-huh," Taly murmured. She recognized the hospitd smell, even though the other voice was



meking it hard to concentrate. It was shouting suff in a way that hurt Taly's head. "I think she's waking
up! Someone get something to put her back down!™ Blah, blah, blah. ..

"We're close by," Shay said. "We figured you were somewhere in there. You're scheduled for
despecidization in an hour.”

"Oh, right,” Tdly said, remembering now what she was supposed to do: escape from this place,
which was going to be really difficult. Much harder than moving her fingertips. "Help, Shay-la.”

"Jugt hang on, Tdly, and try to wake up! I'm coming for you."

"Yay, Shay-la" Tdly whispered.

"But turn off your skintenna, now. If they've scanned you, they might be ligening in...."

"Okay," Tdly said, and as her fingers gestured, the voicein her head went quiet. The other voice
was dill shouting, still complaining in its worried way. It was sarting to give Taly a headache.

"Doctor! She just said something! Even after that last dose! What the hdll is she?!

"Whaever sheis, this should keep her down," someone dse said, and deegpiness swept over her
agan.

So Tdly went back to not thinking at al.

LIGHT

Consciousnessreturned in aburst of light.

Adrendine shot through Taly, like waking up from a nightmare screaming. The world was
suddenly diamond clear, as sharp as the teeth in her mouth, as bright as a spatlight in her eyes.

She sat bolt upright, breething hard and denching her fids tight. Shay stood & the end of the
hospital bed, fiddling with the straps around her ankles.

"Shay!" she shouted. Tdly fdt everything so brilliantly she had to shout.

"That woke you up, didn't it?"

"Shay!" Her left arm stung; someone had just given her a shot. Energy was bailing through her, dl
her fury and strength returned. She jerked one foot againgt an ankle strap, but the metd restraint held.

"Cadmdown, Taly-wa," Shay sad. "I'll getit."

"Cdm down?" Tdly muttered, her eyes scanning the room. The walls were lined with machines,
dl of them flickering with activity. In the room's center was an operating tank, life-support liquid dowly
gurding into it, a breaething tube hanging loosdly, waiting to be put to use. Scapels and vibrasaws waited
on anearby table.

Lying on the floor were a pair of unconscious men in hospital scrubs—one a middle pretty, the
other young enough to sport leopard spots dl over his downy fur. At the dght of them, the past
twenty-four hours came rushing back to Tdly: Random Town, being captured, the threatened operation
to make her average again.

She twitched againg the ankle restraints, needing to escape this room now.

"Almost got it," Shay said soothingly.

Tdly's right am itched, and she found a braid of wires and tubes stuck into it, life support for
mgor surgery. She hissed and ripped them out. Blood spattered across the spotless white floor, but it
didn't hurt—the collison between anesthetic and whatever Shay had used to awaken her had filled Taly
with a pan-numbing fury.

When Shay findly got the second ankle strap unlocked, Tdly leaped up, her fingers curled.

"Um, maybe you better put this on,” Shay said, tossng her a snesk suit. Tdly looked down at
hersdf. She was wearing another digposable nightgown: pink with blue dinosaurs.

"What is it with hospitals?' she shouted, ripping the gown off and sticking one foot into the suit.

"Quiet down dready, Tdly-wa" Shay hissed..."I've plugged the sensors, but even randoms
can hear you shouting like that, you know. And don't turn on your skintenna yet. Itll give us awvay."

"Sorry, Boss" A sudden wave of dizziness came over Tdly; shedd stood up too fast. But she



managed to dide her legsinto the sneak suit and pull it up around her shoulders. Detecting her wild heart
rate, it booted up draght into armored mode, scaes rippling, then lying flat and hard.

"No, tune it this way," Shay whispered, one hand on the door. Her own suit was set to a pae
blue, the color of hospital scrubs.

AsTdly tuned her quit, trying to match the color of Shay's, her head ill spun with wild energy.
"You came for me" she said, trying to keep her voice low.

"I couldn't et them do thisto you."

"But | thought you hated me."

"I hate you sometimes, Tdly. Like I've never hated anybody ese before.” Shay snorted. "Maybe
that'swhy | keep coming back for you."

Tdly swalowed, looking around once more a the operating tank, the table full of cutting
ingruments, dl the tools that would have turned her average again—despecialized her, as Shay had put
it. "Thanks, Shay-la

"No problem. Ready to get out of here?"

"Wait, Boss." Taly swallowed. "l saw Faugto.”

"So did |." There was no anger in Shay's voice, Smply a statement of fact.

"Buthes..."

"l know."

"You know ..." Tdly took a step forward, her mind ill soinning from waking up, from
evarything that was happening. "But what are we going to do about him, Shay?'

"We have to go, Tdly. The rest of the Cutters are wating for us on the roof. Something big is
coming. A lot bigger than the Smokies.”

Tdly frowned. "But what—?"

Thedhriek of an darm plit the air.

"They must be getting closel™ Shay cried. "We have to go!" She grabbed Tdly's hand and pulled
her through the door.

Tdly followed, her mind reding, her feet dill unsteady beneath her. Outside the room, a long,
draight hdlway stretched in both directions, the darm echoing down its length. People in hospita scrubs
were Soilling out of doors on either side, filling the halway with confused babble.

Shay sprinted away, dipping anong the stunned doctors and orderlies like they were statues. She
was S0 light-footed and quick, the milling crowd hardly noticed the matching pae blue streak hurtling
through them.

Tdly thrust aside her questions and followed, but her just-woken-up dizziness was fading very
dowly. She dodged people as best she could, plowing Sraight through any who got in her way. She
caromed off bodies and the walls, but managed to keep moving, letting her wild energy carry her.

"Stop!" avoice shouted. "Both of you!"

In front of Shay, a cluster of wardens stood in ther yelow-and-black uniforms shock-sticks
dlowing in the soft, pastel light.

Shay didn't hesitate, her suit turning black as she plunged into them, hands and feet flashing. The
ar filled with the smdl of fresh lightning as shock-sticks struck her armored scales, szding like
mosquitoes frying on a bug light. She soun wildly amid the fracas, sending ydlow figures staggering in all
directions

By the time Tally reached the struggle, only two wardens were left standing, backing down the
hdl and trying to ward off Shay, ther shock-sticks flaling through the air. Tdly stepped up behind one
and grabbed her by the wrig, twiding it with a sngp and pushing her into the other, sending them both
sorawling to the floor.

"No need to break them, Taly-wa."

Tdly looked down at the woman, who was dutching her wrist, a pained cry spilling from her lips.
"Oh, sorry, Boss"

"It's not your fault, Tdly. Come on." Shay pushed through the stairwell door and headed upward,
teking each flight in two long bounds. Tdly trailled behind, her dizziness dmost under control, the manic



enagy from the wake-up shot fading a litle as she ran. The darwell doors closed behind them,
dampening the earsplitting shriek of the darm.

She wondered what had happened to Shay, where she had been dl this time. How long had the
other Cutters been here in Diego?

But the questions could wait. Tdly was amply glad to be free again, fighting dongsde Shay and
being speciad. Nothing could stop the two of them together.

A few flights up, the stairs came to an end. They burgt through the last door and onto the roof.
The night overhead glittered with thousands of stars, beautifully clear.

After the padded cdl, it fdt glorious to be out under the open sky. Tdly tried to suck in a breath
of fresh ar, but the smdl of hospitd dill poured from the forest of exhaust chimneys around them.

"Good, they're not here yet," Shay said.

"Whoisn't?' Taly asked.

Shay led her across the roof, toward the huge, darkened building next to the hospitd—Town
Hdl, Tdly remembered. Shay peered over the edge.

People were dreaming out of the hospitd, gaff in pae blue and white, and patients in flimsy
gowns—some walking, some being pushed dong on hovercarriers. Tdly heard the darm echoing out of
the windows below, and redlized that the sound had changed to a two-toned evacuation sgnd.

"What's going on, Shay? They're not evacuating just because of us, are they?'

"No, not us" Shay turned to her, put a hand on her shoulder. "I need you to ligen carefully, Tdly
Thisisimportant.”

"I'm listening, Shay. Just tell mewhat'sgoing on!"

"All right. I know dl about Fausto—I tracked down his skintenna Sgnd the moment | got here,
more than a week ago. He explained everything.”

"Then you know...he's not specia anymore.”

Shay paused. "I'm not sureif you're right about that, Tally."

"But he's different, Shay. He's weak. | saw itinhis ..." Tdly's voice faded as she peered closer,
bresth caiching in disbdief. In Shay's eyes was a softness that had never been there before. But this was
Shay, 4ill so fast and deadly— she'd cut through those wardens like a scythe.

"He'snot wesk," Shay said. "Neither am |."

Tdly shook her head, pulled away, and sumbled back. "They got you too."

Shay nodded. "It's okay, Tdly-wa. It's not like they turned me into a bubblehead.” She took a
step forward. "But you have to listen.”

"Don't come near me!" Tdly hissed, her hands curling.

"Wait, Tdly, something big is hgopening.”

Tdly shook her head. She could hear the weakness in Shay's voice now. If she hadn't been so
groggy, she would have seen it from the start. The red Shay wouldn't have been so worried about some
random warden's wrist. And the redl Shay—special Shay—would never have forgiven Tdly so eeslly.

"You want to make me like you! Like Fausto and the Smokies tried to do!™

"No, | don't," Shay said. "I need you the way you—"

Before Shay could utter another word, Tdly turned and started running for the opposite edge of
the roof as quickly as she could. She had no crash bracelets, no bungee jacket, but she could ill dimb
like a Specid. If Shay was as 0ft as Fausto, she would no longer be as reckless. Tdly could just escape
this crazy city, and get help from home...

"Stop her!™ Shay cried.

Facel ess human forms flickered into being among the shapes of exhaust chimneys and antennas.
They leaped out of the darkness a Tally, grabbing at her ams and legs.

Thiswasdl atrap. "Don't turn on your skintenng," Shay had said, so the rest of them could talk
to each other glently, plotting againgt her.

Tdly threw a punch, her wounded fig connecting panfully with an armored suit. A facdess
Cuitter gripped her am, but Taly turned her suit dippery and pulled away. She let her momentum carry
her into a backward rall, soringing up from the ground, legping to the top of atal exhaust pipe.



She struggled to pull her suit hood down over her face, to turn invisble before they reached her,
but a pair of gloved hands grasped Tdly's ankles, pulling her feet out from under her. As she fdl from the
pipe, another figure caught her. Still more hands grabbed her arms, checking her wild flurry of blows, and
with a gentle strength dragged her back down to the roof.

Tdly struggled, but specid or not, there were too many of them.

They pulled off their hoods—Ho, Tachs, dl the other Cutters. Shay had gotten every one of
them.

They amiled softly at her, an anful, average kindnessin ther eyes. Tdly struggled, waiting for the
ging of an injection in her bare neck.

Shay stood before her, shaking her head. "Tdly, would you just relax?'

Taly spat at her, "Y ou said you were saving me"

"I am. If you'd settle down and ligen." Shay let out an exasperated sgh. "After Fausto gave me
the cure, | cdled the Cuitters. | told them to meet me hdfway here. On our way back to Diego, | cured
them one by one.”

Tdly looked around at their faces—a few of them grinning at her as if she were some littlie who
wasn't in on a joke—and saw no doubts, no hint of rebdlion agang Shay's words. They were sheep
now, no better than bubbleheads.

Her anger faded into despair. All of their brains had been infected with nanos, made weak and
pitiful. Taly was completely done.

Shay spread her hands. "Ligten, we just got back here today. I'm sorry that the Smokies tried to
jump you; | wouldn't have let them. This cure isn't what you need, Tdly."

"Thenlet me go!" Tdly growled.

Shay paused for a moment, then nodded. "Okay. Let her go.”

"But Boss," Tachs said. "They're through the defenses aready. Weve got less than a minute”

"I know. But Tdly'sgoing to help us. | know shewill."

One by one, the others cautioudy released ther grip. Tdly found hersdf free, dill glaing a Shay,
unsure whet to do next. She was dill surrounded and outnumbered.

"Therés no point running, Tdly. Dr. Cable's on her way here.”

Tdly raised an eyebrow. "To Diego? To get you dl back?

"No." Shay's voice broke, dmost like some littlie about to cry. "It'sdl our fault, Tdly. Yours and
mine"

"What is?'

"After what we did to the Armory, no one believed it was Crims or Smokies. We were too icy,
too specid. We terified the whole city.”

"Snce that night,” Tachs said, "everyone in town goes by to see the smoking crater you two |eft.
They bring classes of littlies out to gawk at it."

"And Cabl€e's coming here?' Tdly frowned. "Wait, you mean, they figured out it was us?"

"No, they have another theory." Shay pointed at the horizon. "L ook."

Tdly turned her head. In the distance beyond Town Hal, a mass of bright lights had filled the
sky. As she watched, they grew closer and brighter, shimmering like stars on a hot night.

Judt like when Tdly and Shay had been chased from the Armory.

"Hovercraft,” Tdly sad.

Tachs nodded. "They've given Dr. Cable control of the cty military. Everything that's left,
ayway."

"Get your boards," Shay said. The others scattered in dl directions across the roof.

Shay pushed a pair of crash bracelets into Tdly's hands. "You have to stop trying to run away,
and face what we started.”

Tdly didn't flinch a Shay's touch, suddenly too confused to worry about being cured. She could
hear the approaching craft now, a swarm of lifting fans humming like some vast engine warming up. "I ill
dont get it

Shay adjusted her own bracelets, and a pair of hoverboards rose up from the darkness. "Our aty



has dways hated Diego. Specid Circumstances knew about them hdping the runaways, about the
helicopters carrying people to the Old Smoke. So after the Armory was destroyed, Dr. Cable decided it
mug have been amilitary attack. She blamed Diego.”

"So those hovercraft...they're coming to attack this city?” Tdly murmured. The lights grew
larger and larger until they swirled overhead, dozens of hovercraft, a great vortex of them surrounding
Town Hall. "Even Dr. Cable wouldn't do that."

"I'm afraid she would. And the other dities will just St back and watch, for now. The New
Sysem has them dl totaly scared.” Shay pulled her sneak-suit hood down over her head. "Tonight we
have to hdp them here, Tdly, we have to do whatever we can. And tomorrow, you and | need to go
home and stop thiswar we started.”

