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Part |
WATCH THIS

You dl say you need us. Well, maybe you do, but not to help you. Y ou have enough help, with

the millions of bubbly new minds about to be unleashed, with dl the cities coming awvake a last.

Together, you're more than enough to change the world without us. So from now on, David and | are
hereto stand in your way. Y ou see, freedom has away of destroying things.

—Tdly Y oungblood

DOWN AND OUT

"Moggie" Ayawhispered. "You awake?'
Something moved in the darkness. A pile of dorm uniforms rustled, as if a smdl animd sirred



underneeth. Then a shape dipped from among the folds of spider slk and cotton. It rose into the ar and
floated toward Aya's bed. Tiny lenses gazed a her face, curious and dert, reflecting Sarlight from the
open window.

Ayagrinned. "Reedy to go to work?"

In answer, Moggie flashed its night-lights.

"Ouch!" Aya squeezed her eyes shut. "Dont do that! It's vison-wrecking!™

Shelay in bed another moment, waiting for the spots to fade. The hovercam nuzzled againg her
shoulder gpologeticaly.

"It's okay, Moggle-chan," she whispered. "l just wish | had infrared too."

Lots of people her age had infrared vison, but Ayas parents had this thing about surge. They
liked to pretend the world was 4ill stuck in the Prettytime, when everyone had to wait until they turned
Sixteen to change themsdves. Crumblies could be so fashion-missing.

So Aya was stuck with her big nose—definitely ugly— and her normd vison. When shed
moved out of her home and into a dorm, her parents had given her permission to get an eyescreen and
skintenna, but that was only so they could ping whenever they wanted. Still, it was better than nothing.
Sheflexed her finger and the aty interface flickered to life, layering across her vison.

"Uh-oh," she said to Moggie. "Almog midnight.”

She didn't remember dozing off, but the tech-head bash must have dready started. It was
probably crowded by now, packed enough with surge-monkeys and manga-heads that nobody would
notice one ugly extra snooping around.

Beddes, Aya Fuse was an expert a beng invisble Her face rank was proof of that. It sat
unmoving in the corner of her vison: 451,396.

She let out a dow dgh. In a city of a million, that was totd extraland. Sheld had her own feed
for dmogt two years now, had kicked a great story just a week ago, and was dill anonymous.

Well, tonight was findly going to change thet.

"Let's go, Moggie" she whispered, and dipped out of bed.

A gray robe lay in a shapeless puddle & her feet. Aya pulled it over her dorm uniform and tied it
a the wag, then perched on the windowsll. She turned to face the night sky dowly, easing one leg, then
the other, out into the cool air.

She dipped on her crash bracelets, glanaing at the ground fifty meters below.

"Okay, that's dizzy-meking."

At leest no monitors were skulking around down there. That was the kick thing about a
thirteenth-story room—no one expected you to sneak out your window.

Thick clouds hung low in the sky, reflecting worklights from the congtruction Ste across town.
The cold tasted of pine needles and rain, and Aya wondered if she was going to freeze in her disguise.
But she couldn't exactly throw a dorm jacket over the robe and expect people not to notice,

"Hope youre dl charged up, Moggie. It's drop-time."

The hovercam drifted past her shoulder and out the window, seitling close againgt her chest. It
was the sze of hdf a soccer bdl, sheathed in hard plagtic and warm to the touch. As Aya wrapped her
ams around Moggie, she fdt her bracelets trembling, caught in the magnetic currents of the hovercam's
lifters.

She squeezed her eyes shut. "Ready?’

Moggie shivered in her arms.

Clinging to the hovercam with dl her strength, Aya pushed hersdf into the void.

Getting out was much smpler these days.

For Ayas fifteenth birthday, Ren Machino—her big brother's best friend—had modified Moggie.
Sheld only asked him to make it quick enough to keep up with her hoverboard. But like most
tech-heads, Ren took pride in his mods. The new Moggie was waterproof, shockproof, and powerful
enough to carry an Aya-Sze passenger through the air.



Close enough, anyway. With her arms wrapped around the hovercam, she fdl no faster than a
cherry blossom twirling toward the ground. It was much easer than geding a bungee jacket. And except
for the nervous-making moment of jumping, it was kind of fun.

She watched the windows flicker past—dreary rooms full of standard-requisition squalor. No
one famous lived in Akira Hdl, just loads of facemising extras wearing generic designs. A few
ego-kickers sat taking into their cams, watched by no one. The average face rank here was Sx hundred
thousand, despair-making and pathetic.

Obscurity indl its horror.

Back in the Prettytime, Aya vaguey remembered, you just asked for awesome clothes or a new
hoverboard and they popped out of the hole in the wdl like magic. But these days, the hole wouldn't give
you anything decent unless you were famous or had merits to spend. And getting merits meant taking
classes or doing chores—whatever the Good Citizen Committee commanded, basicaly.

Moggi€s lifters connected with the metd grid beneath the ground, and Aya bent her knees,
raling as she hit. The wet grass squished beneath her like a sodden sponge, soft but shivery cold.

She let go of Moggie and lay for a moment on the rain-soaked earth, letting her heartbeat dow
down. "You okay?'

Moggie flashed its night-lights again.

"Okay...that's dill blind-making.”

Ren had dso modified the hovercam's brain. True Al might ill be illegd, but the new Moggie
was more than just a wedge of crcuitry and lifters. Since Ren's tinkering, it had learned Ayas favorite
angles, when to pan and zoom, and even how to track her eyesfor cues.

But for some reason, it didn't get the whole night-vison thing.

She kept her eyes closed, ligening hard as she watched the spots across her vison fade. No
footsteps, no whir of monitor drones. Nothing but the muffled thump of music from the dorm.

Ayarose to her feet and brushed hersdf off. Not that anyone would naotice the wet grass dinging
to her; Reputation Bombers dressed to disappear. The robe was hooded and shapeless, the perfect
disguise for party-crashing.

With atwigt of a crash bracelet, a hoverboard rose from its hiding place in the bushes. Stepping
on, Aya faced the dlittering lights of Prettyville.

Funny how everyone dill caled it that, even if most of the residents weren't pretty anymore—not
in the old sense, anyway. Prettyville was ful of pixd-skins and surge-monkeys, and plenty of other
drange new fads and fashions. Y ou could choose among amillion kinds of beauty or weirdness, or even
keep your natura-born face your whole life. These days "pretty" meant whatever got you noticed.

But one thing about Prettyville was dill the same: If you hadn't turned Sixteen, you weren't
supposed to go there. Not at night, when dl the good suff happened.

Especidly if you were an extra, aloser, an unknown.

Gazing a the city, she fdt engulfed by her own invishility Each of its sparkling lights stood for
one of the million people who had never heard of Aya Fuse. Who probably never would.

She sighed, urging her hoverboard forward.

The government feeds dways sad that the Prettytime was gone forever, freeng humeanity from
centuries of bubbleheadedness. They daimed that the divisons among uglies, pretties, and crumb lies had
dl been washed away. That the lagt three years had unleashed a host of new technologies, setting the
future in motion again.

But as far as Aya could see, the mind-rain hadn't changed everything...

It il pretty much sucked, being fifteen.

TECH-HEADS

"Are you getting this?' she whispered.



Moggie was aready shooting, the shimmer of safety fireworks reflecting from its lenses. Hot-air
baloons swayed over the mangon, and revelers screamed down from the rooftops in bungee jackets. It
looked like a party back inthe old days: sdf-indulgent and eye-kickingly radiant.

At leadt, that was how Ayas older brother dways described the Prettytime. Back then everyone
had gotten one big operation on thar Sxteenth birthday. 1t made you beautiful, but secretly changed your
persondity, leaving you brain-missing and easly controlled.

Hiro hadn't been a bubblehead very long; held turned sixteen only a few months before the
minckrain had arrived and cured the pretties. He liked to dam that those months had been awful—as if
being shdlow and vain was such a gretch for him. But he never denied tha the parties had been
awesome.

Not that Hiro would be here tonight; he was way too famous. Aya checked her eyescreen: the
average face rank ingde was about twenty thousand. Compared with her older brother, the people at this
bash were totd extras.

Compared to an ugly ranked at half amillion, though, they were legends.

"Be careful, Moggie," she whispered. "Were not wanted here.”

Ayaflipped up the hood of her robe, and stepped out of the shadows.

Insgde, the ar was full of hovercams. From Moggle-size dl the way down to paparazzi swarms,
each cam no bigger than a champagne cork.

There was dways plenty to see at tech-head parties, crazy people and kick new gadgets. Maybe
people weren't as beautiful as back during the Pretty time, but parties were a lot more intereting: serious
surge-monkeys with snake fingers and medusa hair; smart-matter clothes that rippled like flags in a
breeze; safety fireworks skittering dong the floor, dodging feet and Szzing incense as they passed.

Tech-heads lived for new technologies—they loved showing off ther latest tricks, and kickers
loved putting them on ther feeds. The endless cycle of invention and publicity bumped everyone's face
rank, so everyone was happy.

Everyone who got invited, anyway.

A hovercam buzzed close, dmost low enough to peek in a Ayas face. She lowered her head,
meking her way toward a cluster of Reputation Bombers. Here in public they dl kept their hoods up, like
abunch of pre-Rusty Buddhis monks. They were dready bombing: chanting the name of some random
member of the clique, trying to convince the dity interface to bump his face rank.

Aya bowed to the group and joined the biur of name-dropping, keeping her ugly face covered.

The whole point of bombing was to dissect the city's reputation dgorithms: How many mentions
of your name did it take to crack the top thousand? How quickly did you drop if everyone stopped
taking about you? The dlique was one big controlled experiment, which was why they dl wore the same
anonymous outfits.

But Aya figured most Bombers didn't care about the math. They were just cheaters, pathetic
extras trying to tak themsdalves famous. It was like how they'd manufactured cdebrities back in Rusty
days, ahandful of feeds hyping afew bubbleheads and ignoring everybody dse.

What was the point of the reputation economy, if someone was telling you who to talk about?

But Aya chanted away like a good litle Bomber, keeping her attention on her eyescreen,
watching the view from Moggies lenses. The hovercam drifted over the crowd, picking out faces one by
one.

The secret dique Aya had discovered had to be here somewhere. Only tech-heads could pull off
atrick likethat...

She'd spotted them three nights before, riding on top of one of the new mag-lev trains, traveling
a insane speeds through the factory district—so fast thet dl the shots Moggie had taken were too grainy
and blurry to use.

Aya had to find them again. Whoever kicked a crazy trick like mag-lev riding would be indantly
famous

But Moggie was dready distracted, watching a gaggle of NeoFoodies undernegth a pink blob
floating in the air. They were drinking from it with meter-long straws, like astronauts recapturing a spilled



cup of tea.

NeoFoodies were old news—Hiro had kicked a story about them lagt month. They ate extinct
mushrooms grown from ancient spores, made ice cream with liquid nitrogen, and injected flavors into
weird forms of matter. The floating pink suff looked like an aerogel, dinner with the dengty of a soap
bubble.

A smdl blob broke off and floated past. Aya grimaced, smeling rice and salmon. Eating strange
substances might be a great way to bump your face rank, but she preferred her sushi heavier than air.

She liked being around tech-heads, though, even if she had to hide. Most of the city was dill
stuck in the past, trying to rediscover haiku, religion, the tea ceremony—all the things that had been logt
in the Prettytime, when everyone had been brain-damaged. But tech-heads were building the future,
meaking up for three centuries of missng progress.

Thiswas the place to find stories.

Something in her eyescreen sent a flicker of recognition through her.

"Hold it, Moggiel" she hissed. "Pan I€ft."

There behind the NeoFoodies, watching with amusement as they chased down stray bloblets,
was afamiliar face.

"That's one of them! Zoom in."

Thegirl was about eighteen, classc new-pretty surge with dightly manga eyes. She was wearing
a hoverbdl rig, floating gracefully ten centimeters above the floor. And she had to be famous A
reputation bubble surrounded her, a cohort of friends and groupies to keep extras away.

"Get close enough to hear them,” Aya whispered. Moggie eased to the edge of the bubble, and
soon its microphones caught the girl's name. Data pilled across Aya's eye-screen...

Eden Maru was a hoverbdl player—Ieft wing for the Swallows, who'd been city champions last
year. She was a0 legendary for her lifter mods.

According to dl the feeds, Eden had just dumped her boyfriend because of "a difference in
amhition." Of course, that was just code for "she got too famous for him." Eden's face rank had hit ten
thousand &fter the championship, and what's-his-name's was stuck a a quarter million. Everyone knew
she needed to hook up with someone more face-equal.

But none of the rumors mentioned Eden's new mag-lev riding clique. She must be keegping thet a
secret, waiting for the right moment to reved the trick.

Kicking it firg would make Aya famous overnight.

"Track her," she told Moggie, then went back to chanting.

Haf an hour |ater, Eden Maru headed out.

Sipping away from the Bombers was blissmaking— Aya had chanted the name "Y oshio Nara'
about a million times. She hoped Yaoshio enjoyed his pointless face rank bump, because she never
wanted to hear his name again.

From Moggies midair view, Eden Maru was dipping through the door—alone, no entourage.
She had to be headed off to meet her secret dique.

"Stay close to her, Moggie" Aya croaked. All that chanting had left her throat dry. She spotted a
drinks tray hovering past. "I'll catch up in a minute”

Grabbing aglass @ random, Aya guzzled it down. The acohol sent a shudder through her—not
exactly what she needed. She snatched another drink with lots of ice and pushed her way toward the
door.

A gaggle of pixd-skins stood in her way, ther bodies rippling through colors like drunken
chameeons. She dipped among them, recognizing a couple of their faces from the surge-monkey feeds.
A little reputation shiver went through her.