"War? But dtiesdon' ..." Taly's voice faded. The roof under her feet had begun to rumble, and
under the drone of a hundred lifting fans she heard a amdl, thin sound from the Streets below.

People were screaming.

A few seconds later, the armada overhead opened fire, filling the sky with light.

Part Il
UNMAKING WAR

One faces the future with one's past. —Pearl S. Buck

PAYBACK

Streams of cannon fire ripped through the ar, ther traces buming across Tdly's vison.
Explosons battered her ears, and shock waves thudded againgt her chest, like something trying to tear
her open.

The hovercraft armada rained its fire down onto Town Hall, cascades of projectiles flaing so
brightly that for a moment the building disappeared. But Tdly could Hill hear the sound of shettering glass
and the shriek of tearing meta through the blinding display.

After a few seconds, the furious ondaught paused, and Tdly glimpsed Town Hal through the
smoke. Huge holes had appeared—the fires burning ingde the building made it look like some insane
jack-0'-lantern carved with dozens of glowing eyes.

From below, the cries rose up again, full of terror now. For a dizzying moment she remembered
what Shay had sad: "It's all our fault, Tally. Yours and mine."

She shook her head dowly What she was seeing couldn't be true,

Wars didn't happen anymore.

"Come on!" Shay cried, legping onto her board and rigng into the air. "Town Hal's empty at
night, but we have to get everyone out of the hospitd..."

Tdly broke from her pardyss, jumping onto her hoverboard as the bombardment began once
more. Shay hurtled over the edge of the roof, slhouetted for a moment agang the firesorm before
dropping out of Sght. Taly followed, vaulting the guardrall to hover a few seconds, peering down at the
chaos below.

The hospital hadn't been hit, not yet anyway, but crowds of terrified people were ill spilling from
its doors. The armada didn't have to shoot anyone for people to wind up dead tonight—panic and chaos
would do the killing. The other cities would see only a proportionate response to the attack on the
Armory: one mogly empty building for another.

Tdly cut her lifting fans and dropped, kneding to hold her board tight. The pounding concussions
from the attack had turned the ar into something palpable and shuddering, like a choppy sea.



The other Cutters were dready below, ther snesk suits set to the ydlow and black of Diego's
warden uniforms. Tachs and Ho were herding the crowd around to the other sde of the hospitd, awvay
from the debris spllling from Town Hal. The others were rescuing the pedestrians who had falen
between the two buildings, dl the didewaks had jammed, throwing their late-night passengers to the
ground.

Tdly spun for amoment in the air, overwhemed and wondering what to do. Then she spotted a
stream of littlies pouring from the hospita. They were lining up dong the hedgerow barrier around the
helicopter landing pad, their minders stopping to count them dl before moving on to safety.

She angled her board toward the landing pad and dropped as fagt as gravity would take her.
Those hdicopters had carried runaways from other cities to the Old Smoke and now here to the New
Sysem—Tdly somehow doubted Dr. Cables attack was going to leave them untouched.

She brought her descent to ahdt just over the littlies heads, lifting fans screaming, terrified faces
garing up open-mouthed.

"Get out of herel" she ydled down a the minders, two middle pretties with classc faces. cam
and wise

They looked up a her in disbdief, then Taly remembered to switch her snesk duit to a rough
gpproximation of warden yedlow. "The hdlicopters could be atarget!" she cried.

The minders dumbfounded expressions didn't change, and Tdly swore. They hadn't redized yet
what this war was about—runaways and the New System and the Old Smoke—all they knew was thet
the sky had exploded overhead and they had to account for dl of their charges before moving on.

She looked up and spotted a glittering hovercraft breaking from the armada. It swept through a
wide, leisurdy turn, descending toward the landing pad like alazy bird of prey.

"Get them to the other side of the hospitd, now!" she ydled, then reversed course, dimbing
toward the gpproaching hovercraft, wondering exactly what she could do againd it. This time she had no
grenades, no hungry nano-goo. She was done and bare-handed againg a military machine.

But if thiswar redly was her fault, she had to try.

Tdly pulled her hood down over her face and switched the suit to infrared camouflage, then shot
toward Town Hal. Hopefully, the hovercraft wouldn't see her coming againg the background hest of
cannon fire and explosions.

As she grew nearer to the digntegrating building, the ar shuddered around her, explosve
concussions bedting againg her body. She could fed the searing heet of the fires now, and heard the
thunderous sound of floors collgpsing one upon another as Town Hal's hoverstruts began to fal. The
armada was destroying the entire building, razing it to the ground, just as she and Shay had done to the
Armory.

With the inferno a her back, Tdly pulled levd with the hovercraft and followed its descent,
looking for some weakness. It was like the firs one sheld seen risng up from the Armory: four lifting fans
carying a bulbous body brisling with weaponry, wings, and claws, its dull black armor reflecting nothing
of the firesorm behind her.

It showed scars from recent damage, and Taly redized that Diego mugt have thrown up some
resistance againg the armada—a fight that hadn't |asted very long.

Though dl the cities had given up war, maybe some had given it up more than others.

Tdly glanced down. The landing pad wasn't far below, theline of littliesinching away from it with
maddening downess. She swore and shot toward the hovercraft, hoping to distract it.

The machine detected her approach at the las moment, insectlike metd claws reaching out
toward the white-hot board. Tdly tipped back into a steep climb, but she'd changed course too late. The
hovercraft's claws jammed into her forward lifting fan, which ground to a noisy hdt, and she was thrown
from the riding surface. Other claws grasped blindly in the air, but Tdly in her sneak suit soared over
them.

She landed on the machinds back, and it tipped wildly, her weight and the force of the
hoverboard's impact dmogt ralling the craft over backward. Tdly waved her ams as she skidded across
the armor, her sneak suit's grippy soles barely keeping her from faling. She bent her knees and grabbed



the firg handhold she could find, athin piece of metd gicking up from the hovercraft's body.

Her ruined board salled past—one lifting fan working, the other destroyed, making it goin through
the air like a throwing knife.

As the hovercraft tried to steady itsdf, the object that had saved Tdly suddenly swiveled in her
hand, and she jerked away. A little lens glittered at itstip, like an eye-stdk on a crab. She scooted to the
center of the machings back, hoping it hadn't seen her.

Three other camera-stalks pivoted madly around Taly, looking in dl directions, searching the sky
for more threats. But none of them turned toward her—they were dl pointed outward, not back a the
hovercraft itsdf.

Tdly redized that she was gtting in the machines blind spot. Its eye-stalks couldn't turn to see
her, and its armored skin had no nerves to sense her feet. Apparently the hovercraft's designers had
never imagined an adversary standing right on top of it.

But the machine knew something was wrong—it was too heavy. The four lifting fans tilted wildly
as Tdly shifted from side to Side, scrambling to stay on. The metd claws that hadn't been mangled by her
hoverboard swung randomly in the air, searching like a blind insect's for an opponent.

Under her extraweight, the hovercraft began to descend. Taly leaned hard toward Town Hall,
and the machine began to drift in that direction asit dropped. It waslike riding the world's wobbliest,
most uncooperative hoverboard, but gradualy she guided it away from the landing pad and the
dow-moving lineof littlies.

As Town Hdl grew nearer, shock waves from the attack rumbled through the machine. Heat
from the burning building began to penetrate her sneak suit, and she fet a film of sweat oring up al over
her body. Behind her the littlies seemed to have findly moved clear of the landing pad. All she had to do
now was get off the hovercraft without it spotting her and opening fire.

When the ground was only ten meters below, Tdly jumped from the machine's back, grabbing
one of the damaged claws as she sdled past, yanking that sde of the machine downward with the force
of her fal. The hovercraft soun in midar over her head, lifting fans screeching in an atempt to keep it
upright. But it had already tipped too far over; after a brief struggle, her weight on the lifdess claw flipped
the machine over and upside down.

She dropped the short distance, and her crash bracelets stopped her fal, depositing her gently on
the ground.

Above, the hovercraft soun sideways toward Town Hal, dill careening out of control, claws
flaling mindlesdy. It crashed into the building's lowest floor, disgppearing into a gout of flame that swept
across Tdly, her sneak suit reporting mafunctions dl across its skin. The scaes that had absorbed the
exploson rippled to a hdt, and Tdly smdled her own hair Sngeing insde the hood.

As she ran back toward the hospitd, fierce concussons shook the earth, knocking Tally's feet
out from under her. Looking back, she saw that Town Hal was findly crumbling. After the long minutes
of bombardment, even its dloy skeleton was mdting, bowing under the waight of the burning building.

And it was practicaly on top of her.

She rose to her feet again, turning her skintenna on, her head filling with the Cutters chatter as
they organized the hospital evacuees.

"Town Hal'scollgpaing!” she said, running. "1 need help!”

"What are you doing way over there, Tdly-wa?' Shay's voice answered. "Roading
marshmalows?"

"Tdl you later!”

"WEe're on our way."

The rumbling grew, the heat behind her redoubling as tons of burning building collapsed in upon
itsdf. A chunk of fiery debris flew past, setting fire to the motionless didewaks grippy surface as it
bounced to a hdt. Thelight behind her brightened, Tdly's flickering shadow gretching out like a giant'sin
front of her.

From the direction of the hospita, a par of shapes shot into view. Tdly waved her ams. "Over
herel"



They swept around her and circled back, the collgosing building slhouetting their black forms.

"Hands up, Tdly-wa," Shay sad.

Tdly jumped into the air, both hands reaching. The two Cutters grabbed her wrigts, pulling her
away from Town Hdl and toward safety.

"You okay?' Tachssvoicecried.

"Yegh, but it's ..." Tdly's voice faded. Carried backward, she found hersdf wetching the
building's find collgpse in awestruck silence. It seemed to fold into itsdlf, like a baloon deflaing, then a
vad hillowing cloud of smoke and debris gushed outward, like a dark tidd wave swalowing the fiery
remans

The wave raced toward them, closer and closer...

"Uh, guys?' Tdly said. "Can you go any—7?"

The shock wave broke over the Cuitters, full of swirling debris and furious winds, knocking Shay
and Tachs from thar boards and hurling dl three of them to the ground. As she rolled, the burn-damaged
scaes of Tdly's snesk st jabbed into her like sharp elbows, until she findly tumbled to a hdlt.

She lay on the ground, her breath knocked out of her. Darkness had swallowed them.

"Y ou guys okay?' Shay asked.

"Yeah, icy," sad Tachs.

Tdly tried to speak, but wound up coughing; her sneak-suit mask had stopping filtering the air.
She pulled it off, the smoke singing her eyes, and spat out the taste of burnt plagtic. "No board, and my
auit's ruined,” she managed. "But I'm okay."

"Yourewe come" Shay sad.

"Oh, yeah. Thanks, guys."

"Hangon,” Tachssaid. "Y ou hear that?"

Tdly's ears were dill ringing, but a moment later she redized that the barrage of cannon fire had
ceased. The quiet was dmog eerie. She flicked down an infrared overlay and looked up. A glowing
vortex of hovercraft was forming above, like a gdaxy gathering itsdf into a spird.

"What are they going to do now?' Tdly asked. "Destroy something else?"

"No," Shay said softly. "Not yet.”

"Before we came here, we Cutters werein on Dr. Cable's plans™ Tachs said. "She doesn't want
to demalish Diego. She wants to remake it. Turn it into another dity just like ours. strict and controlled,
everyone abubblehead.”

"When things start to fdl gpart,” Shay said, "shéll be here to take over."

"But cities don't take each other over!” Tdly said.

"Not normdly, Tdly, but don't you see?' Shay turned toward the dill-burning wreck of Town
Hdl. "Runaways running free, the New System out of control, and now the city government in ruins...
thisisa Speciad Circumstance.”

BLAME

The hospital wasfull of broken glass.

All the windows on the Town Hdl sde had been blown inward by the building's find collapse.
Thar shattered remains crunched underfoot as Tdly and the other Cutters checked each room for
anyone left behind.

"Got a crumbly up here" Ho said from two floors above.

"Does he need adoctor?' Shay's voice asked.

"Just afew cuts. Medspray should do it.”

"L et adoctor take alook, Ho."

Tdly tuned out the skintenna chatter and peered into the next abandoned hospitd room, staring
once more through the empty window frames a the glowing wreckage. Two helicopters hovered



overhead, spraying foam down onto the fire.

She could escape now, Smply turn off her skintenna and disappear into the chaos. The Cutters
were too busy to chase her, and the rest of the dty was hardly functioning at dl. She knew where the
Cutters hoverboards waited, and the crash bracelets Shay had given her were keyed to unlock them.

But after what had happened here tonight, there was nowhere left to go. If Specid
Circumstances was redlly behind this attack, running back to Dr. Cable was out of the question.

Tdly would dmost have understood if the armada had gone after the new developments,
teaching Diego a lesson about expanding into the wild. Whatever else was hagppening in Random Town,
that had to be stopped. Cities couldn't just start grabbing land whenever they wanted.

But cities couldn't just attack each other like this ether, blowing up buildings in the middle of
town. That was how the insane, doomed Rusties had solved their disputes. Taly wondered how her own
aty had forgotten the lessons of history so eeslly.

On the other hand, she couldn't bring hersdf to doubt what Tachs had said, that Dr. Cable's
purpose in destiroying Town Hall was to bring the New System to its knees. Of dl the cities, only Tdly's
hed bothered to hunt down the Old Smoke. Only Taly's would think that a few runaways were worth
obsessing over.

She was beginning to wonder if dl dties had Specid Circumstances, or whether most were like
Diego, willing to let people come and go. Maybe the specid operation—the one that had made Tdly the
way she was—was something Dr. Cable had invented hersdf. Which would mean that Tdly redly was
an aberration, a dangerous weapon, someone who needed to be cured.

She and Shay had dtarted this bogus war, after al. Normal, hedthy people wouldnt do
something like that, would they?

The next room was dso empty, strewn with the remains of a late med interrupted by the
evacuation. The windows were decorated with curtains gtirring in the wind from the distant helicopter.
They had been shredded by flying glass, and now they were like tattered white flags waving in surrender.
A pile of life-support equipment sat in the corner, dill thrumming but disconnected. Tdly hoped that
whoever was supposed to be attached to dl those tubes and wires was dill okay.

It was strange, worrying about some nameless, fading crumbly. But the aftermath of the attack
had been head-spinning: People didn't ook like crumblies or randoms anymore. For the firg time since
Tdly had become a Cuitter, being average didn't seem pathetic to her. Seeing wha her own city had
done had somehow made her fed less specid, at least for now.

She remembered back in ugly days, how living in the Smoke for a few weeks had transformed
the way she saw the world. Perhaps coming to Diego, with dl its messy discords and differences (and its
absence of bubbleheads), had dready started to make her a different person. If Zane was right, she was
rewiring hersdlf once again.

Maybe the next time she saw him, things would be different.

Tdly flicked her skintenna to a private channd. " Shay-1a? | need to ask you a question.”

"Sure, Taly."

"How isit different? Being cured.”

Shay paused, and through the skintenna Tdly heard her dow breathing and the crunch of glass
underfoot. "W, when Fausto firg stuck me, | didn't even notice. It took a couple of days to redize
what was happening, that | was garting to see things differently. The funny thing was, when he explained
what he'd done to me, it was modly a relief. Everything's less intense now, less extreme. | don't have to
cut mysdf just to make sense of it dl; none of us do. But even though things aren't asicy at least | don't
get furious over nothing anymore.”

Tdly nodded. "When they had me in my padded cdll, that's how they described it: anger and
euphoria. But right now, | just fed numb."

"Metoo, Tdly-wa."

"And there was one other thing the doctors said,” Tdly added. "Something about ‘fedings of
uperiority™

"Yegh, that's the whole point of Specid Circumgtances, Taly-wa It's like they dways taught us



in school, how in Rusty days some people were rich? They got dl the best suff, lived longer, and didn't
have to follow the usud rules—and everyone thought that was perfectly okay, even if these people hadn't
done anything to deserve it except have the right crumblies. Thinking like a Specid is partly just humen
nature. It doesn't take much convincing to make someone believe they're better than everyone e

Tdly started to agree, then remembered what Shay had yeled a her when they'd split up back
on theriver. "But you said | was dready tha way, didn't you? Even back in ugly days."

Shay laughed. "No, Tdly-wa. You don't think you're better than everyone ese, jus that you're
the center of the universe. It's totdly different.”

Tdly forced alaugh. "So why didn't you cure me? Y ou had the chance, when | was out cold.”

There was another pause, the faraway whirr of the hdlicopter filtering through Shay's skintenna
link. "Because I'm sorry about whet | did.”

"When?'

"Making you specid." Shay's voice was shaking. "It's dl my fault what you are, and | didn't want
to force you to change again. | think you can cure yoursdf thistime.”

"Oh." Tdly swalowed. "Thanks, Shay."

"And there's one other thing: Itll help if you're dill a Specid when we go back home to stop this
war."

Tdly frowned. Shay hadn't explained that plan in detall yet. "How exactly will me being a psycho
hdp?'

"Dr. Cablewill scan us, to seeif we're tdling the truth,” Shay said. "It would be better if one of us
was dill ared Specid.”

Tdly came to a hdt a the next doorway. "Tdling the truth? | didn't know we were going to talk
about thiswith her. | was imagining something invalving hungry nanos. Or grenades, & least.”

Shay sghed. "You're being a Special-head, Taly-wa Violence isnt going to help. If we attack,
theyll just think it's Diego fighting back, and this war will only get worse. We have to confess.”

"Confess?" Tdly found hersdf facing another empty room, lit only by the flickering fires of
Town Hal. Flowers were everywhere, their vases shattered on the floor, colorful shards and dead
flowers mixing with the broken window-glass.

"That's right, Tdly-wa We have to tdl everyone that it was you and me who attacked the
Armory," Shay said. "That Diego didn't have anything to do with it."

"Oh. Great." Taly stared out the window.

Thefiresindde Town Hdl 4ill glowed, no matter how much foam the hdlicopters sprayed. Shay
hed said the wreckage would burn for days, the pressure of the collgpsed building creating its own hest,
asif the attack had given birth to atiny sun.

Theawful Sght was their fault—the redization kept hitting Tdly, as if she would never get used
to it. She and Shay had made this happen, and only they could undo it.

But a the thought of confessing to Dr. Cable, Tdly had to fight the urge to flee, to run toward the
open windows and jump, leting her crash bracelets catch her. She could disappear into the wild and
never be caught. Not by Shay. Not by Dr. Cable. Invisble again.

But that would mean leaving Zane behind in this battered, threstened city.

"And if they're going to believe you," Shay continued, "it can't look like anyone's been messng
with your brain. We need to keep you specid.”

Suddenly, Tdly needed fresh air. But as she walked toward the window, the sweet scent of dead
and dying flowers assaulted her nose like a crumbly's perfume. Her eyes watered, and Tdly closed them,
crossing the room usng the echoes of her own footsteps.

"But what will they do to us, Shay-la?" she asked softly.

"I don't know, Tdly. No on€e's ever admitted garting a bogus war before, not as far as | know.
But what €lse can we do?’

Tdly opened her eyes and leaned out the blown-out window. She sucked up fresh air, though it
was tainted with the amdl of burning. "It's not like we meant for it to go that far," she whispered.

"l know, Taly-wa Andit wasall my idea, my fault that you were specid inthefirst place. If |



could go adone, | would. But they won't believe me. Once they scan my brain, they'll see I'm different,
cured. Dr. Cablewould probably rather think Diego messed with my head than admit she started awar
over nothing."

Tdly couldn't argue with that; she could hardly believe hersdf that their little break-in had caused
dl this destruction. Dr. Cable wouldn't take anyone's say-so without afull brain-scan.

She looked out at the burning Town Hal again, and sighed. It was too lae to run, too late for
anything but the truth.

"Okay, Shay, I'll go with you. But not urtil | find Zane. | need to explain something to him.”

And maybe try again, she thought. I'm different already. Tdly stared out the frame of
shattered glass, imagining Zane's face.

"After dl, what's the worst they can do, Shay-la? Make us both bubbleheads agan?' she sad.
"Maybe that wasn't o bad...”

There was dill no response, but Tdly heard a smdl, indstent beeping from Shay's end of the
skintenna link.

"Shay? What's that sound?”

The answer camein atense voice. "Tdly, you better come down here. Room 340."

Tdly turned away from the window, stepping quickly across the broken vases and dead flowers,
heading for the door. The begping sound grew louder as Shay moved closer to something, and a sense of
dread began tofill Taly. "What's going on, Shay?'

Shay popped the channd open to the other Cutters, panic in her voice. " Someone get a doctor
up here." She repeated the room number.

"What isit, Shay?' Taly cried.

"Tdly, 'msosorry ..."

"What?"

"ltsZane."

PATIENT

Tdly ran, heart racing in her chest, the beeping sound filling her head.

She jumped the handrail of the fire stairs, descending in a controlled fal down the center of the
darwel. When she burgt out into the third-floor hdlway, she saw Shay and Tachs and Ho outsde a
room marked recovery, saring through the door like a crowd gawking at an accident.

Tdly pushed between them, skidding to a hdt on shards of shattered window glass.

Zare lay in a hospitd bed, his face pae, his ams and head hooked up to a collection of
machines. Each was making its own beeping noise, bright red lights keeping time with the sounds. A
middle pretty in white doctor's scrubs stood over Zane, pulling back hislids to peer into his eyes.

"What happened?' she cried. The doctor didn't look up.

Shay stepped up behind her, taking her shouldersin afirm grip. "Stay icy Tdly."

"lcy?" Tdly pulled hersdf from Shay's grasp. Adrendine and anger surged through her blood,
chaang away the numbness that had come over her after the attack. "What's wrong with him? What's he
doing in here?'

"Could you bubbleheads be quiet!" the doctor snapped.

Taly spun back to face him, teeth bared. " Bubbl eheads?"

Shay wrapped her ams around Taly and pulled her off her feet. In one swift movement, she
carried her backward out of the room, set her down, and shoved her hard away from the door.

Tdly regained her footing, crouching low with fingers curled. The Cutters stared her down, while
Tachs gently closed the door.

"I thought you were rewiring yoursdf, Tdly," Shay said in a hard, even voice.

"Il rewire you, Shay!" Tdly sad. "What'sgoing on?'



"We don't know, Tdly. The doctor just got here” Shay placed her pams together. "Control
yoursdf."

Tdly's mind spun, seeing only angles of attack, sirategies for fighting her way through the three of
them and back into the recovery room. But she was outnumbered, and as the standoff continued, her
flash of anger was transforming into panic.

"They operated on him," she whispered, her breasth quickening. The hdl began to spin as she
remembered the Crims dl headed into the hospita, sraight from the helicopter.

"That'swhat it looks like, Tdly," Shay said, her voice even.

"But he arrived in Diego two days ago," Tdly said. "The other Crims were a a party the night
they got here—I saw them.”

"The other Crims didn't have brain damage, Tdly. Just the bubblehead lesons. You know Zane
wes different.”

"But thisisacity hospita. What could go wrong?'

"Shhh, Tdly-wa" Shay took a step forward and put her hand gingely on Tdly's shoulder. "Be
patient, and they'll tdl us"

In a flash of anger, Tdly's focus narrowed to the door of the recovery room. Shay was close
enough to punch in the face; Ho and Tachs were momentarily distracted by the ariva of a second
doctor—Tdly could get past them dl if she struck now...

But anger and panic seemed to cancel each other out, pardyzing her muscles and twigting her
someach into a knot of despair.

"Thisis because of the attack, isnt it?' Tdly said. "That's why it's going wrong."

"Wedon't know that."

"It's our fault."

Shay shook her head, her voice soothing, as if Tdly were some litlie who'd woken from a
nightmare. "We don't know what's happening, Tdly-wa."

"But you found himin there dl done? Why didn't they evacuate him?'

"Maybe he couldn't be moved. Maybe he was safer here, hooked up to those machines.”

Tdly's hands tightened into figs. Since becoming specid, shed never fdt so hdpless and
average, so powerless. Everything was suddenly going random. "But..."

"Shush, Tdly-wa," Shay said in her maddeningly cadm voice. "We just have to wait. That's dl we
can do for now."

An hour later, the door opened.

There were five doctors now, leftover from a steady stream of hospitdl gaff that had moved in
and out of Zane's room. A few had given Tdly nervous looks, redizing who she was. the dangerous
weapon who had escaped earlier that night.

Tdly had passed the time fretfully, haf-expecting someone to jump her, put her to deep, and
schedule her for despecidization again. But Shay and Tachs had stayed close by, saring down the
wardens who'd arrived to keep an eye on them. One thing about Maddy's cure, it had made the other
Cutters a lot better at waiting than Tdly. They remained earily cdm, but she hadn't been able to stop
moving for the whole hour, and haf-moons of blood covered her pams where fingernails had driven into
flesh.

The doctor cleared histhroat. "I'm afraid | have bad news."

Tdly'smind didn't process the words at firdt, but she fdt Shay's grip upon her arm, iron hard, as
if she thought Taly was about to legp a the man and tear him apart.

"At some point during the evacuation, Zane's body rejected his new brain tissue. His life support
tried to dert the gaff, but of course there was no one nearby. It tried to ping us, but the dity interface was
too overloaded by the evacuation to get a message through.”

"Overloaded?' Tachs said. "Y ou mean the hospitd doesn't have its own network?”

"There is an emergency channd," the doctor said. He looked in the direction of Town Hal,



sheking his head like he il didn't believe it was gone. "Bt it goes through the dity interface. Of which
nothing remains. Diego's never had a disaster like this before.

It was the attack...the war, Tdly thought. It ismy fault.

"His immune system thought the new brain tissue was an infection, and responded accordingly.
We did dl we could, but by the time you found him, the damage had aready been done.”

"How much...damage?" Tdly said. Shay's hands squeezed tighter.

The doctor looked a the wardens, and in Tdly's periphera vison, she saw them readying
nervoudy for afight. They were dl terrified of her.

He cleared histhroat. "Y ou redize that he arrived here with brain damage, don't you?'

"Weknow," Shay said, her voice still soothing.

"Zane sad he wanted to be fixed: no more shakes or Iapses in cognition. And he requested a
physca control upgrade—as far as we could push it. It was risky, but he gave informed consent.”

Tdly's gaze fdl to the floor. Zane had wanted his old reflexes back, and better, so tha she
wouldn't see him as weak and average.

"That's where the rgjection hit him hardest,”" the doctor continued. "The functions we were trying
to repair. They're dl gone now."

"Gone?' Tadly'smind reded. "His motor skills?*

"And higher functions, more importantly: speech and cognition.” The doctor's wariness faded, his
expression now et to classc middle-pretty concern, cam, and understanding. "He can't even breathe on
hisown. We don't think hell regain consciousness. Not ever.”

The wardens had glowing shock-sticks in their hands now. Tdly could breathe in the dectricity.

The doctor took a dow bregth. "And thethingis ... we need the bed."

Tdly sagged toward the floor, but Shay's grip didn't let her fal.

"We have dozens of casudties,” the doctor continued. "A few night workers who escaped Town
Hal have terrible burns. We need those machines, the sooner the better.”

"What about Zane?' Shay said.

The doctor shook his head. "Hell stop breething once we take him off. Normaly, we wouldn't
move this quickly, but tonight ..."

"Isagpecid circumstance,” Tdly said softly.

Shay pulled her close, whispered in her ear. "Tdly, we have to go now. We have to leave this
place. Y ou're too dangerous.”

"l want to seehim.”

"Tdly-wa, it's not a good idea. What if you lose it? Y ou could kill someone.”

"Shay-la" Tdly hissed. "Let meseehim.”

"No."

"Let me seehimor I'l kill them dl. Y ou won't be able to stop me™"

Shay's arms were wrapped around her now, but Tdly knew she could break the grip. Enough of
her sneak auit dill worked that she could turn it dippery, dide out, and start swinging, go straight for ther
throats...

Shay's grip shifted, and something pressed lightly againgt Taly's neck. "Taly, | can inject you with
the cure right now."

"No, you can't. We have awar to stop. You need my brain the messed-up way it is”

"But they need those machines. All you'redoing is—"

"Let me be the center of the universe for five more minutes, Shay. Then I'll go away and let him
die | promise"

Shay let out along Sgh between her teeth. "Everyone, get out of our way."

His head and arms were dill connected, the wild chorus of beeping replaced by a steedy best.
But Taly could seethat he was dead.
She'd seen a dead body once before. When Specid Circumstances had come to destroy the Old



Smoke, the ancient keeper of the rebels library had been killed trying to escape. (That desth had been
her fault too, Tdly remembered now; how had that little fact dipped her mind?) The old man's body had
looked misshapen in desth, so twisted that the entire world had distorted around it. Even the sunlight had
looked wrong that day.