Out on the mangion steps Aya spilled the drink out through her fingers, saving the ice cubes. She
tipped the glass back into her mouth and started crunching. After the swdtering party a mouthful of ice
was heavenly.



"Interesting surge,” someone said.

Ayafroze...her hood had fdlen back, reveding her ugly face.

"Um, thanks" The words came out muffled, and Aya gulped down cold shards of ice. The
breeze hit her swesty face, and she redized how fashion-missng she must |ook.

The boy amiled. "Where did you get the idea for that nose?"

Aya managed to dhrug, suddenly word-missng. In her eyescreen she could see Eden Maru
dready flying across town, but tearing her gaze from the boy was impossble. He was a manga-heed:
eyes huge and gligening, his delicate face inhumanly beautiful. Long, tapered fingers stroked his perfect
cheek as he stared & her.

Tha was the weird thing: He was daring a her.

But he was gorgeous, and she was ugly.

"Let me guess” he said. "From some pre-Rusty panting?"

"Uh, not redly" She touched her nose, swalowing the last few shards of ice. "It's more,
um...randomly generated?’

"Of course. It's so unigque" He bowed. "FHizz Mizuno."

As Aya returned the bow, her eyescreen displayed his face rank: 4,612. A reputation shiver went
through her, the redization that she was taking to someone important, connected, meaningful.

He was waiting for Ayato give her own name. And once she did that, hed know her face rank,
and then his wonderful gaze would turn somewhere more interesting. Even if in some logic-missing,
mind-rain way he liked her ugly face, being an extra was Imply pathetic.

Besdes, her nose was way too big.

Shetwisted a crash bracelet to cdl her hoverboard. "My name's Aya. But | kind of ... have to
Qo now.”

He bowed. "Of course. People to see, reputations to bomb."

Aya laughed, looking down at the robe. "Oh, this. I'm not redlly...I'm sort of incognito.”

"Incognito?’ His amile was eye-kicking. "Y ou're very myserious”

Her board dipped up next to the dairs. Aya stared down & it, hestating. Moggie was aready
hdf a kilometer away, traling Eden Maru through the darkness a high speed, but part of her was
screaming to stay.

Because Fizz was Hill gazing at her.

"I'm not trying to be mygterious” she said. "It's just working out that way."

He laughed. "I want to know your last name, Aya But | think you're purposdly not teling me™

"Sorry," she squeaked, and stepped onto the board. "But | have to go after someone. She's sort
of... getting away."

He bowed, his amile broadening. "Enjoy the chase.”

She leaned forward and shot into the darkness, hislaughter in her ears.

UNDERGROUND

Eden Maru knew how to fly.

Full-body lifter rigs were standard gear for hoverbal players, but most people never dared to
wear them. Each piece had its own lifter: the shin and ebow pads, even the boots in some rigs. One
wrong twitch of your fingers could send dl those magnets in different directions, which was an excdlent
way to didocate a shoulder, or send you spinning headfirst into a wall. Unlike fdling off a hoverboard,
crash bracelets wouldn't save you from your own clumsiness.

But none of this seemed to worry Eden Maru. In Ayas eyescreen, she was zigzagging through
the new congruction ste, usng the haf-finished buildings and open storm drains as her private obstacle
course.

Even Moggie, who was duffed with lifters and only twenty centimeters across, was finding it



tricky keeping up.

Ayatried to focus on her own hoverboarding, but she was dill haf-hypnotized by Frizz Mizuno,
dazzled by his atention. Since the mind-rain had broken down the boundaries between ages, Aya had
talked to plenty of pretties. It wasnt like the old days, when your friends never talked to you after they
got the operation. But no pretty had ever looked at her that way.

Or was she kidding hersdf? Maybe FrizZ's intense gaze made everyone fed this way. His eyes
were 0 huge, judt like the old Rusty drawings that manga-heads based themsdves on.

She was dying to ask the dity interface about him. She'd never seen him on the feeds, but with a
face rank below five thousand, Frizz had to be known for something besi des eye-kicking beauty.

But for now Aya had a story to chase, areputation to build. If Frizz was ever going to look at her
that way again, she couldn't be so face-missng.

Her eyescreen began to flicker. Moggie's sgnd was fading, fdling out of range of the dty
network as it followed Eden underground.

The dgnd shimmered with static, then went dark...

Aya banked to a hdt, a shudder passng through her. Losng Moggie was dways unnerving, like
looking down on a sunny day to find her shadow gone.

She dared at the last image the hovercam had sent: the ingde of a sorm dram, grainy and
distorted by infrared. Eden Maru was curled up tight, a human cannonbal zooming through the confines
of the tunnd, headed so deep that Moggi€'s transmitter couldn't reach the surface anymore.

The only way to find Eden again was to follow her down.

Ayaleaned forward, urging her hoverboard back into motion. The new construction Ste rose up
around her, dozens of iron skeletons and gaping holes.

After the mind-ram, nobody wanted to live in fashion-missing Prettytime buildings Nobody
famous, anyway. So the ity was expanding wildly, plundering nearby Rusty ruins for metd. There were
even rumors that the dity planned to tear open the ground to look for fresh iron, like the earth-damaging
Rudties had three centuries ago.

The unfinished towers flashed past, their sted frames mking her board shudder. Hoverboards
needed metd below them to fly, but too many magnetic fidds made them shivery. Aya eased back her
speed, checking for Moggie again.

Nothing. The hovercam was ill underground.

A huge excavation came into sght, the foundation of some future skyscraper. Along its raw dirt
floor, puddles of afternoon rain reflected the sarlit sky, like jagged divers of mirror.

In a corner of the excavation she spotted atunnd mouth, an entry to the network of sorm drams
beneeth the city.

A month ago, Aya had kicked a story about a new grafiti clique, uglies who left artwork for
future generations. They painted the inddes of unfinished tunnels and conduits, Ieting ther work be
sedled up like time capsules. No one would see the paintings until long after the ity collapsed, when its
ruins were rediscovered by some future cvilization. It was dl very mind-rain, a ruminaion about how the
eternd Prettytime had been more fragile than it seemed.

The story hadn't bumped Aya's face rank—stories about uglies never did—but she and Moggie
had spent a week playing hide-and-seek through the condruction ste. She wasnt afrad of the
underground.

Leting her board drop, Aya ducked past idle lifter drones and hoverstruts, diving toward the
tunnd mouth. She bent her knees, pulled in her arms, and plunged into absolute blackness...

Her eyescreen flickered once—the hovercam had to be nearby.

The smdl of old ranwater and dirt was strong, trickling drainage the only sound. As the
worklights behind her faded to afaint orange glow, Aya dowed her board to a crawl, guiding hersdf with
one hand diding dong the tunnd wall.

Moggies sgnd flickered back on ... and held.

Eden Maru was standing upright, flexing her arms. She was someplace spacious and dead-black
ininfrared, extending as far as Moggie's cams could see.



What was down there?

More human forms shimmered in the grany darkness. They floated above the black plain, the
lozenge shapes of hoverboards glowing benesth ther feet.

Ayaaniled. Shed found them, those crazy girls who rode mag-ev trains.

"Movein and ligen," she whispered.

As Moggie drifted closer, Aya remembered a place the graffiti uglies had bragged about
finding—a huge reservoir where the dty stored runoff from the rainy season, an underground lake in
absolute darkness.

Through Moggi€'s microphones, afew echoing words reached her.

"Thanks for getting here so fag."

"I dways said your big face would get you into trouble, Eden.”

"W, this shouldn't take long. She's just behind me™

Ayafroze. Who was just behind Eden? She glanced over her shoulder...

Nothing but the glimmer of water trickling down the tunnd.

Then her eyescreen faded again. Aya swore, flexing her ring finger: off/on...but her vison stayed
black.

"Moggie?' she hissed.

No flicker in the eyescreen, no response. She tried to access the hovercam's diagnogtics, its
audio feed, the remote flying controls. Nothing worked.

But Moggie was s0 close—at most twenty meters away. Why couldn't she connect?

Aya urged her board forward dowly, ligening hard, trying to peer through the darkness. The wal
dipped away from her hand, the echoes of a huge space opening around her. Trickles of rainwater
chorused from a dozen drains, and the damp presence of the reservoir sent chills across her skin.

She needed to see...

Then Aya remembered the control pand of her hoverboard. In this absolute darkness, even a
few pinpricks of light would make a difference.

She knelt and booted the controls. Their soft blue glow reveded sweeping wals of ancient brick,
patched in places with modern ceramics and smart matter. A broad stone celing arched overhead, like
the vault of some underground cathedral.

But no Moggie.

Aya drifted dowly through the darkness, letting the subtle air currents carry her board, listening
hard. A smooth lake of black water spread out a few meters below her board.

Then she heard something nearby, the dightest catch of breath, and turned...

In the dim blue glow, an ugly face stared back at her. The girl stood on a hoverboard, holding
Moggiein her ams. She gave Ayaa cold amile

"We thought you might come after this™

"Hey!" Ayasad. "What did you do to my—"

A foot kicked out from the darkness and sent Ayas hoverboard rocking.

"Watch it!" Aya shouted.

Strong hands pushed her, and she took two unsteady steps backward. The hoverboard shifted,
trying to stay under her feet. Aya stuck her arms out, wobbling like alittlie on ice skates.

"Knock it off! What are you—"

From dl directions, more hands shoved and prodded he—Aya spun wildy, blind and
defensdess. Then her board was kicked away, and she was tumbling through the air.

The water struck her face with a cold, hard dap.

AUDITION

Blackness boiled around her, its watery roar like thunder stuffed into her ears. The shock of



impact stripped away any sense of up and down, leaving only the tumbling, freezing cold. Her arms and
legsflaled, the water filling her nodrils and mouth, squeezing her chest...

Then Ayas head broke the surface. She gasped and sputtered, hands dawing a the water,
searching for something solid in the dark.

"Hey! What's your problem?”

Her cry boomed through the vast space, echoing in the blind emptiness. But no answer came,

She paddied water for a moment, catching her breath, trying to listen.

"Hdlo...?"

A hand grabbed her wrigt, and Aya found hersdf pulled into the ar. She hung there, feet
dangling, her shivers sending water cascading from her soaking robe.

"What...what's going on?'

A voice answered. "We don't like kickers."

Aya had figured as much: They wanted to kick ther own story about how they rode the trains,
and keep dl the fame for themsdlves.

Maybe it was time for some truth-danting. "But I'm not a kicker!"

Someone snorted, then a closer voice said, "You followed me here from that party—or your
hovercam did, anyway. Y ou were looking for a sory."

"Not a gory, | was looking for you." Aya shivered again, fighting to keep her teeth from
chattering. She had to convince them not to drop her into the black lake again. "'l saw you guys the other
night."

"Saw us where?' the closer voice said, and the grip on her wrist adjusted. That one had to be
Eden; nobody could hold her up like this without help from a hoverbal rig.

"On top of a mag-lev train. You were riding it. | tried to find out who you were, but there was
nathing on the feeds.”

"That's the way we likeit," the firs voice said.

"Okay, | getit!" Ayasaid. "Um, are you just going dangle me here like this?'

"Would you prefer | drop you?' Eden asked.

"Not redly. It's just thet thisiskind of ... wrig-hurting.”

"Cdl your board, then."

"Oh...right." In her panic, Aya had forgotten dl about her hoverboard. She reached up with her
free hand and twisted her other crash bracelet. A few seconds later the hoverboard nudged her feet, and
theiron grip released her.

She wobbled for amoment on the board, rubbing her wridt. "Thanks, | guess™”

"Areyou tdling us you're not a kicker?' It was the firg voice again, maybe the ugly woman shed
glimpsed. It echoed through the darkness low and growly, like she'd surged her throat to sound scary.

"Wdl, I've put afew things on my feed. Same as everyone.”

"PFictures of your cat?' someone said, then snickered.

"S0 do you dways go to parties disguised as a Bomber?' Eden asked. "With a hovercam in
tow?"

Ayawrapped her ams around hersdlf. The soaked robe was dinging to her skin, and her teeth
were going to start chattering any minute. "L ook, | wanted to join up with your clique. So | had to track
you down. Moggi€'s good for that."

"Moggie?' the mean voice asked.

"Uh...my hovercam.”

"Your hovercam has a name?"

Laughter echoed from every direction. Aya redized that there were more of them than shed
thought. Maybe a dozen hidden in the darkness.

"Hang on a second,” Eden's voice said. "How old are you?"

"Um.. fifteen?'

A flaghlight flicked on, blindingly bright in the total darkness.

"Ouch!" She squeezed her eyes shuit.



Whoever was holding the flaghlight added, "Thought that nose looked big. Even in infrared.”

As Ayas eyes adjusted to the flashlight, she began to make out faces. They looked like Plan
Janes, the dlique for girls who didn't want to be pretty or exotic, just norma— as if that concept dill
existed. Except for Eden Maru's padded and muscular form, the hovering figures around Aya dl looked
the same—generic bodies, desgned to disappear in a crowd. All of them were girls, as far as Aya could
tdl, just like the night she'd seen them hitching a ride on the mag-lev train.

"So you like to sneak around at night?' Eden said.

"I guess so. Beats gtting in my dorm room.”

"Easly bored?" The other girl drawled the words in her growling voice. "Then maybe you should

have a surf sometimes.”

"A surf?' Aya swallowed. "You meen | can ride with you?'

A few grumbles came from the darkness.

"But she's only fifteen,” the girl holding the flashlight said.

"Are you dill back in the Prettytime?' said the growly-voiced girl. "Who cares how old she is?
She crashed Prettyville and came down here dl done. Got more guts than most of you, probably.”

"What about the hovercam?' Eden said. "If she kicks a story, well have wardens dl over us”

"She could 4ill cdl the wardens if she wants to." The mean-voiced girl did closer on her board,
until her nose was only afew centimeters from Ayas. "So we ether leave her down here for good, or get
her on our sSde”

Aya swallowed, glancing down at the shimmering black lake.

"Um, do | get avote?'

"No one but me gets avote" the girl said, then amiled. "But how about this? You do get to make
achoice

"Oh?"

Thegirl hdd Moggie a arm'’s length, and Aya saw the lock-down damp againd its skin. It was
frozen, brain-dead until someone removed the clamp.

"You can dther take your hovercam and go away. Or | drop it right now, and you get to come
surfing with us”

Aya blinked, ligening to the cold water dill trickling from her robe. Ren damed hed made
Moggie waterproof, but could she find her way back to this exact spot?

"How important isit to you, getting out of that boring little dorm room?"

Ayaswdlowed. "Very."

"Then choosing should be easy, right?”

"It'sjud...that camn cost mealot of merits”

"It'satoy. Like face ranks and merits, it doesn't mean anything if you don't let it.”

Face rank didnt mean anything? This girfl was brain-missing. But she was right about one thing:
Nothing was more important than getting out of boring, pathetic Akira Hall.

Maybe Ren could help her find the way back here...

Ayaclosed her eyes. "Okay. | want to come with you. Drop it."

The splash echoed like a dap.

"Good choice. That toy isnt what you redly need.”

Aya opened her eyes. They sung with hidden tears.

"I'm Jai," the girl said, bowing low.

"AyaFuse" She returned the bow, her eyesfdling to the widening ripples beneath them. Moggie
was redly gone.

"Wl see you again soon,” Ja said.

"See me soon? But you said—"

"I think you've had enough fun for one night, for a fifteen-year-old.”

"But you promised!”

"And you said you weren't a kicker. | want to seeif you were truth-danting about that.”

Aya darted to protest, but the words faded in her mouth. There was no point in arguing



now—Moggle was aready gone.

"But | don't even know who you are.”

Ja gamiled. "Were the Sy Girls, and well be in touch. Come on, everyone—we've got a train to
catch!”

They spun their hoverboards into maotion, swirling around Aya, filling the underground chamber
with echoing whoops and hollers. The flaghlights flickered out, and she heard them shooting away one by
one, their cries swalowed by the sorm drain mouths.

Ayafound hersdf donein the dark, swalowing back tears.

Sheld given up Moggle for nothing. Once the Sy Girls checked her feed, they'd know dl about
her stories. And if they redlized that her brother was one of the most famous kickers in the city, they'd
never trugt her again.

"Supid Hiro," she murmured. If it wasn't for Mr. Big Face, being an extra wouldn't be so hard.
She wouldn't have so much to prove.

And she wouldn't have traded Moggle...for nothing.

Aya squeezed her fids tight, letting her board descend urtil she heard the light dap of its lifters
agang the water. Knedling, she stretched out one hand in the darkness, lowering her pdm and resting it
gently on the surface. She could 4ill fed the ripples spreading from where Moggle had splashed.

"I'm sorry,” Ayawhispered. "But I'll be back soon.”

BIG BROTHER

Vast mansons zoomed past Aya, huge and brightly lit with torches. In the early morning light,
bonfires burned everywhere: massive carbon alowances on digplay. Overhead drifted snvimming pools,
hovering bubbles of water shaped by invisble lines of force. As she flew beneath them, Aya glimpsed the
outlines of people lounging on floaters, gazing a the dawn.

Hires manson rose three hundred metersinto the air, a pindly tower of gleaming glass and stedl.
To keep the gorgeous views from getting stale, the entire building rotated at the speed of an hour hand.
Its mass held up by hoverdruts, only a Sngle elevator shaft touched the ground, like an enormous and
gladd bdlerina pinning on one toe.

In this neighborhood, dl the buildings moved. They hovered and transformed and did other
flabbergasting things, and everyone who lived here was legendarily bored by it dl.

Hire lived in the famous part of town.

As Ayas hoverboard approached the mandon steps, she remembered what her brother had
been like in those months during the Prettytime: beautiful, contented, respectful. Sure, held gone to dl the
bashes, but he'd come home for every holiday, dways bringing Aya and the crumblies presents.

The mind-rain had changed al that—except for his pretty face.

For the firg year after being cured, Hiro had jumped from dlique to dique Extreme Surge, the
aty hoverbal team, even atour in the wild as a Ranger trainee. He hadn't stuck with anything, shifting
amlessy, unable to make sense of freedom.

Of course, in that logiccmissing firg year alot of people were confused. Some actudly decided
to reverse the mind-ran—not just old crumblies, but new pretties, too. Even Hiro had talked about
turning back into a bubblehead.

Then two years ago came the news that the economy was in trouble. Back in the Prettytime,
bubbleheads could ask for anything they wanted: Ther toys and party clothes popped out of the hole in
the wdl, no questions asked. But credtive, freeeminded human bengs were more ravenous than
bubbleheads, it turned out. Too many resources were going to random hobbies, new buildings and
magor projects like the mag-lev trains. And nobody was volunteering for the hard jobs anymore.

Some people wanted to go back to Rusty "money," complete with rents and taxes and garving if
you couldn't pay for food. But the City Councl didn't go tha crazy; they voted for the reputation



economy ingtead. From now on, merits and face ranks would decide who got the best mansions, the
maogt carbon emissons, the biggest wal alowances. Merits were for doctors, teachers, wardens, dl they
way down to littlies doing schoolwork and ther chores—everyone who kept the cty going, as
determined by the Good Citizen Committee. Face ranks were for the rest of culture, from artigts to
sports stars to scientists. You could use dl the resources you wanted, as long as you captured the city's
collective imagination.

And to keep the face ranks fair, every citizen over the age of littlie was given ther own feed—a
million scattered threads of story to help make sense of the mind-rain.

The word "kicker" hadn't even been invented yet, but somehow Hiro had understood it dl
indinctively: how to make a dique huge overnight, how to convince everyone to requistion some new
gadget, and most of dl how to make himsdf legendary in the process.

As Ayalanded outside the manson's elevator door, she Sghed quietly. Hiro had been so smart
gance they'd fixed hisbrain...

If only dl that fame hadn't turned him into such a self-centered snob.

"Wha do you want, Aya-chan?'

"I need to talk to you."

"Way too early.”

Aya groaned. Without Moggle to float her back up to her window, sheld had to wait till dawn to
get back into her dorm. And Hiro thought he was tired?

He couldn't have had a worse night than shed had. She kept imagining Moggle & the bottom of
the underground lake, lying cold and lifdess.

"Please, Hiro? | just spent a bunch of merits to switch my morning classes, so | could come see
you."

A grumbling noise. "Come back in an hour."

Aya glared a the eevator door. She couldn't even go up and pound on his window; the
mangonsin the famous part of town didn't let you fly close to them.

"Wl, can you at least tdl me where Ren is? His locator's off."

"Ren?" A chuckle came from the door. "He's on my couch.”

Aya breathed a Sgh of rdief. Hiro was a million times easier to ded with when his best friend
was around. "Can | tak to him, then...please?

The door went Slent for so long that Aya wondered if Hiro had gone back to deep. But findly
Ren's voice came on.

"Hey, Aya-chan. Come onin!"

The door opened, and Aya stepped indde.

Hiro's rooms were garlanded with amillion cranes.

It was an old custom from pre-Rusty days, one of the few that had survived the Prettytime: When
agil turned thirteen, she made a gring of a thousand origami birds with her own two hands. It took
weeks of folding little squares of paper into wings and beaks and tails, then gringing them together with
an old-fashioned needle and thread.

After the mind-rain, a few girls had started a new trend: sending therr finished grings to
reputation-crushes, new-pretty boys with big face ranks. Boys like Hiro, in other words.

Jugt seeing them made Ayas fingers ache from the memory of her own thousand cranes. The
chains of paper birds were draped everywhere in the apartment, except for Hiro's sacred feed-watching
chair.

He was dumped there, wearing a hoverbal sweatshirt and rubbing his eyes. Green tea was
swirling from the spigots of the hole in the wall, filling the air with the scents of cut grass and caffeine.

"Could you get those?" he asked.

"Good morning to you, too." She gave him a sarcastic bow and went to fetch the tea. Two cups,
of course—for him and Ren, not her. Aya couldn't stand green tea, but ill.



"Morning, Aya-chan," Ren caled groggily from the couch. He sat up, a flock of squashed cranes
unpeding from his back. Empty bottles were strewn everywhere, and a cleaning drone was vacuuming up
the remains of food and spilled bubbly.

She handed Ren his tea. "Were you guys ceebrating something, or just reiving bubblehead
days?"

"You don't know?' Ren laughed. "Well, you better congratulate Hiro-sensal.”

"Hiro-sensa? What?'

"That'sright." Ren nodded. "Y our brother findly cracked the top thousand.”

"The top thousand?' Aya blinked. "Are you kidding?"

"BEight hundred and ninety-gx, a the moment,” Hiro said, daring at the walscreen. Aya saw the
number on it now: 896 in meter-high numeras. "Of course, my own sSster ignores me. Where's my tea?'

"But | didnt ..." Ayas exhaudtion turned dizzy-making for a moment. This morning was the first
in ages that she hadn't checked Hiro's face rank. And hed hit the top thousand! If he could stay there,
he'd be invited to Nana Love's Thousand Faces Party next month.

Hiro, like most boys, had a mgor crush on Nana Love.

"I'm sorry...last night was redlly busy. But that's fantastic!”

Helazly stretched out a finger, pointing at the teacup in her hand.

She brought it to him, offering ared bow. "Congratulations, Hiro."

""Hiro-sensa," he reminded her.

Ayajus rolled her eyes. "You don't have to cdl your own brother 'sensal,” Hiro, no matter how
big aface heis. So what was the story?'

"You wouldn't be interested. Apparently.”

"Come on, Hiro! | watch dl your stories...except for lagt night.”

"It was about this bunch of crumblies” Ren lay back across the couch. "Theyre like
surge-monkeys, except they don't care about beauty or weird body mods. Jugt life extenson: liver refits
every 9x months, new cloned hearts once ayear."

"Lifeextenson?' Aya said. "But stories about crumblies never go big.”

"This one has a conspiracy angle” Ren said. "These crumblies have a theory that the doctors
secretly know how to keep people living forever. They say the only reason anyone dies of old age isto
keep the population steady. It's judt like the bubblehead operation back in the Prettytime: The doctors
are hiding the truth!"

"That's brainkicking,” Aya murmured, a shiver traveling down her spine. It was s0 easy to
believein conspiracies, after the government had made everyone brain-missing for centuries.

And living forever? Even littlies would pay attention to thet.

"You forgot the best part, Ren,” Hiro said. "These crumblies are planning to sue the city ... for
immortality. Like it's ahuman right or something. People want an investigation! Check it out.”

Hiro waved his hand. On the wallscreen his face rank disappeared, replaced by a web of
meme-lines, a huge diagram showing how the story had kicked through the aty interface dl night. Vast
soirds of debate, disagreement, and outright damming had splintered from Hires feed, over a
quarter-million people joining the conversation.

Was immortdity a bogus idea? Could your brain stay bubbly forever? And if nobody died,
where on earth would you put everyone? Would the expangon wind up egting the whole planet?

That lagt question made Aya dizzy again. She remembered that day a school when they'd
showed satdlite pictures from the Rusty era, back before population control. The sprawling cities had
been huge enough to see from space: hillions of extras crowding the planet, mogt of them living in totdl
obscurity.

"Look e that!" Hiro cried. "Everyon€'s dready going off the story My rank just dropped to nine
hundred. People can be so shdlow!”

"Maybe immortdity's getting old,” Ren said, grinning & Aya.

"Ha, ha" Hiro said. "I wonder who's seding my eyebdls”

He flicked his hand again, and the wallscreen broke into a dozen panels. The familiar faces of the



city's top twelve tech-kickers appeared. Aya noticed that Hiro had jumped to number four.

He was leening forward in his chair, devouring the feeds to find out where his ratings had gone.

Ayadghed. Typicd Hiro—hed dready forgotten that she'd come up here to talk to him. But she
stayed quiet, curling next to Ren on the couch, trying not to crumple too many sad little paper birds. It
probably wouldn't hurt, letting Hiro get his feed fix before admitting she'd left her hovercam at the bottom
of alake.

And Ayadidn't mind alittle feed-time. The familiar voices soothed her nerves, washing over her
like a conversation with old friends.

Peopl€e's faces were so different snce the mind-rain, the new fads and cliques and inventions so
unpredictable. It made the dty sense-missng sometimes. Famous people were the cure for tha
randomness, like pre-Rusties gathering around their campfires every night, lisening to the elders. Humans
needed big faces around for comfort and familiarity, even an ego-kicker like Nana Love jus taking
about what she'd had for breakfast.

In the upper right corner, Gamma Matsui was kicking a new tech rdigion. Some higory dique
hed applied averaging software to the world's great spiritud books, then programmed it to spit out
godlike decrees.

For some reason, the software had told them not to eat pigs.

"Who would do that in the firg place?' Aya asked.

"Arent pigs extinct?' Ren giggled. "They serioudy need to update that code.”

"Gods are o lagt year," Hiro said, and Aya amiled.

Resurrecting old rdigions had been kick right after the mind-rain, when everyone was dill trying
to figure out what dl the new freedoms meant. But these days so many other things had been
rediscovered—family reunions and crime and manga and the cherry blossom fedtivd. Except for a few
Y oungblood cults, most people were too busy for divine superheroes.