But this time, daring a Zane, everything was much worse—her eyes were specid now. Every
detail was a hundred times clearer: the wrong color of his face, the too-steady pulsein histhroat, the way
hisfingernails were dowly fading from pink to white.

"Taly..." Tachssvoice choked off.

"I'm so sorry,” Shay said.

Tdly glanced back a her felow Cutters, and redized that they couldn't understand. They might
dill be strong and fast, but Maddy's cure had made ther minds average again. They couldn't see how
meaddening death redly was, how colossdly pointless inevery way.

Thefires dill burned outside, mockingly beautiful againg the dark and perfect sky. That was what
no one else could see, that the world was too bubbly and gorgeous for Zane to be missing fromit.

Tdly reached out and touched his hand. Her exquistdy sengtive fingertips told her that his flesh
was cooler than it should be.

Thiswas dl her fault. Sheld coaxed him here to become what she wanted; she had wandered
around the dity instead of watching over him; she had started the war that had torn him apart.

Thiswasthefind price of her massive ego.

"I'm sorry, Zane" Tdly turned away. Five minutes was suddenly too long to stand here, eyes
burning, unable to cry

"Okay, let'sgo," shewhispered.

"Tdly, areyou sure? It's only been—"

"Let'sgo! On our boards. Thiswar hasto stop.”

Shay put a hand on her shoulder. "Okay. Firg lignt. We can fly without stopping—no
bubbleheads to dow us down, no Smokey postion-finder taking us on the scenic route. Well be home in
three days."

Tdly opened her mouth, about to demand that they head for home right now, but the exhaustion
on Shay's face sllenced her. Tdly had been unconscious most of the lagt twenty-four hours, but Shay had
traveled to meet the Cutters and cure them, had rescued Tdly from being despecialized, had led them
through thislong and terrible night. Her eyes were bardly open.

Besdes, thiswasn't Shay's battle anymore. She hadn't paid the price that Taly had.

"Youreright," Taly said, redizing what she had to do. "Go get some deep.”

"What about you? Areyou okay?"

"No, Shay-la. I'm not okay."

"Sorry, | mean ... are you going to hurt anyone?'

Tdly shook her head and held out her hand, which didn't tremble at dl. "See? I'm under control,
maybe for the firg time Since | became a Special. But | can't deep. I'll wait for you."

Shay paused, unsure, perhaps senang what Tdly had in mind. But then fatigue fdl across her
worried expression, and she hugged Tdly one more time. "I only need a couple of hours. I'm il specid
enough.”

"Of course” Tdly smiled. "Firg light."

She walked with the other Cutters out of the room, past the doctors and nervous wardens, awvay
from Zane forever, from dl their imagined futures. And with every step, Tdly knew she had to leave not
just Zane, but everyone, behind.

Shay would only dow her down.

GOING HOME



Tdly left the moment Shay was adeep.

It was pointless, both of them giving themsdalves up. Shay had to stay here in Diego; at this point
the Cutters were the closest thing this dity had to a military. Dr. Cable wouldn't believe Shay, anyway.
Her brain would show the marks of Maddy's cure—she was no longer specid.

But Tdly was. She ducked and weaved among branches in the forest, knees bent and ams
stretched out like wings, flying faster than she ever had before. Everything was icy dear: the warm wind
across her bare face, the shifting gravities of flight beneeth her feet. Sheld taken two boards, riding one
while the other followed, jumping back and forth every ten minutes. With her weight shared between
them, top speed wouldn't burn out the lifting fans for days.

She reached the edge of Diego long before the sun began to rise, when the orange sky was just
becoming radiant overhead, like an immense vessd emptying its light down upon the wild. The world's
beauty hurt like razors, and Taly knew she'd never have to cut hersdf again.

She carried a knife indde hersdf now, one that was aways cutting her. She could fed it every
time she swallowed, every time her thoughts strayed from the splendor of the wild.

The forest thinned as Tdly reached the great deserts left by the white weed. As the wind againgt
her face became rough with airborne sand, she angled toward the sea, where her magnetics could grip
the railroad line, lending her more speed.

She only had seven daysto end thiswar.

According to Tachs, Specia Circumstances planned to wait a week for the Stuation in Diego to
grow worse. The destruction of Town Hal would impair the city's workings for months, and Dr. Cable
seemed to think that non-bubbleheads would rise up againgt any government if their needs weren't met.

And if the rebdlion didn't happen on schedule, Specia Circumstances could Smply attack again,
destroying more of the dity to make conditions dill worse.

Tdly's software pinged—another ten minutes gone by. She caled the empty board closer and
legped across the void, for a moment nothing but sand and scrub below, then landing in a perfect riding
stance.

She found hersdf amiling grimly. If she fdl, there was no grid bedow to caich her, only
hardpacked sand racing by a a hundred kilometers per hour. But the doubts and uncertainties she had
adways suffered, the ones Shay had complained about even after Taly had become a Cutter, had findly
been burned away.

Danger didn't matter anymore. Nothing did.

Shewastruly specid now.

Asdusk begantofal, Taly reached the coastd railroad line.

Clouds had glowered a her from the sea dl afternoon, and as the sun went down, a black vl
rolled in, covering the stars and moon. An hour after nightfdl, the day's heat stored in the railroad tracks
began to fade, leaving the path invisble even in infrared. Taly navigated by ear, usng only the roar of the
aurf to stay on course. Here over the metd rails, her bracelets would save her if she fdll.

Jugt as dawn broke, she shot over a camp full of deepy-looking runaways. She heard shouting in
her wake, and glanced back to see that the wind of her passage had scattered embers from ther
campfire across the dry grass. The runaways were scampering around trying to keep the fire from
oreading, bedting the flames with their deeping bags and jackets, screeching like a bunch of
bubbleheads.

Tdly kept flying. She didn't have time to turn back and help.

She wondered what would become of dl the runaways dill meking their way across the wild.
Could Diego 4ill spare its meager fleet of helicopters to bring them in? How many more citizens could the
New System handle, now that it was fighting for its own existence?

Of course, Andrew Simpson Smith wouldn't redize there was a war on. He would 4ill hand out
his position-finders, guides to nowhere. The runaways would reach ther collection points, but no rides
would come. They would dowly lose fath, until they ran out of food and patience, then head back home,



Some might make it, but they were dl city kids, cludess about the dangers out here. Without a
New Smoke to welcome them, most would be consumed by the wild.

On her second night of flying without ret, Taly fell.

She had just noticed that one board was acting up, some microscopic flaw in its forward lifting
fan caudng it to run hot. Sheld been watching it carefully for the last few minutes, a detailed infrared
overlay blotting her normd vison, and she never even noticed the tree.

It was alone pine, its upper leaves sheered by sdt spray like a bad haircut. The board she was
riding struck a branch dead center, sngpping it clean, sending Tdly flying head over hedls.

Her crash bracelets found the metd in theral linejugt in time. They didn't snap her up short, like
they would have in a draight-down fdl, but bounced her dong the tracks at speed. For a few wild
moments, Taly fdt like sheld been strapped to the front of some ancient train, the world rushing by on
dther Sde, the dark rails sretching before her into blackness, cross-ties a blur beneath her fedt.

She wondered what would happen if the railroad line curved suddenly, whether the bracelets
would carry her through aturn, or dump her unceremonioudy on the ground. Or off the diff...

The track ran doggedly straight, though, and after a hundred meters her momentum petered out.
The bracelets set Tdly down; her heart was pounding, but she was unhurt. Both boards found her sgnd
aminute later, nogng out of the darkness like shegpish friends who'd run off without tdling her.

Tdly redized that she should probably get some deep. When her next lgpse of concentration
came, she might not be so lucky. But the sun would be risng soon, and the city was less than a day's
trave awvay She stepped onto the overheated board and rode it hard, keeping hersdf dert by ligening
carefully to every shift in the sound of the damaged fan.

Jugt after dawn, a high-pitched squed erupted, and Tdly legped from the stricken hoverboard as
it disntegrated into a white-hot mass of shrieking metdl. She landed on the other board, tuming to watch
the screaming remains of the firg spin out Sdeways and fdl into the sea, where its impact threw up a
geyse of spray and steam.

Tdly faced home again, never even dowing.

When the Rudy Ruins came into Sght, she headed inland. The ancient ghogt city was ful of
metd, so for the firs time since leaving Diego, Tdly let hersdf dow down, resting the lifting fans of her
remaining board. She moved in slence through the empty streets, saring down at the burnt-out cars that
marked the Rusties last day. Crumbling buildings rose up around her, dl the familiar spots where she had
hidden back in her Smokey days. Tdly wondered if tricky uglies dlill shuck out here a night. Maybe the
ruins didn't seem o exditing anymore, now that there was a red-live dty to run away to.

They 4ill fdt creepy, though, as if the vast emptiness was full of ghosts. The geping windows
seemed to stare a Tally, teking her back to that firgt night Shay had brought her here, back when they
were both uglies Shay had learned the secret route from Zane, of course—he was the ultimate reason
that Tdly Youngblood wasn't just another bubblehead, happy and cdudess among the spires of New
Pretty Town.

Maybe after she confessed to Dr. Cable, Tdly would wind up there agan, dl these
unhappy-making memories erased at ladt...

Fing.

Tdly dowed to a hdt, not quite bdieving what shed heard. The ping was on the Cutters
frequency, but none of them could have made it here before her. The ID was blank, as if the ping hed
come from no one. It had to be some abandoned beacon I&ft behind on a training misson, nothing but a
random ggnd in the ruins

"Hello?" shewhispered.

Ang...ping...ping.

Tdly raised her eyebrows. That hadn't been random; it had sounded like an answer. "Can you



hear me?'

Ang.

"But you can't say anything?" Taly frowned.

Fing.

Tdly sghed, redizing what was going on. "Fine. Nice trick, ugly. But I've got more important
thingsto do." She started up her lifting fans again, angling toward town.

Fing...ping.

Tdly did to a hdt, unsure about ignoring this. Any bunch of uglies smart enough to trick the
Cuitters frequency might have useful information. It wouldn't hurt to find out how things were going in the
dty before confronting Dr. Cable.

She checked the sgnd srength. It was strong and clear. Whoever had rigged it up wasn't far
away.

Tdly drifted down the empty street, watching the sgnd carefully. It grew dightly stronger on the
left. She turned in that direction and glided a block farther.

"Okay, kid. One means yes, and two means no. Got that?*

Ang.

"Do | know you?'

Ang.

"Hmm." Taly kept going until the Sgnd weakened, then turned around and made her way dowly
back. "Are you a Crim?'

Ang...ping.

The sgnd's strength peaked, and Tdly looked up. Towering above her was the talest building
left sanding in the ruins, an old Smokey hangout and the logica place to set up a broadcasting station.

"Areyou anugly?'

Therewasalong pause. Then asingle ping.

Tdly began her dlent ascent, the hoverboard's magnetics taking hold of the tower's ancient meta
skeleton. Her senses expanded, ligening for every sound.

Thewind shifted, and she smdled something familiar, her somach denching.

"SpagBal?' She shook her head. "So you come from this city?”

Ang...ping.

Then she heard a sound, movement in the rubble of some ruined floor above. Tdly stepped from
her board through an empty window frame, setting her damaged snesk Uit to a rough gpproximeation of
broken stone. She took both sides of the frame and leaned in, peering upward.

There he was above, looking down at her. "Tdly?" he called.

She blinked. It was David.

DAVID

"What are you doing here?' shecdled.

"Waiting for you. | knew you'd come this way...through the ruins one more time."

Tdly dimbed toward him, snvinging from one iron beam to the next, covering the distance in a
few seconds. He was huddled in the corner of a floor that hadn't completdly collapsed, barely enough
room for the degping bag splayed out beside him. His sneak suit was set to match the shadows indde the
ruin.

A sdf-heating med in his hand chimed that it was ready, and the revalting smdl of SpagBol hit
Tdly again.

She shook her head. "But how didyou ... 7"

David hed up a crude device in one hand, a directiond antenna in the other. "After we cured
him, Fausto helped usrig this up. Every time you guys got close, we detected your skintennas. We could



even ligenin”

Tdly squatted on a rusty iron beam, her head suddenly spinning from three days of constant
travel. "l wasn't asking how you pinged me. How did you get here so quickly?

"Oh, that was easy. When you Ieft without her, Shay redized that you were right: Diego needs
her more than you do. But they don't need me" He cleared histhroat. "So | took the next hdlicopter to a
pickup spot about hdfway here”

Tdly sighed, dosng her eyes. " Soecial-head" Shay had cdled her. She could have gotten a ride
mog of the way. That was one problem with dramatic exits Sometimes they wound up making you look
like a bubblehead. But she was relieved to hear that her fears about the runaways had been unfounded.
Diego hadn't abandoned them yet.

"So why exactly did you come?'

David wore a determined look. "I'm here to hdp you, Tdly"

"Ligen, David, just because were sort of on the same sde now doesn't mean | want you
around. Shouldn't you be back in Diego? Theré's awar on, you know."

He shrugged. "I don't like cities much, and | don't know anything about wars.”

"Wdl, | don't ether, but I'm doing what | can." She Sgnded for her board, which 4ill hovered
below. "And if Specia Circumstances catches me with a Smokey, it's not going to make it any easier
convinang them I'm tdling the truth.”

"But Tdly, are you okay?"

"That's the second time someone's asked me that stupid question,” she said softly. "No, I'm not
okay."

"Yeah, | guessit was stupid. But werre worried about you."

"Wewhao?Y ou and Shay?"

He shook hishead. "No, my mother and me."

Tdly let out a short, sharp laugh. "Since when was Maddy worried about me?'

"She's been thinking about you a lot lately,” he said, setting his untouched SpagBol on the floor.
"She had to study the specia operation to cure it. She knows quite a bit about whét it's like, being what
you are.”

Tdly legped up, hands curling, and jumped across the void between them in a Sngle bound,
sending a shower of rust down into the chasm of the building's core. Her teeth bared, she said draight to
hisface, "No one knows what it's like to be me right now, David. | promise you: no one."

He held her gaze without flinching, but Tally could smell his fear, dl the weakness lesking out of
him.