"What's the Nameless One up to?" Hiro said, switching the sound to another feed.

The Nameess One was what the two of them cdled Toshi Banana—the most bran-missng big
face in the city. He was more of adammer than a red tech-kicker, dways attacking some new dique or
fashion, dirring up hatred for anything unfamiliar. He thought the mind-rain had been a disagter, just
because everyone's new hobbies and obsessions could be unsattling and downright weird.

Ren and Hiro never said his name, and changed his nickname every few weeks, before the aty
interface could figure out who they meant—even mocking people helped ther face stats. In the reputation
economy, the only real way to hurt anyone was to ignore them completely. And it was pretty hard to
ignore someone who made your blood boil. The Nameless One was hated or loved by dmost everybody
inthe city, which kept his face rank floating around a hundred.

This morning he was damming the new trend of pet owners and ther ghedly breeding
experiments. The feed showed a dog, dyed pink and sprouting heart-shaped tufts of fur. Aya thought it
was kind of cute.

"It's jus a poodle, you truth-danting bubblehead!” Ren shouted, tossing a cushion a the
wallscreen.

Ayagiggled. Giving dogs funny hairdos wasn't exactly Rusty, like making fur coats or esting pigs.

"He's awaste of gravity,” Ren said. "Blank him!"

"Replace with next highes,” Hiro told the room, and the Nameess One€s angry face
disappeared.

Ayas eyes drifted across the screens. Nothing looked remotely as kick as surfing a mag-lev
train. The Sy Girls had to be more famous-making than poodles, pig eating, and rumors of immortality.
Ayajus had to make sure that she was the firg kicker to put them on her feed.

Then she saw who had supplanted the Nameless One in the top left of the wallscreen, and her
eyes widened.

"Hey," she murmured. "Who's that guy?"

But she dready knew the gorgeous, manga-eyed boy's name. ..

It was Fizz Mizuno.



FRIZZ

"That bubblehead's the thirteenth-mogt-popular tech-kicker now?' Hiro groaned. "That was
fedt."

"Tum hissound on," Aya sad.

"No way!" Hiro said. "He's so gag-making.”

He waved his hand, and Frizz's face was replaced by yet another feed.

"Hiro!"

Ren leaned closer to her on the couch. "He's the founder of this new dique—Radicad Honesty.
Hiro's just mad because Fizz decided to kick the dique himsdf, instead of Ietting one of us help out.”

She frowned. "Radicd what?'

"Honedy." Ren pointed at histemple, his eyescreens— like atrue tech-head, he had one in each
eye—spinning. "Frizz designed this new brain surge. Like back in the Prettytime, except instead of
meking you a bubblehead, they change your mind so you cant lie”

"Yeah, it's supposed to be the brave new haorizon of human interaction,” Hiro muttered from his
chair. "But they just babble about their fedings dl day.”

"Friend of minetried it for aweek," Ren said. "He said it's very boredom-killing. Turns out if you
never lie, there's always someone mad at you."

Hiro and Ren laughed, and the two of them went back to andyzing the other feeds, weatching the
kickers ranks rise and fdl. The software rdigion was a flop—Gammarsensa had logt face dl morning.
But the poodle was working, as funny-looking animas usudly did, sending the Nameless One dl the way
up to sixty-three, one notch above the mayor.

Ayakept slent, garing at the corner of the screen Frizz had briefly occupied. She was trying to
remember every word held said to he—that he'd liked her randomly generated nose, thought she was
mysterious, and wanted to know her full name.

And he hadn't been lying about any of it.

Of course, when he found out that she didnt have such great taste in randomly generated
noses—that she'd just been born with it, because she was an ugly and a party-crashing extra—what
would he say then? He wouldn't even be polite about it. The honesty surge would make him show his
disgppointment about their difference in amhbition...

Unless she wasn't an extra by then.

"Hey, Ren," she asked quietly. "Have you ever snuck footage of anyone?'

"You mean like fashion-dammers? No way. That's totaly unkick."

"No, | don't mean shots of famous people. More like going undercover for a gory."

"I'm not sure” Ren said, looking uncomfortable. He was a tech-kicker; his feed was filled with
more hardware designs and interface mods than people stories. "The City Council keeps changing their
minds about it. They don't want to get al Rusty, with people owning information and stuff. But nobody
likesdl those feeds that just show people cheeting on their partners. Or fashion-dammers making fun of
clothes and surge™”

"Y egh, everyone hates those feeds. Except the zllions of people who watch them.”

"Hmm. Y ou should probably ask Hiro. He keeps up with that Suff."

Ayaglanced at her brother, who was deep in a feed-trance, absorbing dl twelve screens at once,
no doubt plotting his big follow-up to immortdity. Not the right moment to mention her new sory,
epecidly since that would mean bringing up a certain missing hovercam.

"Maybe not right now," she said. "So what are you working on?"

"Nothing huge" he said. "This middle-pretty science dique asked me for a kick. They've got
some merits but no face. They're trying to recreate dl those species the Rusties erased, you know? From
old scraps of DNA and junk genes.”



"Redly?' Ayasad. "Tha sounds totdly kickable!”

"Yeah, till it turned out they're starting with worms and dugs and insects. | was like, 'Worms? Let
me know when you get to tigerd™ He laughed. "'l saw your underground graffiti story, by the way. Good
work."

"Redly?' Ayafdt hersdf blush. "You thought those guys were intereting?'

"They will be," Hiro murmured from his chair, "in about a thousand years, when their work gets
unburied."

Ren amiled, whispering, " See? Hiro watches your feed t0o."

"Not that she returns the favor,” Hiro said, his eyes never leaving the wallscreen.

"So what are you kicking next, Aya-chan?' Ren asked.

"W, it's kind of a secret right now."

"A secret?' Hiro said. "Ooh, mygterious.”

Aya dghed. Sheld come here to ask for Hiro's help, but he obvioudy wasn't in a hep-giving
mood. He was going to be insufferable now that held reached the top thousand.

Maybe it was pointless anyway. She wasn't even sure thet the Sy Girls would keep their promise
and contact her, or how to find them again if they didnt.

"Dont worry, Ayachan,” Ren said. "We won't tel anybody."

"Wdll...okay. Have you guys ever heard of the Sy Girls?'

Ren glanced a Hiro, who turned dowly in his chair to face her. A drange expresson had
appeared on both ther faces.

"I've heard of them," Hiro said. "But they're not red."

Ayalaughed. "Not red? Like, they're robots or something?"

"More like arumor," he said. "The Sy Girls don't exig."

"What do you know about them?' she asked.

"Nothing. There's nothing to know about them, because they aren't red!”

"Come on, Hiro," she said. "Unicorns aren't red, and | know suff about them. Like...they have
horns on their foreheads. And they can fly!"

Hiro groaned. "No, that's Pegasus that flies. Unicorns just have a horn, which makes them a lot
more red than the Sy Girls, who | can't tdl you anything about. It's just a random phrase kickers use.
Like last year when someone was jumping off bridges wearing homemade parachutes, and no one ever
figured out who. Everyone just said, The Sy Girls did it." Because dy in English means clever or snesky."”

Ayarolled her eyes. "My English is a lot better than yours, Hiro-sensal. But whet if they redly
exig?'

"Then they wouldn't be secret, would they? | mean, some diques start off underground, and a lot
of people pull tricks on the dy, but nobody stays anonymous forever." He swept his gaze around the
gpartment—the huge wallscreen, the garlands of paper cranes, the floor-to-celling window with its dowly
ghifting view. "Thanks to the reputation economy, they'd rather be famous. Did you know that every red
aimind since the mind-ram has wound up confessng?"

Aya nodded. Everyone knew that, and how they'd dl hit the top one thousand for at least a few
days. "But what if—?"

"It's not red, Aya. Whatever it is”

"Soif | bring you some shots of the Sy Girls?' she said. "What are you going to say then?'

Hiro turned back toward the wallscreen. "The same thing 1'd say if you stuck a plastic horn on a
horse and started kicking unicorns: Quit wasting my time"

Aya clenched her figs, her eyes ginging. The doubts she'd had about snesking footage of the
Girls were gone now. She was going to make Hiro eat his words.

She turned to Ren. "What's a good cam to requisition? One that's amdl enough to hide” She
fingered a button on her dorm uniform. "Thisbig."

"That's easy,” Ren said, then frowned. "Wher€'s your hovercam, anyway? You never used to go
anywhere without Moggle”

"Oh...wel, that's sort of why | was looking for you, Ren.”



He grinned. "What, did you break another lens? Y ou've got to stop jumping out your window”

"Um, it's kind of worse than that,” Aya said softly, but she could see that Hiro was ligening. Why
was she dways invigble to him, until she made a mistake? "You see, | kind of ... lost Moggle”

Ren's eyes widened. "But how...?"

"You logt it?" Hiro turned to them, a glare set on his pretty face. "How do you lose a hovercam?
They just fly home when you leave them behind!™

"It'snot like | left it somewhere" she said. "I mean, | would never—"

"Do you know how long Ren spent on those mods?"

"Look, Hiro, | know where Moggleis, sort of," Aya said, alump rigng in her throat. "I just need
alittle hep finding it and. . .getting it back to the surface.”

"The surface of what?' Hiro cried.

"Therésthis sort of underground lake, and ..." Her throat closed up around the words, and Aya
shut her eyes. If Hiro kept ydling at her, sheld burst into tears.

Shefdt Ren's hand on her shoulder. "It's okay, Aya-chan.”

"I'm sorry,” she managed.

"W, it sounds like a pretty famous-making story.” He exhded dowly. "I think I've got some
time tomorrow. Maybe | can help you dredge up Moggle from this...underground lake?"

She nodded, eyes dill closed. "Thanks, Ren-chan.”

"Shell just lose it again,” Hiro said.

"No | won't!" she shouted. "And I'm going to prove that you're wrong about the Sy Girls, too!™

But Hiro didn't answer...he just shook his head.

Ayamade her way home, dill trying not to cry.

She was exhausted, Ren hated her, and her stupid brother was getting more famous and horrible
every second. If Ren couldn't find Moggle, there was no way she could scrape together enough merits
for a new hovercam.

All Aya wanted to do was deep until tomorrow morning, when Ren had promised to meet her at
the new condruction dte. But this afternoon was dready duffed with classes—the ones shed
rescheduled from this morning on top of the dreaded Advanced English. She couldn't skip: Schoolwork
was the quickest way to build up merits when you were an ugly—al the good jobs went to pretties and
crumblies.

When she reached Akira Hall, she went down to the basement and found an empty wallscreen.

"AyaFuse" shetold it.

It popped to life, liding her pings and assgnments, and displaying her miserable face rank of
451,441.

She was dying to look up Fizz Mizuno and Radica Honesty, but not until schoolwork was out
of the way. As she scanned the lig for any new assgnments, her eyes froze on one...

It was anonymous and spitting animations, like the fluttering hearts that littlies decorated ther
pings with. But these weren't hearts, or exclamation points, or smilies

They were eyes—dull, unsurged, Plain Jane eyes—and they kept winking a her.

Aya opened the ping...

Saw your story about the graffiti. Not bad, for a kicker. Meet us a midnight, where the mag-lev
line leaves Uglyville

But don't bring a cam, or we won' let you play

—your new friends



Y GIRLS

"Can't | use my own hoverboard?"

Ja snorted. "That toy? Too dow. The train will be doing a hundred and fifty by the time you jump
on."

"Oh." Aya stared down at the long, shimmering curve of the mag-lev line. It cut through the low
indudtrid buildings, an arc of white through dull orange worklights. The Sy Girls had brought her to the
city’s edge, where the greenbet faded into factories and new expansions. "l just assumed you guys got on
the train while it was ganding 4ill."

"The wardens would be expecting that, wouldn't they?' Ja swung her feet casudly, as if there
weren't a hundred-meter drop below them. "They have monitors dl over the train yards.”

"But isn't a hundred and fifty kind of fag?' Most boards were safety-capped a Sxty kilometers
an hour.

"That's nothing for a mag-lev,” Eden Maru said. "We're catching it when it dows down on the
bend." She pointed toward the wild. "The trains do three hundred once they hit the Sraightaway outsde
town."

"Three hundred klicks? And wéll dill be riding it?"

"Let's hope 0." Jai amiled. "Conddering the dternative.”

Aya glanced down a the magnetic bracelets strapped to her wrids. They were like the crash
bracelets everyone wore for hoverboard fdls, just much bigger. But were they redly powerful enough to
fight a three-hundred-kilometer headwind?

She wrapped her arms around hersdlf, trying not to look down at the nervous-making drop. The
three of them were balanced atop a tdl transmisson tower, high enough to see darkness on the horizon,
the place where the ity stopped.

Aya had never glimpsed the wild before tonight, except on nature feeds. Somehow the thought of
venturing out into that lightless, barren expanse was even scarier than jumping on a speeding train.

Moggl€es absence made her doubly uneasy. It was eerie knowing that none of this was being
recorded. Like a dream, whatever happened would dl be gone tomorrow morning. Aya fdt cut off from
the world, unred.

"The next tram passes in three minutes" Ja said. "So what's the mogt important thing to
remember once we're surfing?”

A cold trickle squirmed down Ayas spine. "The decapitation sgnds”

"Which work how?'

"When anyone in front of me flashes a ydlow light, that means duck. Red means a tunnd's
coming, o liefla againg the train.”

"Jug don't get too excited." Ja giggled. "Or youll lose your head.”

Aya wondered if the Sy Girls had ever considered lying flat for the whole ride, which would
make decapitation much less of an issue. Or redized tha not surfing mag-levs at all would keep
head-losng safdy in the redm of the unimeaginable, where it belonged.

"Sounds like you've got it down," Ja said.

Eden snorted. "Yeah, she's practicdly an expert.”

"Reax, face-queen,” Ja said. "Not dl of us are hoverbdl stars.”

"Not dl of us arefifteen, ether. Or kickers"

"She doesn't even have a cam anymore.”

Aya ligened to them argue, wondering how high Ja's face rank was. Lots of people who
avoided the feeds were famous, of course. In fact, the most famous person in the city—in the whole
world—didn't have a feed of her own. But people talked about her every time they mentioned the
mind-rain.

"You don't have to worry about me" Aya said. "Jugt because I'm an ugly doesn't mean I'm
Supid.”



"Of course not," Jai said. "In fact, | find your ugliness enchanting.”

"I've been getting alot of that latdy,” Aya said, thinking of Frizz Mizuno.

"One minute to go!" Eden cdled, and jumped from the tower. Her hoverbdl rig caught her fal,
and she pirouetted in midair to face them. "Jugt be careful, Aya™

"Shewill be"" Ja pushed off, sepping onto her waiting board. "They're dways careful the firg
time!”

She laughed and soun away, the two of them sweeping down toward the tracks together.

Aya stepped gingaly onto the high-speed board they'd given her. It gave a little under her
weight, like a diving board, but she could fed the power surging benegth her feet.

The gpproaching train was visble now, just crawling out from the yards, loaded with trade bound
for other cities. She couldn't hear its rumble yet, but Aya knew that three hundred tons of speeding meta
would shake the earth like a suborbita launch as it passed.

She followed Ja and Eden across the factory belt, down to the hiding place where the others
waited—the rooftop of alow indudtrid building next to the tracks. A few driverless trucks rumbled dong
the streets below, tending the factories and building sites. No people anywhere.

As Aya swept in for alanding, loose grave crunched under her hoverboard. She did to a hiding
spot behind a ventilation tower spitting exhaust from the underground depths of the factory. A amdl like
aulfur and hot glue tinged the arr.

Crouching there, ligening to the train rumbling in the distance, Aya found hersdf thinking of Fizz
Mizuno again. He seemed to cross her mind every few minutes—how had one random conversation
been so brain-rattling?

The teachers dways warned about getting too involved with pretties. Since the mind-rain, they
weren't as innocent as they looked. They could mess with your head so easily, just by gazing a you with
those huge, gorgeous eyes.

Of course, Frizz wasn't like that. She'd checked the city interface after classes, and Ren had been
right about Radical Honesty: They couldn't lie, or even imply a falsehood. The whole truth-danting part
of ther bran had been switched off, just like bubbleheads were missng willpower, crestivity, and
despair.

But the fact that Frizz had been truthful just made him more nerve-jangling. As did the fact that
his face rank was going up every hour. Hed only been pretty a few months, and he was headed for the
top thousand.

"Nervous?' a voice came from the darkness.

It was one of the other Sy Girls, crouching beside the next ar vent. She looked younger than Ja
and Eden—with the same Flain Jane surge and hole-in-the-wdll rgects they dl wore.

"No, I'm okay."

"But surfing's more fun if you're scared.”

Ayalaughed. With her mousy brown hair, the gifl looked amogt like an ugly. Her eyes were so
lusterless and dull that Aya wondered if sheld surged them that way.

"This should be plenty of fun, then."

"Good." Thegirl grinned. "It's supposed to be!"

She certainly looked like she was having fun. As the rumble of the train built, her smile gleamed
like a pretty's in the darkness. Aya wondered what made her so thrilled to be risking her life like this.
How many people even knew that she was a Sy Girl?

"Hey aren't you inmy dorm?' Aya asked. "What's your name?'

Thegirl laughed. ™Y ou going to check my face rank later?"

"Oh." Ayalooked away. "Isit that obvious?'

"Famé's aways obvious—that's the point of it." She glanced back toward where Ja was hiding.
"I know you kick stories once in awhile. Well have to break you of that habit.”

"Sorry | asked.”

"No problem. Ligen, if it makes you fed better, my fird name's Miki. And my face rank's about
nine hundred and ninety-saven thousand.”



"You'rekidding...right?"

"Pretty dy, huh?' Miki said with a grin.

Aya shook her head, trying to think through the building rumble of the train. It didn't make sense.
Anyone who pulled tricks like this should have cracked a hundred thousand, whether they'd been kicked
or not. The dity interface picked up any mention of your name, especidly gossip, tdl taes, and rumors.

And 997,000 was dmost a million! Thet was the land of extreme extras, like newborn littlies and
crumblies who'd never taken the mind-rain pills. Non-people, practicaly.

Miki just laughed a her dumbfounded expression. "Of course, Jai's even dyer. That's why she's
the boss."

"You meen dyer ... asin less famous?'

Miki winked. "Asin kissng amillion."

"Get ready!" Eden Maru called, barely audible above the growing roar of the train.

"Surf's up!" Miki yeled, kneding.

Aya grabbed her hoverboard's forward edge, trying to focus. This story was suddenly much
granger than just surfing a mag-lev. For some reason, the Sy Girls had turned the reputation economy
upside down.

They wanted to disappear. But why?

Her crash bracelets snapped againg the board, locking her down tight. The factory roof itsdf
was shuddering now, the gravel strewn across it dancing like hailstones hitting grass.

She could findly kick a gory like one of Hirés long, dizzy-meking interviews, a dozen
background layers tracing the Girls histories, wild footage of tram rides and underground meetings. If she
could just shoot it without them finding out...and with her hovercam at the bottom of alake.

Ayaglanced over her shoulder a Jai, feding a cold amile creep onto her face. Findly she knew
how to take the perfect revenge for Moggle's watery burid. She was going to kick this story big, and
make the Sy Girls famous beyond their wildest nightmares.

Sheld make sure everyone knew thelr names.

"Hey, you look alittle funny," Miki called above the roar. "Not findly getting scared, are you?'

Ayalaughed. "No. Just getting reedy!"”

The thunder built louder and louder, findly exploding as the train arrived, a solid blur of lights and
noise shooting past. A dozen whirlwinds of dust swirled to life across the rooftop.

Then the train leaned into the curve, and Aya heard a chorus of humming dowly build, like an
orchestra of wineglasses tuning up. Three hundred tons of levitating meta and smart maiter were bending
into a new shape, dowing down jud alittle bit.

"Now!" Eden screamed.

And they rose into the air.

SURFING

The board shot forward, dragging Aya dong by her wrids.

It wrenched and twigted like a bad spinout, when crash bracelets could dmogt jerk arider's ams
from their sockets. But spinouts never lasted thislong. Ayas hoverboard was dill accelerating, faster and
fagter dong the dow curve of the mag-lev line.

She squeezed asflat as she could againg the board, her feet dangling off the back end, her dorm
jacket sngpping like aflaginagde.

Squinting againgt the wind, Aya could hardly see anything. Only a few meters ahead, Miki was
nothing but a teary blur. Luckily, the board was programmed to fly itsdf until it matched the speed of the
tran.

Snesking out the night before to look for Eden and her friends, Aya had never expected to wind
up riding the train herself. Sheld imagined zooming dong a a safe distance, with Moggle closer in,



cgpturing images for her feed.
Yet here she was, taking the mogt brain-kicking ride of her life, and it wasn't even bang

recorded!

The ground flashed by below, but the train beside her seemed to be gradudly dowing down. The
hoverboard was redly catching up.

Soon sheld have to dimb aboard.

For a second, she thought about veering off, shooting away into the night. She could 4ill kick a
secret dique bent on wild tricks and avoiding fame.

Of course, sheld have nothing to prove her story but two crash bracelets, a high-speed board,
and a waterlogged hovercam. Except for Eden Mara, she didn't even know any ful names. No one
would believe her—especidly not Hiro.

To get the footage she needed, she had to make the Sy Girls think that Aya Fuse was one of
them. And to do that, she had to surf thistrain.

In the howling wind, she could fed the awesome physca forces dl around her, waiting for any
mistake. The mag-lev seemed to drift into place beside Aya as her board matched its speed.

The hoverboard's autopilot flashed once—it had done its job.

Now Ayawasin control.

Ja had warned her about this part. Any sudden shift of weight could send the board crashing
agand the tram, or spinning away into a passing building.

Aheed of her, Miki was swaying back and forth, teting her control.

Ayahdd her breath...and lifted the fingers of her right hand. The wind bent them back painfully,
and her board shuddered, vearing away from the train.

She dragged her fingers back into a figt, and the sabilizers kicked in, steadying the hoverboard.
Her whole hand throbbed.

Thiswasfad. ... If only Moggle were watching.

Ahead, Miki was only a meter from the train—another girl farther on was dready reaching out a
hand toward the roof. Aya had to get onboard before the mag-lev line straightened out.

"Here goes," she said through gritted teeth.

She crooked her left thumb, bardly lifting it from the hoverboard's front edge. The board
responded more evenly this time, angling toward the steady expanse of the mag-lev's roof. She drifted
closer in cautious stages, like handling a kite with minute tugs on its strings.

A few meters from the train, her board began to jump and shudder again. Ja had warned her
about this, too: the shock wave, an invishle boundary of turbulence stirred up by the train's passage.

Aya fought the tumult with twitches and gestures, every muscle draining. Her ears popped with
pressure changes, and her eyes streamed tears into the wind.

Suddenly she pulled free of the turbulence, sweeping across the remaning space to bump softly
agand the metd flank of the train. Aya fdt the mag-lev's vibrations buzzing in the board beneath her as
its megnets firmed up the connection.

The wind was muted how—she was indde a thin bubble of cam surrounding the train, like the
eye of ahurricane.

Aya demagnetized her Ieft crash bracelet, then dowly did her hand across the board's grippy
surface to the roof of the train.

It smacked down hard and secure.

But it was nervous-making, disconnecting her other crash bracelet. The hoverboard was
Ayasze, the mag-lev inhumanly huge and powerful. She was like a rat hitching a ride on a stampeding
dinosaur.

Shutting her eyes, she pulled her right hand free, then hauled hersdf up onto the roof and dapped
her wrigt down.

Shed done it! The tram rumbled below her like an unsettled volcano, and the half-muted wind
dill tore a her hair and clothes. But Aya was onboard.

The humming rose up around her—the train's smart-matter joints pulling it back sraight. Shed



madeit jugtintime.

The train's roof stretched out dead straight ahead of her, dotted with nine Sy Girls dong its
length. Glancing back, the wind whipping hendfuls of har into her mouth, she saw the other
three—everyone had made it.

Thewind built as the train accelerated, and most of them were aready surfing, sanding with ther
ams out to catch the wind. Just like flying, Eden had said.

Aya sghed—asif riding on top of a mag-lev wasn't risky enough without standing up!

But if the Girls were going to accept her, she'd have to be as crazy as they were. And it wasn't
redly surfing if you were lying down.

She unthreaded the straps on her right bracelet, pulled it off, and curled up to wrestle it over her
foot. It was dl very dumsy, but after a minuté's fumbling, she had the bracelet strapped tightly around her
ankle.

She magnetized it, and fet her shoe plant hard againgt the metd roof.

Gingaly she released her other wrid...the wind didn't whip her away.

Timefor the scary part.

Aya pushed hersdf up gradudly, feet planted wide apart and arms out, like a littlie ganding on a
hoverboard for the fird time. Up ahead, Miki's body was angled sideways into the wind, like a fencer
presenting the smdlest possible target. Ayaimitated her as she stood up.

The higher she got, the fiercer the wind grew. Invisble, chaotic whirlwinds buffeted her body,
twiding her har into knots.

But findly Aya was fully upright, every muscle sraining.

All around her, the world was awild blur.

The train had reached the outer edge of the new expansion, where the city grew every day.
Banks of work-lights shot past like bright orange comets, earthmovers the sze of mangons flitting by.
The wild lay just ahead, its dark mass the only steady shape in the maglstrom of lights and noise and
rushing wind.

Then the lagt glow of condruction streaked past, and the train plunged into a sea of darkness. As
the aity network fdl behind, Aya's skintenna logt its connection with the city interface. The world was
quickly emptied: no feeds, no face ranks, no fame.

Asif the screaming wind had stripped everything away.

But somehow Aya didn't missit dl—she was laughing. She fdt huge and unstoppable, like a littlie
on horseback galoping a breakneck speed.

The train's avesome power flowed across her hands. Angling her pams flat, she fdt the
ardream lift her up, pulling her againg the straps around her ankle, like a bird draning to fly. Every
gesture whipped her body into a new stance, asif the wind was an extenson of her will.

But just ahead, Miki's dark outline was crouching. Something was in her hand...

A ydlow light.

"Crap!" Aya angled her pams down and bent her knees.

As she crumpled to the train's roof, something huge and invisble diced the ar overhead, hissng
like the blade of a sword whipping past. Its shock wave rang through her body like a blow.

Then it was gone. Aya hadn't even seen what it was.

She swalowed, squinting into the wind. Ahead, a gring of yelow lights stretched away toward
the front of the train. They flicked off one by one, the danger past.

How had she missed them?

"Don't get too excited,” Ja had warned. "Or you'll lose your head."

Trembling, she rose dowly from her crouch, her momentary sense of giddy power vanished. The
darkness stretched out ahead as far as she could see.

Suddenly Aya Fuse fdt very smdl.



TUNNEL

There were four things Aya was redlizing about the wild.

It was formless. The forest rushing by on ether side blurred into one impenetrable mass, a railing
void of speed.

It was endless, or maybe time had broken. Whether sheld been surfing for minutes or hours, she
hed no idea

Third, the wild had a huge sky, which didn't make sense—it seemed like the sky would be the
same Sze everywhere. But the blackness overhead sprawled out—unmarked by the city's jagged skyline,
ungtained by reflected light— dtarlit and vast.