"I'm sorry,” he sad evenly "l didn't mean it that way...Thisisn't about Zane"

At the sound of his name, something fractured ingde Tally, and her fury faded. She sank onto her
haunches, breathing raggedly. For a moment, it fdt as though the burst of rage had shifted something
heavy and |leaden ingde her. It was the firg time Snce Zane's death that anything, even anger, had broken
through her despair.

But the feding had lasted only a few seconds, then the faigue from her uninterrupted days of
travel came tumbling down.

Shelowered her head into her hands. "Whatever."

"I brought you something. Y ou might need it."

Taly looked up. In David's hand was an injector.

She shook her heed tiredly. "You don't want to cure me, David. Specid Circumstances won't
ligen to me unless I'm one of them."

"I know, Tdly. Fausto explained your plan to us"" He placed a cap over the needle, snapping it
down. "But keep this. Maybe after you tdl them what happened, youll want to change yoursdf.”

Tdly frowned. "There doesn't seem like much point thinking about what happens after | confess,
David. The city might be alittle upset with me, so I might not have much say in the matter.”

"I doubt it, Taly. That's what's SO amazing about you. No matter what your city does to you, you
aways seem to have a choice”



"Always?" She snorted. "I didn't seem to have a choice when Zane died.”

"No ..." David shook his head. "I'm sorry, again. | keep saying supid things. But remember
when you were a pretty? Y ou changed yoursdf, and you led the Crims out of the city.”

"Zaneled us™

"Hed taken apill. You hadn't.”

She groaned. "Don't remind me That's how he wound up in that hospital!”

"Wait, wait." David put up his hands. "I'm trying to say something. You were the one who thought
your way out of being pretty.”

"Yeah, | know, | know. A lot of good that did me. Or Zane."

"Actudly, it did more than alot of good, Tdly. After seeing what you'd done, my mother redized
something important about how the operation could be reversed. About the bubblehead cure”

Tdly looked up, remembering Zane's theories back in pretty days. "You mean about making
yoursdlf bubbly?'

"Exactly. My mother redized that we didn't have to get rid of the lesons, dl we had to do was
dimulate the brain to work around them. That's why the new cure is much safer, and why it works so
fad." He was taking quickly, his eyes bright in the shadows. "That's how we got Diego to change in only
two months. Because of what you showed us.”

"S0 I'm to blame for those people turning their little fingers into snakes? Grest.”

"You're to blame for the freedom they've found, Taly. For the end of the operation.”

She laughed bitterly. "The end of Diego, you mean. Once Cable gets her hands on them, they!ll
wish they'd never seen your mother's little pills™

"Ligten, Taly. Dr. Cableiswesker than you think." Heleaned closer. "Thisiswhat | cameto tell
you: After the New System cameinto being, some of Diego'sindustrial managers helped us out. Mass
production. We've smuggled two hundred thousand pillsinto your city over thelast month. If you can
knock Specid Circumstances off-baance, even for afew days, your city will start to change. Fear isthe
only thing keeping aNew System from happening here, too."

"Fear of whoever attacked the Armory, you mean." She sghed. "So it'sdl my fault again.”

"Maybe. But if you can dispd that fear here, every city in the world will start paying atention.”
He took her hand. "You aren't just stopping the war, Tdly Y ou're about to fix everything.”

"Or screw everything up. Has anyone thought whet'll happen to the wild if everyone becomes
cured dl at once?" She shook her head. "All | know is| have to stop thiswar."

He amiled. "The world is changing, Tdly. Y ou made it happen.”

She pulled away, gaying slent for a while. Anything she said might set off another speech about
how wonderful she was. She didn't fed wonderful, just exhausted. David seemed content to St there,
probably thinking that his words were snking in, but Taly's Slence meant nothing except that she was too
tired to speak.

For Tdly Youngblood, the war had dready come and gone, leaving a smoking ruin in its wake.
She couldn't fix everything, for the Smple reason that the only person she cared about was past fixing.

Maddy could cure every bubblehead in the world, and Zane would ill be dead.

But one question was niggling at her. "So, are you saying your mother actudly likes me now?"

David amiled. "Shefindly redizes how important you are. To the future. And to me”

Tdly shook her head. "Don't say things like that. About you and me"

"I'msorry, Tdly. Butitstrue.”

"Your father died because of me, David. Because | betrayed the Smoke.”

He shook his head dowly. "You didnt betray us—you were manipulated by Specid
Circumstances, like alot of other people were. And it was Dr. Cable's experiments that killed my father,
not you."

Tdly Sghed. She was too exhaugted to argue. "Wel, I'm glad Maddy doesn't hate me anymore.
And speaking of Dr. Cable, | need to go see her and stop thiswar. Are we done here?’

"Yes" He picked up his med and chopsticks, dropping his eyes to the food, his voice oft.
"That's everything | wanted to say. Except..."



She groaned.

"Ligen, Tdly, you're not the only person who ever lost someone.” His eyes narrowed. "After my
fether died, | wanted to disappear too."

"I'm not disgppearing, David, I'm not running away. I'm doing what | have to, dl right?'

"Tdly, I'mjust saying: I'll be here when you're done.”

"You?' She shook her head.

"You're not done, Taly. Don't pretend you are.”

Tdly tried to stand up, to get away from this nonsense, but suddenly the ruined tower seemed to
sway around her. She sank back to her haunches.

Another lame dramatic exit.

"Okay, David, turns out I'm not going anywhere until | get some deep. Guess | should have taken
that helicopter.”

"Use my degping bag." He scooted asde and hdd up the antenna. "I'll wake you up if anyone
comes siffing around. Y ou're safe here”

"SHfe" Tdly squeezed past David, for a moment feding the heat of his body and fantly
remembering his smdl from when they'd been together, what seemed like years ago.

It was strange. His ugly face had revolted her the last time she'd seen it, but after seeing so many
insane surgeries in Diego, his scarred eyebrow and crooked smile just seemed like one more fashion
gatement. And not an awful one &t that.

But he wasn't Zane.

Tdly crawled into the degping bag, then peered down through the rotted floors of the building to
the rubble-filled foundation a hundred meters below.

"Um, just don't let merall over inmy deep, okay?"

Hegamiled. "All right."

"And give methat." She took the injector from his hand, zipping it into a pouch of her snegk suiit.
"I might need it one day."

"Maybeyouwont, Taly."

"Don't confuseme,” she murmured.

Tdly laid down her head, and dept.

EMERGENCY MEETING

Shetook theriver home,

Crashing through white water, the familiar skyline of New Pretty Town before her, Tdly
wondered if thiswould be the last time she'd ever see her home from the outside. How long did they lock
you up for attacking your own city, accidentaly destroying its armed forces, and getting it into a bogus
war?

The moment she reached the city's repeater network, the newsfeeds rolled over Taly's skintenna
like a tidd wave. More then fifty channds were covering the war, describing breethlesdy how the
hovercraft armada had broken through Diego's defenses and sent its Town Hdl tumbling to the ground.
Everyone was s0 happy about it, asif the bombardment of a hdpless foe had been fireworks at the end
of some long-awaited celebration.

It wasweird hearing Specid Circumstances mentioned every five seconds—how they'd stepped
in after the Armory had been destroyed, how they would keep everyone safe. Until aweek ago, most
people hadn't even believed in Specias, and suddenly they were the saviors of the city.

The new wartime regulations actualy had ther own channd, a cheerless scralling ligt of rules to
be memorized. Curfew redtrictions on uglies were dricter than ever, and for the firg time in Tdly's
memory, new pretties had limits on where they could go and wha they could do. Bdlooning was
completely forbidden, hoverboards restricted to parks and sports fidds. And ever snce the disntegrating



Armory had lit the sky, New Pretty Town's nightly fireworks displays had been canceled.

No one seemed to be complaining, though, not even cliques like the Hot-airs, who practicaly
lived in their baloons during the summer. Of course, even if two hundred thousand people had been
cured, that ill left about a million bubbleheads. Maybe those who wanted to protest were 4ill too
outnumbered to make themsalves heard.

Or perhaps they were too afraid of Specia Circumstances to raise their voices & dl.

As she passed through the outer ring of Crumblyville, Tdly's skintenna connected with a drone
patralling the aty limits. The machine gave her a quick dectronic frisk before redizing that she was an
agent of Specid Circumstances.

She wondered if anyone had figured out how to get past the new patrols yet, or whether dl the
tricky uglies were gone by now, ether run away to Diego or drafted into Specia Circumstances.
Everything had changed so much in the few weeks sheld been gone. The closer she gat to the city, the
lessit fdt like she was home at dl, especidly now that Zane would never see this skyline again...

Tdly took a deep breath. Time to get this over with. "Message to Dr. Cable.”

The ping bounced back to announce that the city interface had put her in a holding queue.
Apparently, the head of Specia Circumstances was busy these days.

But a moment later, another voice answered, "Agent Y oungblood?!

Tdly frowned. It was Maxamilla Feaster, one of Cables subcommanders. The Cutters had
aways reported directly to Dr. Cable.

"Let metalk to thedoctor,” Taly said.

"She's not available, Y oungblood. She's meating with the City Counail.”

" She's downtown?!

"No. At headquarters.”

Tdly dowed her board to a hdt. "Specid Circumstances headquarters? Since when does the
City Council meet out there?'

"Since we went to war, Youngblood. A lot's happened while you and your miscreants have been
wandering around in the wild. Where on earth have you Cutters been?’

"That's along story, one | have to tdl the doctor face-to-face. Tdl her I'm coming, and that what
| have to say is extremey important.”

There was a brief pause, then the woman's voice came back, annoyed. "Ligen, Y oungblood. We
are a war, and Dr. Cable is currently acting chair of the Council. She's got a whole dty to run, and
doesn't have time to give you Cutters your usud specid treatment. So tdl me what this is dl about, or
you won't be seeing 'the doctor' anytime soon. Understand?”

Tdly swadlowed. Dr. Cable was running the whole city? Maybe confessng to her wasn't going to
be enough. What if she was enjoying being in charge too much to believe the truth?

"Okay, Feaster. Just tdl her that the Cutters have been in Diego the last week—fighting the war,
okay?—and that | have some very important intelligence for the Coundil. It concerns the safety of the
city. Is that good enough for you?"

"Youve been in Diego? How did you—" the subcommander started, but Taly gestured to cut
the feed. She'd said enough to get the woman's attention.

She leaned forward and engaged the board's lifting fans, heading for the factory bet at top
speed, hoping to get there before the City Council meeting had ended.

They were the perfect audience for her confession.

Specid Circumstances headquarters stretched across the plain of the factory belt, low and flat
and unimpressive. But it was bigger than it looked, descending twelve stories down into the earth. If the
City Council was afraid of another attack, it was the logicd place to hide. Tdly was certain that Dr.
Cable had welcomed the Council with open arms, happy to have the city government cowering in her
basement.

Tdly stared down from the summit of the long, tilted hill that overlooked the headquarters. Back



inugly days, she and David had jumped on hoverboards from here down to the roof. Since then, motion
sensors had been inddled to keep another break-in like theirs from hgppening again. But no fortress was
designed to keep one of its own out, especidly when she had important news to deliver.

Tdly opened her skintenna feed again. "Message to Dr. Cable."

This time, Subcommander Feaster's response was ingtantaneous. "Quit playing around,
Y oungblood.”

"Let metak to Cable”

"She's dill with the Council. You have to speak with me firgt."

"I don't have time to explan everything twice, Maxamilla My report concerns the entire
Coundil." She paused to take along, dow breath. "Ther€s another attack coming.”

"Another what?"

"An attack, and very soon. Tdl the doctor I'll be there in two minutes. Il come sraight to the
Coundll mesting.”

Tdly cut her skintenna feed again, choking off more sputtering replies. She spun her hoverboard
around and shot down the long, doping side of the hill, then turned to face the summit once more, flexing
her fingers

Thetrick was to make her entrance as dramdtic as possible, blusering past everyone and draight
into the City Council meeting. Dr. Cable would probably enjoy one of her pet Cutters dashing in to
ddiver vitd intdligence, proof that Special Circumstances was on the job.

Of course, the announcement wasn't going to be what Dr. Cable expected.

Tdly urged her hoverboard forward, fans and magnetics fully engaged. She dimbed the hill,
building speed dl the way.

At the top, the horizon suddenly dipped away the ground disappearing beneath her, and Tdly
soared into the sky.

She cut the fans and bent her knees, grasping the board with her fingers.

The dlence stretched out, the roof of the headquarters growing as Tdly fdl. She fdt a grin
Soreading on her face. This might be the last time she would do something this icy, with dl her specid
senses sucking up the world; she might as well enjoy it.

A hundred meters from impact, her lifting fans soun to life They pressed the board up againg
her, sruggling to bring Taly to ahdt. Her crash bracelets pushed againgt her wrigts, sraining againg the
force of thefdll.

The hoverboard smacked hard and flat againg the roof, and Tdly rolled from its riding surface
and draght into a run. Alams were sounding dl around her, but with a sngle gesture, her skintenna
placated the security system. She shouted for emergency access through the hovercar doors ahead.

There was a short pause, then Feaster's anxious voice replied, "Y oungblood?!

"I need in, double-quick!"

"I told Dr. Cable what you said. She wants you to head draight for the Council mesting. They're
inthe Leve J operating theeter.”

Tdly let hersdf amile. Her plan was working. "Got you. Open this door up.”

"Right." With alurching metd scrape, the landing pad beneath Taly began to part, as if the roof
were olitting in two. She dropped through the widening seam, fdling from bright sunlight into
semidarkness and landing on top of a Specid Circumstances hovercar. Ignoring the startled hangar
workers around her, Tdly rolled to the floor and kept running.

The voice popped into her ear again. "I've got an devator waiting. Right in front of you."

"Too dow," Tdly panted, coming to a hdt before the eevator bank. "Just open an empty shaft.”

"Areyou kidding, Y oungblood?'

"No! Seconds count here. Do it!"

A moment later, another door did open, reveding darkness.

Tdly stepped into the shaft.

Her grippy-soled shoes shrieked as she bounced from one side of the shft to the other, her fdl
bardly controlled, descending ten times faster than any elevator. On the headquarters skintenna channel,



she heard Feaster's voice warning everyone out of her way. Light spilled up into the shaft—the door to
Sublevd J dready open for her.