And ladly, it was cold. Though that was probably thanks to the three-hundred-klick wind in
Ayas face.

Next time, she was bringing two jackets.

Some time later, Aya saw Miki's outline drop into a crouch. She looked worriedly at the other
girls ahead, but no decapitation warning lights were showing.

Miki seemed to be playing with the bracdet around her ankle—then suddenly she was
untethered, diding backward across the train's roof on the seat of her pants, carried by the fierce
headwind.

"Miki!" Aya screamed, kneding and gticking out a hand.

As she did within Ayas reach, Miki dammed a crash bracelet down, pinning to a hdt. She was
laughing, the wind whipping her hair in afrenzy around her head.

"Hey, Ayachan!" she shouted. "How'sit going?'

Aya pulled her hand back. "You scared me!”

"Sorry." Miki shrugged. "The wind dways carries you straight down the train. Enjoying yoursdf?'

Ayatook a deep breath. "Sure. But it's kind of icidle-making.”

"No kidding." Miki pulled her standard-requigition shirt up, reveding Rangers dlks. "These
work, though.”

Aya rubbed her hands together, wishing Jai had warned her about the cold.

"I came back because werre dmost in the mountains” Miki shouted, risng to one knee. "Tha's
where the train dows down again.”

"And we jump off?"

"Yegh. But the tunnd comes firg."

"Oh, right." Aya shivered. "The red-light warning. | dmost missed thet fir ydlow.”

"Dont worry. It's hard for amountain to sneak up on you." Miki put her am around Aya. "And
it's not as windy in there.”

Aya shivered, huddling closer. "Can't wait."

The mountain range rose dowly from the horizon, black outlines againg the darlit sky.

As they grew nearer, Aya redlized how big the mountains were. The one draight ahead looked
wider across than the city's soccer stadium, and much tdler than the centra tower in town. It ate the sky
as they approached, like awal of blackness ralling toward them.

By now Aya was getting used to the unexpected Sze of everything out here. She wondered how
anyone had managed to cross the wild back in pre-Rusty days, before mag-levs or hoverboards or even
groundcars. The scale was enough to drive anyone crazy.

No wonder the Rudties had tried to paveit over.

"Here we go," Miki said, pointing.

At the front of the train, a red light was flickering. Another appeared behind it, a dring of seven



more igniting like a chain of sparklers.

Miki pulled a flashlight from her pocket and flicked it on. She twisted it to red, then waved it
toward the tall of the train.

Ayawas dready unlacing the bracelet from her ankle. She wanted both wrists magnetized by the
time they reached the tunndl.

"You okay?" Miki asked. "You look funny.”

"I'm fine" Aya shivered. Suddenly she fdt amdl again, the way she had dfter the train had firgt
plunged into the wild.

"It's okay if you're not sure yet," Miki said. "l don't just surf because it's fun, you know? It dso
changes me. And that part takes awhile to stlein.”

Aya shook her head. She hadn't meant to sound unenthusiagtic. The Sy Girls had to bdieve she
was one of them, that sheld embraced their insanity keenly enough to give up kicking for good.

But it was true—something had shifted ingde Aya, something she didn't quite understand yet.
The ride had whipped her so quickly from terror to ation, then just as suddenly to inggnificance...

She dtared out across the dark landscape, trying to untangle her emotions. This feding was
nothing like the obscurity-panic that consumed her when she saw the lights of the city, the horrible
certainty that she would never be famous, that dl those people would never care about her at al.

Somehow, garing into the darkness, she fdt contented that the world was so much bigger then
her. Overwhelmed, but calm.

"I know what you mean...it's sort of brain-shifting, being out here.”

"Good." Miki amiled. "Now get your head down."

"Oh, right. Tunnd."

They lay flat on the train, sngpping their crash bracelets down hard. The mountain grew closer
and closer, until it towered over them like a huge wave ralling out of a black sea.

Squinting ahead, Aya watched the red warning lights disappearing one by one, gobbled by the
tunnd's maw aong with the front haf of the train.

Then, with a vast shudder of the air, darkness swalowed them. The roar of the train redoubled
with echoes and reverberations. Ayas whole body fdt the difference in the train's vibrations.

The tunnd's blackness was a hundred times heavier then the sarlight outsde, but Aya could fed
the tunnd roof diding past—close enough to reach up and touch, if she wanted to lose a hand.

She fdt the megatons of rock overhead pressing down, an infinite mass, as if the sky had turned
to stone. Seconds ago the mag-lev had seemed huge, but ingantly the mountain had dwarfed it,
squashing her into the narrow diver of space between the two.

"Do you fed that?' Miki called.

Ayaturned her head. "What?'

"I think we're dowing down.”

"Already?' Ayafrowned. "Ian't the bend on the other sde of the tunnd?’

“Itis. But ligen."

Aya focused on the tumultuous roar around them. Gradudly her ears began to tease apart the
sounds. The rumble of the train had arhythm indde it, the steady beat of some imperfection in the track.

And that beat was dowing down.

"You're right. Does the train ever stop in here?"

"Not thet | ever heard. Whoa! Fed that?"

"Um, yesh." Aya's body was diding forward; the train was braking faster now. Her feet sounin a
hdf circle around the bracelets, carried by her own momentum.

The roar and rumble died dowly around them, the train gliding to a graceful, slent stop. The
dillness sent tremors across Aya's wind-burned skin.

"Something must have gone wrong with the train,” Miki said softly. "Hope they get it fixed fast.”

"I thought cargo trains didn't have crews.”

"Some do." Miki let out adow breath. "'l guess we wait and—"

A light glimmered across the tunnd roof. It came from the right sde of the train, flickering



ungteedily, like a carried flashlight. For the firg time, Aya saw the indde of the tunnd, a smooth cylinder
of stone wrapped around the train. The roof was perhaps twenty centimeters from her head. She reached
up and touched the cold stone.

"Crap!" Miki hissed. "Our boards!"

Aya swdlowed. The hoverboards were 4ill dinging to the right Sde of the tram, a few meters
above head haght. If whoever was out there looked up and saw one, they'd definitdy wonder what it
was.

"Let's see what's going on," Miki whispered. She unlocked her wrists and pulled hersdf toward
the roof's edge.

Aya released her bracelets and crawled after Miki. If the hoverboards had been spotted, they
hed to warn the others right away.

At the edge of the roof, she and Miki peered over. A group of three figures had crowded into the
narrow space between tran and stone, flashlights lengthening their shadows into distorted shapes. Aya
redized that they were floaing, wearing hoverbal rigs like Eden's.

But they hadn't seen the boards. They weren't looking et the train at al. All of them stared at the
tunnd wall...

It was moving.

The stone of the mountain was transforming, undulating softly and changing colors, like all floating
on top of rippling water. A sound like a humming wineglass filled the tunnd. The ar suddenly tasted
different in Aya's mouth, likein the wet season when a downpour was about to start.

One by one, thin layers of the liquid stone pedled away, until a wide door had opened in the
tunnd wall.

Thefigures flaghlights lanced into its depths, but from atop the train Aya couldn't see indde. She
heard echoes from alarge space, and saw an orange glow from the doorway playing among the flaghlight
shadows.

A pand inthetran did open, matching the gap in the tunnd wall. The tram settled dightly on its
levitation magnets, descending until the two openings were digned.

One of the figures moved, and Aya jerked her head back into the shadows. When she peeked
out again, dl three of them had stepped aside to waich a massve object drift from the opening in the
tran.

It looked like a cylinder of solid metd, tdler than Aya and a meter across. It mugt have been
heavy: The four lifter drones clamped to its base trembled ungteadily, carrying it across the gap with the
measured pace of afunerd transport.

Before the object had disappeared into the mountaingde, another followed, exactly the same.
Then athird emerged.

"Do you see them?' came Miki's soft whisper.

"Yeah. But what are they?'

"Not human.”

"Not...what?"

Ayaglanced a Miki's face and redized that she wasn't watching the meta objects floating past.
She was daring wide-eyed at the people down below.

Aya peered through the darkness, and findly saw that the flashlights weren't ditorting the figures
shapes as sheld thought. The people hovering in the gloom were smply wrong—ther legs absurdly
stretched and gangly, arms bending in too many places, fingers as long as cdligraphy brushes. And their
faces...the large eyes were set too wide, the skin hairless and pae.

AsMiki had said: not human.

Ayallet out ashdlow gasp, and Miki pulled her back from the edge. They lay there side by sde,
Ayas eyes squeezed shut, her heart pounding as she imagined one of those spindly hands reaching up
onto the top of the train and grasping her.

She forced hersdf to breathe dowly, denching her figts until the panic subsided.

Fndly she did to the edge of the train once more and looked down, wishing for the hundredth



time tonight that Moggle was hovering at her shoulder. But she had only her own eyes and brain.

The inhuman figures il floated there, watching a procession of lifter drones glide from the tunnd
door into the train. They carried chairs and wallscreens, food synthesizers and indudria water recyclers,
countless garbage canigters. Even afull aquarium balanced between two lifters, the bubbler gill rumbling,
fish darting around unhgppily insde.

Someone was obvioudy moving out of the hidden tunnd space...but what were those meta
things they'd moved in?

At lagt, the train did shut, and the air began to hum again. Dark strands wove across the opening
in the tunnd wall, like a time-lapse of a spider building a web. Then rippling layers began to roll across
them, until the gap was completely covered.

"Smart matter,” whispered Miki beside her.

As Aya nodded, the surface shivered one lagt time, then turned into a perfect imitation of stone.
The flashlights flickered off, dropping the tunnd back into absolute darkness.

"Come on," Miki whispered, pulling her back toward the centerline of the train. Soon it
shuddered into motion, and the wind began to swirl around them again. "Well be jumping off soon, and
we can td| the others”

"But who were those people, Miki?* Aya said.

"I think you mean, what were they?'

"Yeeh" Ayalay there exhausted in the rumbling darkness, trying to replay in her mind what shed
seen. She needed time to think; she needed the dity interface. And most of dl, she needed Moggle.

This story had just gotten much more complicated.

RESCUE

"You know, when | waterproofed Moggle, | didn't think you'd ever need it."

"Sorry," Aya sghed. Sheld said "sorry" about a thousand times since meeting up with Ren this
morning; even she had to admit it was getting old. "Um, | mean, it won't happen again."

Ren dropped his gaze back to the motionless black water. "You 4ill havent told me how it
happened in the firg place.”

"They must have snuck up on Moggle. They used a lock-down clamp, I'm pretty sure” Aya
stepped to the front edge of her hoverboard, peering down. She wasn't even certain if she had the right
spot. Her memories of that night were dl shadows and chaos, and now Ren's hoverlamps were
illuminating the underground reservoir with a cheery glow. Nothing matched the images in her mind.
"They dropped it here, | think."

"They...the Sy Girls you mean?"

"Yes Ren, they're red. You just haven't seen them because they don't like kickers very much.”
She pointed at the black surface. "Hence my hovercam under water."

He snorted, thumbs twiddling with the instrument in his hands, his eyescreens spinning. Ren made
his own trick-boxes, gadgets that could tak to any machinein the city. "Well, they used a serious clamp.
Moggle isn't showing up at dl: no cty 9gnd, no private feed, not even battery flicker."

Aya groaned, and the sound glanced across the dill surface of the water, echoed off the ancient
brick wals in a chorus of defeat. The reservoir was even bigger than she remembered, vast enough to
store the whole rany season. Finding one little hovercam down here would be impossible.

"What are we going to do?"

"Whdl, us tech-heads have a saying: If you can't use the kickest new technology, just use your
eyes” He fiddled with his gadget's controls, and one of the little hoverlamps focused into a blinding
spotlight sraight down into the water. The hoverlamp flew toward Aya, diding to a stop beside her,
illumingting the depths of the reservair.

Aya eased her hoverboard down to the water's surface and kndlt to peer into its depths.



"Whoa ... we actudly drink this guff?'

"They filter it firdt, Aya-chan."

The water was murky, speckled with suspended dirt and debris carried down by the storm
drains. It amdled like damp earth and rotten leaves.

"Doesthislight get any stronger?"

"Maybe thiswill hdp." He flicked his hand, and the hoverlamp descended until its nose broke the
surface.

The spotlight grew in intengty, and a haf sphere of luminous water bloomed benesth Aya, as if
she was hovering above an upside-down sunset in shades of green and brown.

She could findly see the bottom of the reservair: a fine layer of Slit, twigs, and congtruction
rubbish with afew spots of ancient brickwork showing through.

But no Moggle.

"Hmm, this might be the wrong spot.”

"Too bad." Ren lay back and stretched out on his hoverboard, saring at the arched celing. He
rased hisarms out in front of him, gesturing through the start-up sequence of some thumb-twitch game.
"Let me know when you find the right one.”

"But Ren-chan—"

"See you later, cam-loser.”

She started to protest again, but Ren's eyescreens started blinking a full immergon pattern, his
fingers flexing and twitching—he was deep in the game.

Ayalet out a 9gh, sretching out facedown on her board, her chin resting on the front end. She let
hersdf drift dowly across the water, peering down through the luminous muck.

Ren had been right about one thing: This was ddfinitdy boring. Every time the hoverlamp
obediently followed her, its nose rippled the surface, and Aya had to wait for the water to settle before
she could see again. She spotted a few surprisng bits of rubbish—a boomerang, the remains of a
crumpled box kite, a broken warbody sword—but sill no Moggle. She could see why Ren would rather
play games than stare into the bottom of a garbage-filled lake.

At least dl her test scores yesterday had been aces, and her littliewatching duty after lunch
would build up the last few merits she needed for some black camo paint for Moggle.