Tdly caught the ledge of the floor above and swung hersdf through the opening, landing a a
dead run. She dashed down the hdlway at top speed, Specias pressng themsdves againg the wal to
make way for her, asif Taly were some pre-Rusty messenger bringing news to the king.

At the entrance to the floor's main operating theater, Maxamilla Feaster waited with two Speciads
inful battle gear. "This had better be important, Y oungblood.”

"Bdieveme, itis"

Feaster nodded, and the door did open. Tdly ran through.

She skidded to a hdt. The theater was Slent, a great ring of empty seats Saring down at her from
dl directions—no Dr. Cable, no City Council.

No one but Taly Y oungblood, winded and alone.

She spun around. "Feaster? What isthis—?"

The door did closed, trapping her in the room.

Through her skintenna, she could hear the amusement in Feaster's voice. "Jus walt in there,
Y oungblood. Dr. Cable will be with you once she's done with the Coundil.”

Tdly shook her head. Her confesson would be usdess if Cable didn't want to believe it. She
needed witnesses. "Bt thisis hgppening now! Why do you think | ran dl this way?'

"Why? Perhaps to tdl the Coundil that Diego had nothing to do with the Armory attack? That it
was redly you?'

Tdly's mouth dropped open, her next plea slenced on her lips. She replayed Feaster's words in
her mind dowly, unable to believe she'd redly heard them.

How could they have known?

"What are you talking about?' shefindly managed.

The crud sound of ddight grew in Maxamilla Feaster's voice. "Be patient, Tdly. Dr. Cable will
explan.”

Then the lights flicked off, leaving her in total darkness. Tdly started to speak agan, then redized
that her skintenna had gone dead.

CONFESSION

The absolute darkness lasted what seemed like hours. A white-hot rage built ingde Tdly, a forest
fire gaining strength with every passng second. She fought an urge to run blindly through the blackness,
destroying everything she could lay her hands on, tearing her way through the cdling and then the next
floor, upward until she reached the open sky.

But Tdly forced hersdf to st down on the floor, breasthing deep and trying to stay cam. The
thought kept spinning in her mind that she was going to lose to Dr. Cable once again. Judt like she had
logt when the Smoke had been invaded, when she had given hersdf up to be made pretty, and when she
and Zane had escaped together, only to be recaptured.

Agan and again, Tdly pushed the rage down, denching her figs so hard it fdt like her fingers
would break. She fdt powerless, just like when Zane had lain before her, dying...

But she couldn't afford to lose again. Not thistime, when the future was at stake.

So shewaited in the darkness, struggling.

Findly, the door opened, framing Dr. Cable's familiar sSlhouette. From the cdiling, four spotlights
popped on, shining directly into Taly's eyes. Blinded for a moment, she heard more Specias dip through
before the door did closed behind them.

Tdly jumped to her feet. "Where's the City Council? It's urgent that | speak to them.”



"I'm afraid that what you have to say might upset them, and we can't have that. Very jumpy these
days, the Council." A chuckle came from Dr. Cabl€e's slhouette. "They're up on Levd H, ill droning to
esch other.”

Two floors above. .. She'd gotten so close, only to fal again.

"Welcome home, Tdly," Dr. Cable said softly.

Tdly looked around the empty auditorium. "Thanks for the surprise party.”

"Y ou were the one planning to surprise us, | believe."

"What, by tdling thetruth?"

"The truth? From you?' Dr. Cable laughed. "What could be more surprisng?’

A flash of anger went through Tdly, but she took along, dow breath. "How did you know?!

Dr. Cable stepped into the light, drawing a smdll knife from her pocket. "I bdieve thisis yours.
She threw the knife into the air. 1t spun, dlittering in the spatlights, and sunk deep into the floor between
Tdly'sfeet. "The skin cdls we found on it certainly were."

Tdly stared down at the knife.

It was the one Shay had thrown to set off the Armory's darm, the same one Taly had used to cut
hersdf that night. Taly opened her clenched fig and stared a her pam; the flash tattoos ill spun in ther
hdting rhythm, broken by the scar. She had seen Shay wipe it for fingerprints, but some tiny trace of her
flesh mugt have lingered. ..

They mudt have found it and run her DNA soon &fter the attack, and known dl dong that Taly
Y oungblood had been there at the Armory.

"I knew that nasty habit would eventudly get you Cutters into trouble” Dr. Cable murmured.
"Does it redly fed so wonderful, cutting yourself? | must look into that, next time | make Specids S0
young."

Tdly kndt and pulled the knife out of the floor, weighing it in her hand, wondering if a well-aimed
throw could find its way into Dr. Cabl€e's throat. But the woman was just as fast as Tdly, just as specid.

She couldn't afford to be a Special-head any longer. Tdly had to think her way out of this.

Shethrew the knife aside.

"Jugt answer me one question,” Dr. Cable said. "Why did you do it?'

Tdly shook her head. Tdling the whole truth would mean bringing Zane into it, which would only
make it harder to keep contral.

"It was an accident.”

"An accident?' Dr. Cable laughed. "That's quite some accident, destroying hdf the city's military.”

"Weweren't planning to let |oose those nanos.”

"We? The Cutters?

Tdly shook her head—no point in mentioning Shay ether. "One thing just sort of led to
another..."

"Indeed. That's how it dways works with you, isnt it, Taly?'

"But why did you lie to everyone?'

Dr. Cable sghed. "That should be obvious, Tdly. | couldnt very wdl tdl them that you had
amog dismantled the city's defenses. The Cutters were my pride and joy, my special Specids” Her
razor amile spread across her face. "Besides, you'd given me a splendid opportunity to get rid of an old
opponent.”

"What did Diego ever do to you?'

"They supported the Old Smoke. They've taken in our runaways for years. Then Shay reported
that someone was supplying the Smokies with sneak suits and huge quantities of those gppdling pills
Who ese could it have been?' Her voice grew stronger. "The other cities were just waiting for someone
to take Diego down, with their New System and their flouting of morphologicd standards. You smply
provided me with the ammunition. Y ou've always been so useful, Tdly."

Tdly squeezed her eyes shut, willing Dr. Cable's words to somehow be heard up in the Council
meeting. If only they knew how they'd been lied to. ...

But this whole city was too scared to think clearly, too thrilled by ther own counterattack, too



ready to accept the rule of this twisted woman.

Tdly shook her head. Sheld spent the last few days focused on rewiring hersdf, but she needed
to rewire everyone.

Or maybejust the right someone...

"When doesit dl end?' she asked quietly. "How long does thiswar go on?'

"It never ends, Tdly. I'm getting too much done that | could never do before, and believe me, the
bubbleheads are having such fun watching it on the newsfeeds. And dl it took was a war, Tdly. | should
have thought of this years ago!" The woman stepped closer, her crudly beautiful face aglow at the edge
of the spotlights. "Dont you see, weve entered a new era. From now on, every day is a Specid
Circumgtance!"

Tdly nodded dowly, then let a amile creep onto her face. "Nice of you to explain that to me. And
to everyone e

Dr. Cable raised an eyebrow. "Pardon me?"

"Cable, | didn't come here to tdl the City Council what happened. They're a bunch of wimps, if
they put you in charge. | came to make sure that everyone knows about your lies”

The woman let out alow, rumbling laugh. "Don't tell me you made some sort of video of yoursdf,
Tdly, explaning that you started the war? Wholl believe it? Y ou may have been famous once among the
bubbleheads and uglies, but no one over the age of twenty even knows you exis."

"No, but they know you, now that you've put yoursdf in charge” Taly reached into her snesk
quit's carrying pouch and pulled out the injector. "And now that they've watched you explain that this
entire war was bogus, they'll remember you forever."

Dr. Cablefrowned. "What isthat thing?'

"A sadlite tranamitter, one that can't be janmed." Tdly pulled the cap from the injector's top,
exposng the needle. "See thét little antenna? Amazing, it it?'

"You couldnt...not from down here" Dr. Cable's eyes closed, her lids fluttering as she checked
the feeds.

Tdly kept taking, her own bare-toothed amile growing. "They do the craziest surgery in Diego.
They replaced my eyes with stereo cameras, and my fingernals with microphones. The whole city has
been watching you explan what you've done."

Cable's eyes opened. She snorted. "There's nothing on the feeds, Tdly. Your little toy doesn't
work."

Tdly raised her eyebrows, glandng at the bottom of the injector in puzzlement. "Oops. Forgot to
press send.” She shifted her fingers...

Dr. Cable legped forward, one hand darting for the injector, and in the same split second Tdly
turned the needle to exactly theright angle. ..

The blow smacked the injector from her hand, and Tdly heard it clatter in the corner, broken into
pieces.

"Redly, Tdly," Dr. Cable sad, amiling. "For someone so clever, youre such a litle fool
ometimes™

Tdly lowered her head and closed her eyes. But she was breathing in dowly through her nose,
searching theair...

Then she smdlled it—the barest scent of blood.

She opened her eyes, and saw Dr. Cable glance down at her hand, mildy annoyed by the
needles prick. Shay had said she'd hardly noticed the cure & fird, that it took days to manifet.

In the meantime, Tdly didn't want Cable wondering how sheld stabbed hersdf on the "antenna,”
or taking a closer look at the shattered injector. Perhaps a didtraction was in order.

Tdly set alook of rage on her face. "Y ou're cdling me a fool ?"

She lashed out a foot, catching Dr. Cable in the ssomach and knocking the breath from her.

The other Specids reacted ingantly, but Taly was aready in motion, darting toward where shed
heard the injector fdl. She landed one foot squarely on its remains, smashing it as hard as she could, then
turned the motion into a roundhouse kick that landed on the jaw of the closest pursuer. She legped up to



the firg row of seats, running aong their backs without touching the floor.

"Agent Youngblood," another guard called. "We don't want to hurt you!"

"I'm afrad youll have tol" She doubled back toward where the firgt guard lay. The door to the
operating theater exploded open then, a swarm of gray dlk uniforms sorming into the room.

Tdly jumped down near the fdlen guard, landing once more on the shards of the injector. The
other guard in battle gear landed a punch on her shoulder, raling her back into the first row of seats. She
legped up and threw hersdf a him, ignoring the mass of Specias descending on her.

A few seconds later, Tdly found hersdf thrown facedown on the floor, her arms pinned under
her. She squirmed, crushing the lagt pieces of the injector beneath her into powder. Then someone
kicked her inthe ribs, driving her breath out in a grunt.

More of them piled on, like an eephant Stting on her back. The room grew dim; Taly fdt hersdf
being squashed againg the edge of consciousness.

"It's okay, Doctor,” one of the Specids said. "We have her under control.”

Cable didn't respond. Tdly craned her neck to see. The doctor was doubled over, dill gasping
for breath.

"Doctor?' the Specia asked. "Areyou dl right?'

Just give her time, Tdly thought. And shelll be much, much better ...

CRUMBLING

Tdly watched it dl happen from her cell.

The changes came dowly at fird. For a few days, Dr. Cable seemed her usud psychotic sf
when she visited, arrogantly demanding information about what was happening in Diego. Tdly was happy
to oblige, soinning taes about how the New System was crumbling, while watching for any sgn of the
cure.

But decades of vanity and crudty faded dowly, and time itsdf seemed to come to a hdt insde
the four wadls of Tdly's cdl. Cutters weren't designed to live indoors, especidly not in tiny spaces, and
Tdly had to focus most of her strength on not going crazy. She stared at the cdl door, filled with despair,
fighting the rage that came in waves ingde her, dways resding the urge to cut hersdf with her own
fingemnails and teeth.

That was how shed managed to rewire hersdf for Zane— not cutting anymore—and she
couldn't givein to weakness now.

Hardest was when Tally thought about how far below the earth she was, twelve stories down, as
though the cdl were a coffin buried deep in the ground. As if she had died, but some evil machinery of
Dr. Cable's was keegping her conscious even in the grave.

The cdl reminded her of the way the Rusties had lived—the rooms in the lifdess ruins amdl and
cramped, their overcrowded dities like prisons reaching toward the sky. Every time the door opened,
Tdly expected to be put under the knife, to wake up as a bubblehead or as some ill more psychatic
form of a Specid. She was dmog glad when it was Dr. Cable ready to interrogate her again— anything
was better than being done in this empty cell.

And findly she began to see that the cure was working...dowly. Gradudly Dr. Cable seemed to
become less sure of hersdlf, less able to make decisions.

"They're tdling everyone my secrets!" she started mumbling one day, running her fingers through
her hair.

"Whois?'

"Diego." Dr. Cable spat the word. "Last night they put Shay and Tachs on the world feeds.
Showing ther cutting scars and cdling me a monger.”

"How bogus of them," Tdly sad.

Dr. Cable glared at her. "And they're broadcasting detailed scans of your body, cdling you a



'morphologica violation"

"Y ou mean I'm famous again?'

Cable nodded. "Y oure infamous, Taly. Everyone's terrified of you. The New System may have
made the other cities nervous, but they seem to think my little gang of psychotic sixteen-year-olds is
worse."

Tdly smiled. "Wewere pretty icy.”

"Then how did you let Diego capture you!™

"Yeah, that sucked.” Tdly shrugged. "And it wasjust abunch of wardens, too. They had these
stupid uniformsthat looked like bumblebees.”

Dr. Cable stared at her, beginning to shiver like poor

Zane had. "But you were so strong, Tdly. Sofast!" Taly shrugged again. "Still am.” Dr. Cable
shook her head. "For now, Taly. For now."

After two weeks of solitary slence, someone took unexpected mercy on Tdly's boredom and
the wallscreen in her cdl booted up. She was amazed to see how quickly Dr. Cable's grip on the city had
dipped. The newsfeeds had stopped rerunning the military's triumphant battle— bubblehead dramas and
soccer games filled the walscreen instead of military exploits. One by one, the City Council was letting
the new regulations lapse.

Apparently, Maddy's cure had taken hold of Cables mind just in time The second attack on
Diego had never maeridized.

Of course, the other cities may have had something to do with that. They'd never liked the New
System, but were even less thrilled about the outbreak of an actud shooting war. People had died, after
dl.

As Dr. Cable's surgicd experiments became infamous, Diego's repeated denids tha it had
attacked the Armory dowly gained credence. The feeds began to question what had redly happened that
night, especidly after a crumbly museum curator who'd witnessed the attack went public with his story
He damed that some sort of Rusty nano had been released, not by an invading army, but by two
facdess attackers who'd seemed more young and harebrained than deadly serious.