When this gory findly kicked, shed be famous enough to never worry about merit-grubbing
agan.

As Aya peered into the underground lake's mysterious depths, her thoughts returned to what she
and Miki had seen lagt night. What was so secret that you had to hide it in a mountain? And why had
those people looked so strange? Even the most serious surge-monkeys never bent their bodies that far
out of shape.

The Sy Girls were headed out again tonight to look for clues. Ren had given Aya a spy-cam the
gze of a shirt button, but it was only good for grany close-ups. To capture the Girls in dl thar
eye-kicking glory, Moggle had to be snesking dong behind.

Down in the depths, aamdl silt-covered bump rose from the reservaoir floor.

"Moggle?' she murmured, rubbing her eyes.

It was the perfect shape and sz, like a soccer bdl cut in half.

"Hey, Ren," she cried. "Ren!”

Hisimmerson blinker sputtered to a hdt, the eye-screen glaze dipping from his face.

"Moggles down there!”

He stretched his arms, swinging his legs over the sde of his hoverboard. "Greet. Time for stage
two, which is much more kick."

"Good. | was kind of getting bored.”

He smiled. "Bdieve me, you won't find this boring.”

Stage two turned out to involve a tank of compressed hdium the Sze of afire extinguisher, with a



limp wesether baloon hanging from its nozzle.

Aya stared a the contraption. "I don't get it."

Ren tossed her the tank, and Aya grunted under its weight. Her board dipped for a moment
before the lifters compensated, smacking flat againd the water.

"Fed how heavy thet is?" he said.

"Um, yes™" Water trickled across the board's riding surface, getting her grippy shoes wet.

"That's to solve your floating problem,” he explained.

"I have afloating problem?’

"Yes, Aya-chan: Like mogt people, you floa," he said. "It's dl that pesky air in your lungs. That
tank's heavy enough to carry you sraight to the bottom.”

She blinked. "Ren, wait asecond ... | like my floating problem. | like the ar in my lungd I'm not
going down therel"

He laughed. "How e se are you going to get Moggle?"

"I don't know," she said. "l thought maybe you'd make some sort of ... little submarine?'

"Like| don't have better things to spend my merits on?' He pointed at the hdium tank. "There's a
magnet on the bottom. Just balance the tank upright on top of Moggle, and it should stick.”

"But how do | get back up? Thisthing weighs aton!”

"That's the clever part: Judt turn this" He drifted closer and gave a vave on the tank a turn. It
hissed for a second before he twisted it back. "The baloon fills up, and that carries you and Moggle back
to the surface! Pretty kick, huh?

"Okay. But | can't breathe hdium. Where's my underwater mask?' She looked at the open cargo
compartment on his hoverboard.

"Jugt hold your breath.”

"Hold my breath?" Aya cried. "That's your awesome tech-head solution?'

Ren rdlled his eyes. "The bottom's only five or sx meters down—like the deep end of a
high-diving poal.”

"Oh, thanks for bringing up high-diving, Ren. My favorite panic-making activity." She frowned.
"And it's cold down therel"

"Good." He nodded. "Maybe next time youll think about that before you lose your hovercam.”

Aya stared a Ren, redizing that Hiro must have put im up to this. If the two of them only knew
how kick this story was, they'd understand why sacrificing Moggle had been worth it. But she couldnt
explan yet, not until she found out what was hidden in that mountain.

"Hne" She clutched the hdium tank closer to hersdf, glaiing down into the luminous water until
she spotted Moggle again. "Anything e se | need to know?"

He amiled. "Jugt be careful, Aya-chan.”

"Whatever."

She sucked in a deep breath. ..and jumped.

The splash rumbled in her ears for a moment, but the weight of the tank carried her swiftly
through the turbulence to the dill waters deeper down. The hoverlamps glowed through her closed
eydids, and it was freezing cold.

Her feet bumped againg the reservoir floor, grippy shoes skidding for a moment on loose dirt.
The heavy tank threatened to drag Ayato her knees, but she managed to stay upright.

She opened her eyes...

Rotten leaves and twigs swirled around her head, a mini whirlwind thrown up by her landing.
Depth had turned the light dull green, and spinning shadows danced across the reservoir floor.

A flash caught her eye—one of the shiny stickers on Moggle's cover, shimmering in the lamplight
like the eye of some bottom-dwelling beast.

She walked in dow moation toward the hovercam, feet skidding on the dippery bricks. Every step
dirred up whirligigs of dlt and dime, dark clouds billowing around her. Moggle amost disappeared

among them.
But there was no time to let the muck seitle. Her heart was beginning to hammer againg her rib



cage, demanding more oxygen, and her fingers and toes were going numb in the freezing cold. The
pressure of the water was dizzy-making, like two hands squeezed around her head.

Sguinting through the murk, she maneuvered the hdium tank over Moggle and let it drop. The
clank carried draight to Ayas eardrums, a certain and find sound.

She fumbled for the nozzle of the ar tank, lungs screaming, heart pounding, but her frozen fingers
managed to giveit atwist. A rumbling filled the water, and the weether baloon began to expand.

Aya let go and pushed away, shooting up from the reservoir floor. She kicked hard, propdling
hersdf toward the blinding suns of the hoverlamps.

With one lagt glance down, she saw the baloon growing, sraining againg the tank's weight as it
ganed buoyancy. Sowly the whole contraption began to rise.

Aya broke the surface gasping, sucking in welcome lungfuls of air.

"You okay?' Ren was kneding on his hoverboard.

"It's right behind me" she sputtered, paddling water.

The weather baloon exploded from the water, sending hoverlamps scattering in dl directions.
Momentum carried it up into the air, cascading water like the head of a breaching whae. Then it crashed
back againg the surface, splashing them once more before coming to a bobbing halt.

"You actudly did it!" Ren said.

"What did you think?' she asked, twisting a crash bracelet with cold-numbed fingers. "Thet | was
going to drown?"

He shrugged. "I was expecting it to take a couple of tries”

The wesather balloon was rigng again, carried by its hdium into the air. Moggle 4ill dung to the
bottom of the tank, dripping like a wet dog.

Ren did his board closer, reached out, and shut off the flow of helium.

Ayapulled hersdf onto her hoverboard, shivering with cold.

"l ill can't believe that worked,” Ren murmured.

Aya coughed water into afid. "Rope would have been smpler.”

"Smpler?" Ren said. "That word's not in the tech-head language.”

"Jugt check if Moggle's okay."

He chuckled, detaching the hovercam. As it fdl into his hands, the baloon shot up to bounce
agang the caling. "Hey, did you know your lips are turning blue?!

"Great." Aya wrapped her ams around hersdf, trying to squeeze the water from her dorm
uniform. She sat there shivering and watching Ren.

He pulled the lock-down cdamp from Moggle, his eye-screens flickeing to life "My
waterproofing hdd! I'm a geniud”

Ayalet out asgh of rdief, which turned into a full-body shudder; her teeth were chattering now.
She hdd hersdf tighter, promising never to sacrifice Moggle to a watery grave again.

But she had a hovercam. This story was going to kick.

RADICAL HONESTY

Hying home to Akira Hal, Ayawondered if she was caiching a bug.

The sun was shining, but shivers kept ralling through her body. Last night had been so exhaudting,
and it didn't help that her uniform was wet and covered with reservoir gunk.

"Remind me to drink some meds when we get home."

Moggle flashed its night-lights, and Aya amiled. Even dimy and shivery cold, the world fet better
with a hovercam flying beside her. All she needed now was a hot shower and things would be back to
normd. Well, as normd as they could be after her midnight ride through the huge and brain-shifting wild.
Everything looked so sedate herein the city.

In the perfect weether, the parklands were crowded— parents out with littlies an ugly baseball



team playing againg crumblies. The soccer fidds beside Akira Hal were roped off for a bunch of littlies
fighting a mech battle. They clanked around in robot warbodies, clobbering each other with plagtic
swords, shooting foam missles and safety fireworks. It was dl very slly—even the best mech players
never got famous—but it dill looked like fun.

As she and Moggle skirted the soccer fidds, a goinning war whed escaped from the roped-off
battle zone, bouncing past them into the trees. Moggle went after the trall of safety sparks, and Aya
followed, laughing, descending to where it had rolled to a stop in the grass.

Stepping from her board, she hefted the war whed in her hands. It was sz4ing harmledly, the
fireworks not yet expended.

Aya grinned, turning back toward the battle and taking am.

"Wetch thid"

Her throw was dumsy, but asiit flew through the air the war whed sputtered back to life, ganing
speed from its goinning jets of safety fire.

It careened through the battle, hopping like a fla stone across water, and findly hit one of the
mech warriors smack in the middle of his back. It was a dean kill, and his war-body went into wild death
throes, flaling its ams and gushing sparks before crumpling to the ground. The littlie ingde crawled out
and looked around in annoyance, trying to figure out who'd made the kill.

Aya giggled at the lucky throw, stepping back onto her board. It fdt as though fate was findly
teking her sde, and fame couldn't be far away.

"Good shot," avoice said. "But not entirely rule-abiding.”

She turned and findly saw a boy gtting cross-legged on a hoverboard, his shape conceded by
the dappled shadows of the trees. He smiled aradiant smile.

Frizz Mizuno, appearing out of nowhere again.

"What are you...doing here?' she said softly.

"I came to see you," he said, bowing. "And when you werent home, | thought I'd watch the
battle. | haven't seen any mech combat since | turned sixteen. Which is very Prettytime of me—I| used to
love mechs”

Aya returned his bow, trying to imegine Frizz doing anything as facemissng as weaing a
warbody Sometimesit was hard to remember he was only a year older than she was.

"Flus | was hoping you'd come home" he said. "It's rather mysterious, turning off your locator. It
makes you hard to find."

"Oh, | didn't turn off my locator. | was just sort of ... underground.”

He frowned. "You don't fed stalked, do you? I'd go away if you did."

"Um, no. | don't fed stalked. Just sort of..."

"Damp?' Frizz asked. "And covered with muck?"

Her arms wrapped around her shoulders, as if that would hide her wet, bedraggled uniform.
"Um, yes. Muck-covered.”

"Aslooks go, it's even more mysterious than your Reputation Bomber robe.”

She stood there, trying to think of something to say, but it seemed as though the cold of the
reservoir had leaked into her brain and frozen it. It didn't help that Frizz's eye-kicking gaze was raning
down on her, tangling her tongue in her mouth. The bigness of her nose suddenly loomed in the bottom of
her vison.

"l was doing some...underwater rescue.”

"Underwater and underground?’ He nodded again. "That would explain wetness. And yet I'm
dill mydtified.”

Ancther shiver went through her; her head fdt hot now. "Me too. | didnt tdl you my last name.
How did you find me?'

Frizz amiled. "Now that's an interesting story. But | think you should change.”

"Change?' Her hand went to her nose.

"Into dry clothes—you keep shivering. Maybe some meds?"

Moggle's night-lights flashed.



He waited outside, watching the battle while Aya went upgtairs.

She stood under a hot shower for a solid minute, dizzy from watching twigs and dime swirl down
the drain, wondering how he'd found her. This was dl so shaming. Frizz had figured out her last name,
which meant he knew she was an ugly and a party-crashing extra.

And yet hed come to see her anyway ...

What was wrong with him? Had the honesty surge broken his brain? His face rank had been
seadily dimbing—it was under three thousand now—and Aya was practicdly invisble

Clean and dry, she faced the hole in the wall. Nothing but dorm uniforms, and no merits to waste
on disposable cothing. Of course, Fizz had dready seen her covered with dime—a clean uniform
wouldnt be that much worse.

She dressed quickly and turned toward the door.

Moggle barred her way, flashing its lights once.

"Oh, right," she said, and told the room, "Meds, please. | was underwater and I'm dl shivery and
hot."

The wadl's hand-plate flashed, wanting to fed her temperature and taste her sweat. Aya lay her
pam on it, and soon the hole was coughing up something murky into her favorite teacup. Drinking down
its orangey sourness, she stared a her standard-requigition furniture and face-missng clothes, the
amdlness of the room, the obscurity of everything about her.

At least medicine didn't cost any merits. And there must have been nanos in the drink—by the
time the elevator reached the ground floor, her dizziness had mogtly gone.

"Hnding you was easy," Fizz said. "I knew your firs name, after dl.”

She frowned. "But the city must have a thousand girls named Aya”

"More like twelve hundred.” Frizz chuckled as another warbody exploded into death throes. The
battle was gathering intengty, littering the soccer fidd with casuaties. Moggle was flitting aong the edges,
practicing tracking shots on rubber missles and looking completely recovered from being submerged in
ice-cold water.

Aya couldn't say as much. Sitting next to Fizz in the dappled shade, she dill fdt tremors playing
on the surface of her skin, asif the medicine had transformed her fever into reputation shivers. At lesst his
tongue-tying manga gaze was focused on the battle insteed of her.

"But | knew you'd been reputation bombing,” he continued. "So | checked the face rankings for
thet night. Someone named Y ashio Nara became Y oshio-sensal out of nowhere”

Aya flinched. Even hearing Y oshio's name again sent a sharp little ping through her brain. "But
how did you get from him to me?'

"I went through his meme-lines, looking for the name Aya."

"You can do that? | thought conversations were private! Not that it was a red conversation, just
me saying the same name for an hour. But Sill!"

"No, you're right. The dity interface won't reved what you say." He shrugged. "But our ity isnt
designed for privacy; it's desgned for publicity, to spawn connections and debates and buzz. So you're
alowed to trace face-hits back to the source, especidly if it'salot of hits. And you were the only Ayato
mention Y oshio Nara three thousand times that night.”

"Ouch. Quit saying that name" Aya said, then sghed. "I guess | didnt know that. My brother
gudies his meme-lines for hours, but my stories never get enough feedback to bother with.”