Then stories sympathetic to Diego began to appear on the loca feeds, induding interviews with
wounded survivors of the Town Hdl drike. Tdly dways hurried to flick past those segments, which
usudly ended by liging the seventeen people who'd died in the attack—especialy the one victim who
was, ironicdly a runaway from this very city.

They dways showed his picture, too.

Arguments about the war—and about everything ese— began to erupt. The disagreements grew
more intense as Tdly watched, less polite and measured every day, until the whole debate about the
city’s future became downright ugly. There was talk of new morphologicd standards, of letting uglies and
pretties mix, even of expansion into the wild.

The cure was taking hold here, just as it had in Diego, and Tdly wondered exactly what sort of
future she had helped let loose. Were the city pretties going to start acting like Rustles now? Spreading
across the wild, overpopulating the earth, levding everything in their path? Who was |eft to stop them?

Dr. Cable hasdf seemed to fade from the newsfeeds, her influence waning, her persondity
dhrinking before Tdly's eyes. She stopped coming to the cdl, and not long after that, the City Council
findly removed her from power, saying that the crisis and her tenure as acting char were over.

Then the talk of despecidization Sarted.

Specids were dangerous, they were potentialy psychotic, and the whole idea of a specid
operation was unfar. Most cities had never created any such creatures, except for a few reflex-boosted
firefighters and rangers. Perhaps in the wake of this ill-consdered war, it was time to get rid of them dll.

After along debate, Tdly's own dity began the process—a gesture of peace to the rest of the



world. One by one, the agents of Specia Circumstances were remade into norma, hedthy citizens, and
Dr. Cable never even raised her voicein protest.

Tdly fdt the walls of her cdl pressng closer every day, asif the thought of being changed once
more was crushing her. She looked at hersdf in the walscreen, imagining her wolfen eyes made watery,
her features ground down to averageness. Even the cutting scars on her am would disappear, and Tdly
redized she didn't want to lose them. They were a reminder of everything shed been through, of what
sheld managed to overcome.

Shay and the others were 4ill in Diego, dill free, and maybe they could dip away before this
happened to them. They could live anywhere: Cutters had been designed for the wild, after all.

But Taly had nowhere to run, no way to save hersdf.

Finally one night, the doctors camefor her.

OPERATION

She heard them outside, two nervous voices. Tdly dipped from her bed and went to the door,
placing her pdm againg the Special-proof ceramic wall. The chips in her hands turned the murmurs into
words....

"Y ou sure thiswill work on her?"

"It'sworked so far.”

"But isn't she, you know, some kind of superfreak?’

Tdly swdlowed. Of course she was. Tdly Youngblood was the most famous psychotic
sxteen-year-old in the world; her body's lethd details had been broadcast far and wide.

"Relax, they whipped up this batch specid, just for her.”

Batch of what? she wondered.

Then she heard the hissng sound ... gas legking into the cell.

Tdly jumped back from the door, sucking in a few quick gulps of ar before the gas spread
throughout the cdll. She turned franticaly in place, glaiing a the four crushingly familiar walls, trying for
the millionth time to find some weakness. Searching again for some way to escape...

Panic rosein Tdly. They couldn't do thisto her, not again. It wasn't her fault how dangerous she
was. They had made her this way!

But there was no way out.

As she held her bregth, the adrendine pumping through her, Tdly's vison began to swvarm with
red dots. She hadn't breathed in dmost a minute now, and the iciness of her panic was fading. But she
couldn't give up.

If only she could think straight. ..

She looked down & her arm, at the row of scars. It had been more than a month since her last
cut, and it fdt as though dl the heartbreaks since were ready to burst from her veins. Maybe if she cut
hersdlf one more time, she could think of away out of here.

At least her last moments as a Specia would beicy...

She put her fingernails againg the flesh, gritted her razor teeth. "I'm sorry, Zane," she whispered.

"Taly!" cameahissng voicein her head.

She blinked. For the firg time since they'd thrown her in the cell, her skintenna wasn't jammed.

"Dont jugt stand there, you little moron! Act like you're passing out!"

Tdly's aching lungs sucked in a breath. The amdl of the gas filled her head. She sat down on the
floor, red spots swarming across her eyes.

"Y es, much better. Keep pretending.”

Tdly breathed deeply—she could hardly stop hersdf anymore. But something strange was
happening: The dark clouds were fading from her vison, the much-needed oxygen meking her more dert.

The gaswas doing nothing.



She leaned back againgt the wall, eyes closed, heart ill pounding hard. What was going on
here? Who wasin her head? Shay and the other Cutters? Or wasiit...

Sheremembered David'swords. "You're not alone.”

Tdly closed her eyes and dumped to one sde, leting her head crack againg the floor. She
waited there, unmoving.

A long moment later, the door did open.

"That took long enough." The voice was nervous, lingering hesitantly in the hdlway.

A few footsteps. "Wdl, like you said, she's some kind of superfresk. But she's headed for
normalville now."

"And you'e sure she's not going to wake up?'

A foot prodded her inthe side. " See? Out cold.”

Thekick sent a flash of rage through Tdly, but in her month of solitude sheld learned to control
hersdlf. When the foot nudged at her again, Tdly alowed hersdf to be rolled over onto her back.

"Don't move, Tally. Don't do anything. Wait for me..."

Tdly wanted to whisper, Who are you? but she didnt dare. The two who'd gassed her were
kneding over her now, dhifting her weight onto a hovercarrier.

She let them take her away.

Tdly listened to the echoes carefully.

The hdls of Specid Circumstances were much emptier now; most of the crud pretties had
dready been changed. She caught a few words of passing conversations, but none carried the razor
sharpness of a Specia's voice,

Shewondered if they had saved her for the very last.

The eevator trip was short, probably only one floor up, where the man operating rooms were.
She heard a double door dide open, and fdt her body tumning at a sharp angle. The carrier glided into a
gmdler room filled with metd surfaces and antiseptic smdls

Tdly's entire being ached to legp from the hovercarrier, to fight her way to the surface. Shed
escaped from this very building as an ugly. If the other Specials redly were dl gone, no one could stop
her now...

But she kept control, waiting for the voice to tdl her what to do.

Repesting to hersdlf: I'm not alone.

They stripped her clothes off and lifted her into an operating tank, the room's sounds muted by its
plagic wdls. She fdt the cold smoothness of the table againgt her back, the metd cdlaw of a servo-arm
poking into her shoulder. She imagined it sprouting a scalpel, cutting the Cutter one last time, tearing her
gpecidness out of her.

A dermd braid was pressed againgt her arm, its needles Joraying aflash of loca pankiller before
diding into her veins. She wondered when they'd start pumping serious anesthetic into her, and if her
metabolism could keep her awake.

As the tank was sedled, Tdly's breathing grew panicked. She hoped the two orderlies didn't
notice the flash tattoos spinning dl over her face.

They sounded very busy, though. Machines were booting up dl around the room, beeping and
humming, servo-arms girring around her, ther little saws buzzing through test patterns.

Two hands reached in and shoved a bregthing tube into her mouth. The plagtic tasted like
disnfectant, and the air that flowed from it was gerile and unnaturd. As the tube booted up, reaching
tendrils around her nose and head, it dmost made her gag.

She wanted to rip the thing out and fight.

But the voice had told her to wait. Whoever had made her knockout gas harmless must have a
plan. She had to remain cam.

Then the tank began tofill.

Liguid poured in from al sides, pooling around her naked body, thick and viscous, full of



nutrients and nanos to keep her tissues dive while the surgeons were dhredding her to pieces. Its
temperature matched her body's, but when the solution ran into her ears, a shiver traveled through Tdly
The sounds of the room were muffled dmaost into silence.

Thefluid rose above her eyes, over the tip of her nose, covering her completdly ...

She sucked the recycled ar from the tube, fighting to keep her eyes closed. Now that she was
practicaly deaf, keeping hersdf blind was torture,

"Onmy way, Tdly," thevoicein her head hissed.

Or had shejust imagined it?

She was trapped now, immobilized, and the city could take its find revenge on her: grinding
down her bones to reduce her to average pretty height; cutting the harsh angles from her cheeks,
dripping out the beautiful muscles and bones, the chips in her jaw and hands, her lethd fingernalls,
replacing her black and perfect eyes. Making her a bubblehead again.

Only thistime shewas awake, and would fed it dl...

Then Tdly heard a sound, something smacking hard againgt the plagtic Sde of the tank—she
opened her eyes.

The operating solution made everything blurry, but through the transparent tank walls she saw
furious movement, heard another muffled crash. One of the blinking machines toppled over.

Her rescuer was here.

Tdly leaped into motion, tearing the dermd braid from her arm, then reaching up to yank the
breething tube out of her mouth. The device squirmed, its tendrils tightening across the back of her head,
trying to stay on. She bit down on it, her ceramic teeth rending the plastic, and it died in her hand, pitting
out afind spray of ar bubblesinto Tdly's face.

She scrambled for a grip on the tanks edges, trying to pull hersdf up and out. But a transparent
barrier barred her way.

Crap! she thought, fingers scrabbling for any gap in the plagic wdls. Shed never seen an
operating tank in use; when they were empty, the top was dways open! Tdly scratched the sides with
her nalls, scoring them as her panic built.

But thewadlsdidn't bresk...

Her shoulder brushed againg a servo-arm's scalpdl, dready deployed, and a pink cloud of blood
blossomed across her vison. The nanosin the operating fluid took only seconds to staunch the bleeding.

Wel, that's convenient, she thought. Of course, breathing would be nice too!

She peered out through the blurry solution. The fight was dill going on, one figure againgt many.
Hurry up! she thought, scrambling to find the breathing tube again. She shoved it into her mouth, but it
was dead, clogged by the operating fluid.

At the top of the tank was a bare centimeter of airspace, and Tdly pushed hersdf up to suck in
the tiny bit of oxygen. But it wouldn't last long. She had to get out of this thing!

She tried to pound her way through the tank wall, but the solution was too thick and viscous.
Tdly'sfig moved in dow mation, like punching through molasses.

Red dots sparkled at the edge of her vison...her lungs were empty.

Then she saw a blurry figure sumbling straight toward her, thrown back from the fight. It crashed
agang the sde of the tank, making the whole thing wobble ungteedily on its stand.

Maybe that was the way.

Tdly began to rock hersdf from sSde to side, sdtting the solution doshing around her, the tank
swaying alittle farther each time. Scalpels tore a her shoulders as she threw hersdf one way and then the
next, the buzz of repair nanos matching the swarming dots before her eyes, a pink tinge of blood filling the
liquid.

But findly the tank wastipping over.

The world seemed to tilt around her, liquids swirling as she tumbled, the whole tank turning as it
fdl. Tdly heard the muffled smack of plagtic as she hit the floor, saw the tank's wals webbing with
cracks. Solution drained from around her, sound rushing back into her ears as she drew her fird breath
of ar.



She dug her fingernallsinto the fractured plastic and tore, pulling her way free from the operating
tank.

Bleeding and naked, Tdly sumbled forward, gagping for more air, the solution dinging to her as
if she'd stepped from a bathtub full of honey. Unconscious doctors and orderlies lay in a pile, the solution
raling across them.

Her rescuer stood before her. "Shay?* Taly wiped theliquid from her eyes. "David?'

"Didn't | tell youtolietill? Or must you aways destroy everything?!

Tdly blinked, unableto believe her eyes. It was Dr. Cable.

TEARS

She looked a thousand years old. Her eyes had log the blackness in ther depths, ther evil
sparkle. Like Fausto, she had become champagne without bubbles. Cured at last.

But she still managed to sneer.

Gasping for air, Taly said, "What areyou ... 7"

"Rescuing you," Dr. Cable said.

Tdly looked at the door, ligening for darms, for footsteps.

The old woman shook her head. "I built this place, Tdly. | know its tricks. No one's coming. Let
merest amoment." She sat heavily on the soaking floor. "I'm too old for this"

Tdly stared down a her old enemy, hands dill curled into deadly claws. But Dr. Cable was
panting, a cut on her lip beginning to bleed. She looked like a very old crumbly, one whose life extension
trestments were running out.

Except for the three unconscious doctors who lay a her fedt.

"You dill have specid reflexes?’

"I'm not specid at dl, Tdly. I'm pathetic.” The old woman shrugged. "But I'm dill dangerous.”

"Oh." Tdly wiped more operating solution from her eyes. "Took you long enough, though.”

"Yes, that was clever Tdly, taking out your bregthing tube first."

"Sure, greet plan, leaving mein there urtil they dmogt ..." Tdly blinked. "Um, why are you doing
thisagan?'

Dr. Cable smiled. "I'll tdl you, Tdly if you answer me a question fird." Her eyes grew sharp for a
moment. "What did you do to me?’

It was Tdly'sturnto smile. "I cured you."

"I know that, you little fool. But how!"

"Remember when you snatched my tranamitter? It wasn't a tranamitter at dl—it was an injector.
Maddy's made a cure for Specias.”

"Thet miserable woman again." Dr. Cable's gaze sank back to the soaking floor. "The Council's
reopened the city's borders. Her pills are everywhere.”

Tdly nodded. "l cantell.”

"Everything's going to pieces," Dr. Cable hissed, glaing up at Tdly. "It won't be long before they
gart chewing up the wild, you know."

"Yesah, | know. Jugt likein Diego." Tdly sighed, remembering Andrew Simpson Smith's forest
fire "Freedom has away of destroying things, | guess.”

"And you cdl thisa cure, Tdly? It's etting loose a cancer on the world.”

Tdly shook her head dowly. "So tha's why youre here, Dr. Cable? To blane me for
evaything?'

"No. I'm hereto let you go."

Tdly looked up—this had to be atrick, some way for Dr. Cable to get her find revenge. But the
thought of baing out under the open sky again sent a painful ping of hope through her.

She swallowed. "But didn't I, you know, destroy your world?'



Dr. Cable stared at her for along time with her unfocused, wetery eyes. "Yes. But you'e the last
one, Tdly. I've watched Shay and the others on the Diego propaganda feeds—they aren't right anymore.
Maddy's cure, | suppose.” She sghed dowly. "They're no more right then | am. The Council has
despecidized dmog dl of us”

Tdly nodded. "But why me?'

"Youretheonly rea Cutter left,” Dr. Cable said. "The last of my Specids designed to live in the
wild, to exigt outsde the cities. You can escape this, can disappear forever. | don't want my work to
become extinct, Tdly. Please ..."

Tdly blinked. Sheld never thought of hersdf as some sort of endangered anima. But she wasn't
about to argue. The thought of freedom made her head spin.

"Jus get out, Tdly. Take any eevator to the roof. The buildings dmost empty, and I've shut
down mogt of the cameras. And frankly, no one can stop you. Leave, and for my sake, keep yourself
special. The world may need you, one day."

Tdly swalowed. Just walking out seemed too smple. "What about a hoverboard?"

"It's waiting for you on the roof, of course” Dr. Cable snorted. "What is it about you miscreants
and those things?'

Tdly looked down at the three unconscious forms on the floor.

"They'll befine," Cable snorted. "I am adoctor, you know."

"Sureyou are," Taly muttered, kneding to gently ped the scrubs from one of the orderlies. When
she pulled them on, the operating solution soaked through in dark blotches, but at least she wasn't naked
anymore.

She took a step toward the door, but turned back to face Dr. Cable.

"Arent you worried I'll get mysdf cured? Then there won't be any of usleft.”

The woman looked up, and her defeated expresson changed, a dglint of the old evil returning to
her eyes. "My faith in you has dways been rewarded, Tdly Youngblood. Why should | start worrying
now?"'

When she reached the open air, Tdly stood for along minute looking up a the darkened sky.
She didn't worry about pursuers. Cable had been right: Who was l€ft to stop her?

The stars and the crescent moon glowed softly, the wind carrying scents from the wild. After a
month of recycled air, the cool summer breeze tasted dive on her tongue. Tdly bresthed in the icy world.

She was findly free of her cell, of the operating tank, of Dr. Cable. No one would change her
agang her will, not ever again. There would be no more Specid Circumstances.

But even as rdief spread through her, Taly fdt hersdf bleeding insde. Freedom was cutting her.

Zanewas il dead, after all.

The taste of st found its way to Taly's lips, a reminder of that last bitter kiss by the sea. The
scene that sheld remagined every hour in her underground cdl: the last time sheld spoken to him, the test
sheld failed, pushing him away. But somehow the memory played differently this time, long and dow and
sweet in her mind—asif she hadn't fdt Zane trembling, asif she'd let that kissgo onand on. ...

She tasted sdt again, and findly fdt the heat sreaming down her cheeks. Taly reached her hands
up, not quite beieving until she saw her own fingertips gligening in the sarlight.

Specidsdidn't cry, but her tears had finaly come.

RUINS

Before she Ift the city Taly booted her skintenna, and found three messages waiting for her.
Thefirg was from Shay. It told her that the Cutters were saying in Diego. After thar hep in the
Town Hdl attack, they had become the city's defense force, not to mention its firefighters, rescue



workers, and heroes of lagt resort. The City Council had even changed the laws to let them keep ther
morphologicd violations, for the moment, anyway.

Except the fingernails and teeth. Those had to go.

With Town Hal il apile of rubble, Diego needed dl the help it could get. Though the cure was
dready invading other cities, dowly changing the entire continent, new runaways 4ill arrived in Diego
every day, ready to embrace the New System.

The old gtatic bubblehead culture had been replaced by aworld where change was paramount.
So one day some other city would catch up—from now on fashions were guaranteed to shift—but for
the moment, Diego was Hill the place that changed faster than everywhere e se. It was the place to be,
and it grew larger every day.

Shay's arigind message had been appended hourly, a diary of the chalenges the Cultters faced as
they helped to rebuild a city even asit transformed before their eyes. It seemed that Shay wanted Tdly to
know everything, so that she could jump right in and help when she was freed at lagt.

Shay was sorry about one thing, though. They'd dl heard about the despecidizations. They were
public knowledge, a gesture of peace. The Cutters desperately wanted to come and rescue Taly, but
they couldnt just rush in and attack the city now that they had become Diego's offidd defense force.
They couldn't reignite this war when it was so close to fizzing out. Taly could see that, right?

But Tdly Y oungblood would dways be a Cutter, whether she was specid or not...

The second message was from David's mother.

She said that David had Ieft Diego, had struck out into the wild. The Smokies were spreading
across the continent, gill working to smuggle the cure into those dities that dung to the bubblehead
operation. In not too long, they would be sending an expedition into the deep south, and another across
the seas to the eastern continents. Everywhere, it seemed, runaways were aready sreaming from ther
cities, setting up their own New Smokes, ingpired by ugly rumors from afar.

There was an entire world waiting to be liberated, if Taly wanted to lend a hand.

Maddy ended with the words, "Join us. And if you see my son, tdl hm | love him."

The third message was from Peris.

He and the other Crims had left Diego. They were working on a specid project for the aty
government, but they didn't much like saying in town. It was redly bogus, it turned out, living in a place
where everyone was Crim.

So they traveled across the wild, gathering up the villagers that the Smokies had released. They
were teaching them about technology, about how the world outside their reservations worked, and about
how not to start forest fires. Eventudly, the villagers they worked with would go back to their own
people and help bring them out into the world.

In return, the Crims were learning everything about the wild, how to hunt and fish and live off the
land, gathering the knowledge of the pre-Rusties before it was lost again.

Tdly smiled assheread thelast lines:

This one guy, Andrew Something, says he knows you? How did that happen? He says to tdl
you, "Keep chdlenging the gods." Whatever.

Anyway, see you soon, Tdly-wa Best friendsforever, findly!

—Peris

Tdly didn't answer any of them, not yet. She hoverboarded up the river, taking one lagt ride
through the rapids that she would never see again.

Moonlight illuminated the white water, each burst of spray glittering around her like an explosion
of diamonds. The icides had dl meted in the warm air of early summer, rdleasing the pine smdl of the



forest to coat her tongue like syrup. Tdly didn't gesture for infrared vison, letting her other senses probe
the darkness unassisted.

Amid dl this beauty, Taly knew exactly what she had to do.

Her lifting fans sprang to life as she took the old familiar path, down the trail that led to the natura
ven of iron discovered by some tricky ugly generations ago. She skimmed across it on magnetics, down
into the dark bowl of the Rusty Ruins

The dead buildings rose up around her, towering monuments to the people who had once let
themselves grow too greedy and too many, hungry billions of them spreading across the globe.

Tdly stared long and hard as she passed the burnt-out cars and gaping windows, her specid
eyes returning the blank gaze of a crumbling skull. She never wanted to forget this place.

Not with al these changes coming. ..

Her hoverboard climbed the iron frame of the talest building, the place Shay had brought her that
firg night she'd been Outside, dmogt exactly ayear ago. On slent magnetics, Taly drifted up through its
empty shell, the slent city sprawling around her through the empty window frames.

But when she reached the top, David was gone.

His deeping bag and other equipment had dl disappeared, only empty sdf-hegting meds
remained scattered around the half-crumbled section of floor. There were alot of them—hed waited for
her along time.

He'd aso taken the crude antenna held pinged her with.

Tdly flicked on her skintenna and fdt it reach out across the dead and empty city, waiting with
her eyes closed for some kind of reply.

But no ping came. A kilometer was nothing in the wild.

She went higher, up to the summit of the tower, dipping through one of the gaping holes in the
roof up into the rushing wind. Her board kept dimbing until its magnetics logt their grip on the
skyscraper's iron frame. Then her lifting fans spun to life, turning red-hot as they strained to push her
higher.

"David?' shesad softly.

Stll no answer.

Then she remembered Shay's old trick, back inugly days.

Tdly kndt on the wavering, windblown board and reached a hand into its storage compartment.
Dr. Cable had loaded it with medspray, smart pladtic, firestarters, and even asingle med of SpagBal, just
for old times sake.

Then Taly'sfingers closed around a safety flare.

Shelitit, ragng it in one hand, the fierce wind scattering a stream of sparks behind her as long as
akite gring. "I'm not done" she said.

She hdd it there until the hoverboard grew white-hot benesath her feet, the flare findly sputtering
out to asngle glowing ember.

Then Tdly dropped back into the Rusty skyscraper and curled up on the high section of broken
floor, suddenly overwhelmed by her escape, dmost too exhausted to care if anyone had seen her Sgnd.

David came at dawn.

THE PLAN

"Wherewereyou?' she said degpily.

He stepped from his board, exhausted and unshaven. But David's eyes were wide. "I've been
trying to get into the city. Trying to find you." Tdly frowned. "The borders are open again, aren't they?"

"Maybeif you know how citieswork ..." Shelaughed. David had spent dl of hiseghteen years
out inthewild. He didn't know how to ded with smplethingslike security drones.

"I made it in findly," he continued. "But then | had some trouble finding Specid Circumstances



headquarters.” He sat down wesxily.

"But you saw my flare."

"Yeah, | did." He smiled, but hewaswatching her closdly. "Thereason | wastryingto ..." He
swallowed. "1 can pick up the city feeds on my antenna. It said they were going to changeyou al. Turn
you into something less dangerous. Areyou il ... 7' Shegazed a him. "What do you think, David?' He
peered into her eyesfor along moment, then sighed and shook hishead. ™Y ou just look like Taly to me.”

She looked down, her vision blurring.

"What's the matter?'

"Nothing, David." She shook her head. "You just took on five million years of evolution again.”

"I what? Did | say something wrong?"'

"No." Shegmiled. "Y ou said something right.”

They ate amed of city food, Taly swapping the SpagBol in her storage compartment for a can
of David's PadThai.

She told him how sheld used hisinjector to change Dr. Cable, and about her month of captivity,
and how sheld findly escaped. She explained that the debates David had heard on the newsfeeds meant
that the cure was taking hold, the dty trandforming at last.

The Smokies had won, even here.

"So youredtill specid?’ hefindly asked.

"My body is But the rest of me, | think that's dl..." She had to swalow before usng Zane's
word. "Rewired."

David smiled. "'l knew you'd manage.”

"That'swhy you waited here, isn't it?"

"Of course. Someone had to." He cleared his throat. "My mom thinks I'm busy seeing the world,
gpreading the revolution.”

Tdly looked out a the ruined city. "The revolution's going pretty wel on its own, David. It's
unstoppable now."

"Yegh." Then he 9ghed. "But it's not like | did avery good job of saving you."

"I'm not the one who needs saving, David," Tdly said. "Not anymore. Oh, right! | forgot to
mention, Maddy sent me a message for you."

His eyebrows went up. " She sent you amessage for me?"

"Yegh. 'l loveyou..." Tdly swalowed again. "She said to say that. So maybe she knows where
you are, after dl."

"Maybe 0."

"You randoms can be anfully predictable,” Taly said, amiling. She'd been watching him closdly,
her eyes catdoging dl his imperfections, the asymmetry of his features, the pores of his skin, his too-big
nose. His scar.

He wasn't an ugly anymore; to her he was just David. And maybe he had been right. Maybe she
didn't have to do this aone.

David hated cities, after dl. He didn't know how to use an interface or cdl a hovercar, and his
handmeade clothes would dways look pretty bogus a a bash. And he certainly wasn't cut out to livein a
place where people had snakes for pinkies.

Most important, Taly knew that no matter how her plan turned out, whatever awful things the
world forced her to do, David would remember who she redly was.

"l havethisides," shesaid.

"About where you're going next?"

"Yegh" Tdly nodded. "It'skind of thisplan ... to save the world."

David paused, chopgticks hafway to his mouth, the SpagBal dithering off them and back into the
container. His face shifted through emotions, as easy to read as any ugly's confusion, curiogity, then ahint
of understanding. "Can | hdp?' he asked smply.



She nodded. "Please. Y ou're the right man for the job.”
And then she explained everything.

That night, she and David hoverboarded to the very edge of the city, dowing to a hdt when the
repeater network picked up her skintenna. The three messages from Shay, Pens, and Maddy were il
there, waiting for her. Tdly flexed her fingers nervoudy.

"Look at thet!" David said, pointing.

The skyline of New Pretty Town was aglow, rockets shooting high and burding into vast,
goarkling flowers of red and purple. The fireworks were back.

Maybe they were cdebrating the end of Dr. Cable's rule, or the new transformations sweeping
through the dty or the end of the war. Or perhaps this display marked the find days of Specid
Circumstances, now that the last Specia had run off into the wild.

Or maybe they were just acting like bubbleheads again.

She laughed. "Y ou've seen fireworks before, haven't you?”

He shook his head. "Not very many. They're amazing.”

"Yegh. Cities aren't S0 bad, David." Tadly smiled, hoping that the nightly fireworks displays had
returned now that the war was ending. With dl the convulsons about to unsettle her city, maybe tha one
tradition should never change. The world needed more fireworks—especialy now that there was going
to be a shortage of beautiful, usdess things.

As she prepared harsdf to speak, a shiver of nerves played through Taly. Whether she was a
Specia-head or not, this message needed to come out icy and convincing. The world depended on it.

Then suddenly, she was ready.

Asthey stood there watching New Pretty Town glow, their eyes tracking the dow ascent of the
rockets and their sudden blossoming, Tdly spoke dearly over the water's roar, letting the chip in her jaw
catch her words.

She sent them dl—Shay, Maddy, and Peris—the same reply ...

MANIFESTO

| don't need to be cured. Just like | don't need to cut myself to fedl, or think. From now on,
no one rewires my mind but me.

Back in Diego, the doctors said that | could learn to control my behavior, and | have. You
all helped, in one way or another.

But you know what? It's not my behavior I'm worried about anymore. It's yours.

That's why you won't be seeing me for a while, maybe a long time. David and | are staying
out herein the wild.

You all say you need us. Well, maybe you do, but not to help you. You have enough help,
with the millions of bubbly new minds about to be unleashed, with all the cities coming awake at
last. Together, you're more than enough to change the world without us.

So from now on, David and | are here to stand in your way.

You see, freedom has a way of destroying things.

You have your New Smokes, your new ideas, whole new cities and New Systems.
Well.. we're the new Special Circumstances.

Whenever you push too far into the wild, well be here waiting, ready to push back.
Remember us every time you decide to dig a new foundation, dam a river, or cut down a tree.
Worry about us. However hungry the human race becomes now that the pretties are waking up,
the wild till has teeth. Soecial teeth, ugly teeth. Us.

WEII be out here somewhere—watching. Ready to remind you of the price the Rusties paid



for going too far.
| love you all. But it's time to say good-bye, for now.
Be careful with the world, or the next time we meset, it might get ugly.
—Tally Youngblood
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