"Hés famous, isn't he?'

Ayanodded. "Very. That's probably why he's such a snob. He thinks my stories are stupid.”

"They're not. That underground greffiti you kicked was beautiful.”

"Oh, um, thanks" Aya fdt a blush saill across her cheeks, astonished that Fizz had actudly
looked a her feed. "But that's just kid duff. I'm working on something much bigger. Totdly



famous-making! It's about this secret dique, and they—"

Fizz held up his hand. "If it's a secret, you'd better not tdl me. I'm not very good a keeping
secrets.”

"Right, because of your..." She ressed the urge to point a his head. It was
strange—bubbleheads were the only brain surgers Aya had ever known, and Fizz didn't seem like a
bubblehead at dl. "But what does honesty have to do with keeping secrets?!

"Radicd Honesty gets rid of dl deception,” Frizz recited, like hed explained this a million times
before. "I can't lie, truth-dant, or pretend not to know something. You can't even invite me to surprise
parties, or I'll giveit dl away."

A laugh bubbled up in Aya. "But doesn't that make everything less...surprisng?'

"Youd be surprised how often it makes things more surprisng.”

"Huh" She stared a the battle, wondering how many things she kept secret every day. "You
can't hide yoursdf at dl. That must be scary-making.”

He turned to her. " Scary-making for me? Or everyone se?'

His gaze sent Ayas shivers scattering across her skin, and she fdt a flush returning to her cheeks
and atingle in her spine. His honesty was scary-making! Her head spun with dl the questions she was
dying to ask, but wasn't sure she could stand the answers to. About why he was here, and what he
thought of ther differencein ambition.

"You like me, don't you?' she said.

He laughed. "Was | being too subtle?"

"No, | guess not. But it doesn't make sense...because you're so famous and I'm an extral Plus
I'm an ugly and you keep seeing me wearing stupid robes or covered in dime and when we met | lied
about my nosa!"

Aya sputtered to a hdt, wondering where dl those words had come from. They'd just gushed out
aof her, like bubbly from a shaken bottle, fizzing and undrinkable.

"Wow," she said. "Is Radicd Honesty contagious or something?'

"Sometimes." Frizz was grinning. "It's an unexpected benefit.”

Aya fdt hersdf blushing and tore her eyes from him, staring out at the soccer fidds. Only a
hendful of warbodies remained standing, battering each other with plastic swords and battle-axes. "But
why do you like me?'

He reached out and took her hand, and the reputation shivers became a tightness in Aya's chest,
asif she were underwater again, holding her bregth.

"When | fird saw you outside that party, you were on a misson—very intense. And then your
hood fdl back, and | thought, "Wow, she's pretty brave to wear that awesome nose.™

Ayagroaned. "But I'm not brave—I was jugt born with it. So it was a kind of truth-danting for
meto say it was randomly generated.”

"True. But by thetime redized that, | knew other things about you."

"Like I'm an extra and live in an ugly dorm?’ she said. "And midead people about my huge
nose?'

"That you sneak into tech-head parties and go on underwater rescue missons. And that you kick
great stories, even though they don't bump your face rank.”

She sghed. "Yeah, my stories are really good at doing that.”

"Of course they are He shrugged. "They're too interesting.”

"That doesn't even make sense” She looked a him. "If they're so interesting, why isn't anyone
interested?"

His eyescreen flickered. "Have you seen Nana Love's feed lady? She's been picking her ouitfit
for the Thousand Faces Party. Today it's This hat? Or this ha? Seventy thousand votes so far, and
there's a hundred other feeds running commentary.”

Aya rolled her eyes. Nana was a naturd-born pretty, one of the vanishingly rare people who
wouldnt have needed surgery even back in the Pretty time Which was why she was the
second-mogt-famous person in the whole city. "That doesn't count. Nana-chan can be interesting without



trying."

He amiled. "And you can't?"

She stared into his huge eyes, and for once they didn't tangle up her brain, as if some barrier
between them had disappeared.

Suddenly Aya knew what she redly wanted to ask him.

"What's it like, being famous?’

Frizz shrugged. "Pretty much the same, except a lot more people joining my cliqgue—and then
leaving after a week."

"But before Radical Honesty got so big, didn't you ever fed like something was missng? Like
looking at the city and feding invisble? Or watching the feeds and dmost crying, because you know dl
their names and they don't know yours? Feding like you might disappear, because no one's heard of
you?"

"Um, not redly. Do you fed thet way?'

"Of course! It's like that koan they tdl inlittlie school. If a tree fals and nobody's watching, then it
doesn't make a sound, like one hand clapping. Y ou have to be seen before you redly exigt!”

"Um, | think that's two koans, actudly. And I'm not sure that's the point of ather.”

"But come on, Fizz! You haven't been famous that long, you must remember how horrible it was
to..." Ayasammered to a hdt, trying to read the look on his face. His radiant smile was gone.

"Thisisan odd conversation,” he said.

Aya blinked. Ten minutes of Radical Honesty and dready she'd been too honest.

"I'm being atotd extra, aren't I?" She sghed. "Just Sgn me up for Radicd Stupidity.”

He laughed. "Y ou're not stupid, Aya. And you're not invishle to me"

Shetried to amile "Just myderious?"

"Wl not so much anymore. Verging on obvious™"

"Obvious?'

"You know, about fame, and the way it makes you fed."

Ayaswdlowed. Obvious. That's what she was, in hisradicaly honest opinion. Way too late, she
remembered another thing they taught in littlie school: Complaining about your face rank to other extras
was okay, but you didn't talk thisway in front of anyone famous.

She turned away, saring out at the soccer fidds, knowing that if she looked into Frizz's eyes
agan shed say something else stupid. Or held blurt out more about what he was thinking, which would
probably be worse. Maybe the feeds were right about differences in ambition, that big faces and extras
should never get too close. There was too much opportunity for embarrassment.

The mech battle was over, and lifter drones were carting off the last few warbodies. Littlies were
linng up in front of AkiraHdl for their next activity.

"Oh, crap,” she said. "What timeisit?"

"Almog noon."

"I have to go!" She jumped up. "Littliewatching duty. I'd skip it, but..." i need the merits, she
thought.

Frizz dill sat cross-legged on the hoverboard, his face clouded. "It's okay. You shouldn't break
promises.”

Aya bowed good-bye, wondering if this time he was glad to see her running away. She tried to
think of something to say, but it dl sounded too embarrassing in her head.

So she cdled for Moggle and dashed toward the dorm, hoping she wasn't late.

INITIATION

Something was pinging. ..
Ayaemerged from a deep and sticky deep, fighting dizzy-making waves of exhaugtion. A noise



was poking at her ears again and again, demanding her atention.

Even with her eyes closed, she could see a wake-up Sgnd flashing in her eyescreen. It was
blinking and making an earsplitting sound, warning her that it was dmost midnight.

Aya squeezed afig to slence the darm, groaning. Sheld meant to nap this afternoon, but thanks
to her bran-damaging conversation with Frizz, the littliewatching shift, and an hour spent spraying
Moggle with black camo paint, she hadn't crawled into bed till ten.

Less than two hours deep.

But she forced hersdf to gt up, remembering how famous tonight could make her. For a
reminder, she glanced at her pathetic face rank of 451,611 in the corner of her vison.

Moggle rose from the floor, and the hovercam's point of view ddicately overlad her vison, a
ghosily second sight perfectly balanced with her own.

Ayaanmiled. She wouldn't miss any eye-kicking shots tonight.

"Ready to go?' she whispered.

Moggle flashed its lights and Aya winced. Thirty-9x hours underwater hadn't cured the
hovercam's bad habits.

She fdt her way to the window, blinking away spots, and climbed onto the sill. Her eyes adjusted
dowly, until the city lights made her throat tighten—the usud obscurity-panic, much worse now that she'd
embarrassed hersdf in front of Frizz. All shed meant to say was he didn't have to worry, because she
was going to be famous too. But she'd wound up sounding as face-missing as a new ugly with her firg
feed. Obvious, hed said.

It was pointless getting depressed about it, though. Fame wasn't like beauty, where you had to
wait till you were sixteen, or get lucky like Nana Love and be born with it. Fame you could make
yoursdlf.

Once this story kicked, face rank wouldn't be an issue between her and Frizz anymore. She was
certain of it.

Moggle drifted out the window, brushing againg her shoulder, and Aya smiled as she wrapped
her ams around the hovercam. She was glad to be headed somewhere away from the dty lights
Someplace mysterious enough that Frizz would go back to being amazed at her, once he found out dl the
things she'd done.

She pushed out hersdlf out into the cold night air.

"Before we get started,” Ja said, "we have some business. Fird item is my name, someone's
been tdking about me where the ity interface can hear."

A few of the Sy Girls looked down shespighly.

J cdlicked at them with her tongue. "That's right. | woke up this morning and my face rank was
amog out of the bottom thousand. That means the city's Sarting to track my nickname again. Time to
changeit.”

Aya raised an eyebrow. So tha was how they kept ther face ranks down, by changing
nicknames—the same way Ren and Hiro concedled their obsessive hatred of the Nameless One.

"From now on, my nameis Kai. Everybody got that? Good. And now for item number two.”

Ka turned toward Aya, who fdt atingle roll down her spine.

"Our new friend iswith us again,” Ka said. "Anybody got a problem with that?'

A nervous-making slence fdl, and Aya heard the distant rumble of a train on its way. On ether
gde of her, the rals glowed a soft warning, looking hot to the touch, like the dements indde the hole in
thewadl after it fabricated something big. But none of the Sy Girls seemed to notice, as if the middle of
the mag-lev tracks was where they aways held their business mestings

Aya couldn't even use Moggle to keep watch for the train. The hovercam was somewhere out
among the indudtrid buildings, gaking her, but she had its point of view turned off to keep tdltde flickers
from her eye.

"It she a kicker?' someone muttered.



Ka looked a Aya, waiting for an answer.

She cleared her throat. "I used to be. But | was never a big face. | didn't fed like kicking what
Nana Love was wearing." A few of them laughed.

"But you dill go around with a hovercam?' someone dse sad. Her name was Pana, Aya
remembered. With thelr generic faces, she had trouble tdling the Sy Girls gpart— but Pana was taler
then the rest of them, nearly Eden's height.

"I let you drop it in alake—you dl saw that. Had some pretty awvesome lifters on it, too."

"No cams tonight?' Kal said.

Aya shook her head. She was wearing the dorm uniform from the underwater rescue, which
looked as scruffy as the Girls rgject dothing. She hoped its shabbiness made the spy-cam in its top
button less obvious.

Moggle was more likdy to give her away. She wasnt certain the hovercam's tiny bran
understood the whole staying-hidden concept. Moggle could only track Ayas skintenna 9gnd up to a
kilometer, and it had never operated independently for hours at a time before, especidly while chasing
peeding mag-levs.

The digtant rumble was audible now, the train afew minutes away.

"Aya-chan was pretty brave when we saw the freaks" Miki said. "And you dl saw her surf. |
trugt her."

When Miki smiled, Ayafdt her firs unpleasant ping of deceitfulness. When she kicked this story,
Frizz would know shed lied to them al. She wondered if hed understand.

"How about we hear from you, Aya-chan?' Ka asked. "Tdl uswhy you want to be a Sy Girl."

Aya cleared her throat, nervous under Kai's plan-Jane stare, as brain-freezing as the train's
rumble growing under her feet. What did they want her to say, anyway?

Suddenly, the words shed said to Frizz that morming came back to her.

"Likeyou said, | was akicker. Since | was alittlie, | wanted to be famous. | didn't want to watch
other people on the feeds—I wanted them watching me. Because if they didn't, | wasinvighle"

A murmur went through the group, and Aya saw cold expressions everywhere. She kept taking,
trying to ignore the tremors underfoot and the trickle of swest ralling down her back.

"Don't get me wrong. | wasn't some ego-kicker, gtting in my room with a cam pointed a mysdf,
taking about what my cat ate for breakfast.” Someone laughed at that, and Aya managed a smile. "l was
trying to find stories that mattered. People who were usng the mind-rain to do something redly kick ... |
mean, redly interesting. That's how | found you."

Ayawas looking back at them now, medting thelr stares one by one.

"And heréswhat | redized: You Sy Girls don't cry when you watch the big-face parties on the
feeds, just because you weren't invited. You don't stay friends with people you hate, just to bump your
face rank. And even though nobody knows what you're doing out here, you don't fed invishle a al. Do
you?'

No one answered, but they were ligening.

"Fameisradicdly supid, that's dl. So | want to try something ese”

There was a slent, nervous-making moment... and then the tensgon broke. A few girls clapped,
only haf-sarcadticaly and Miki was grinning, nodding dowly. Aya had somehow found the right words.

The strange thing was, it hadn't even fdt like lying.

They didn't bother with a vote, and no one congratulated her. Kai just dapped Aya on the back
and jumped onto her hoverboard, shouting, "Surf's up! Let's go find out what those freaks are hiding!”

Then the thirteen of them were spinning into the air, rushing to reach their hiding places before the
train thundered into view.

Judt like that, Aya Fuse was a Sy Girl.

She wondered if Moggle had gotten the shot.



TURBULENCE

Catching the mag-lev was easier the second time.

She dipped through its shock wave like a needle, as if her body had learned to rall with the
bumps and shudders of the air. Once insde the cam dipsiream, she was on the roof and standing before
the mag-lev line began to draighten.

The city fdl behind, and as the darkness of the wild wrapped itsdf around the train, Aya began to
redlize how many sghts she/d missed on her firg panicked ride. Huge old trees shot past, as gnarled as
some immortd crumbly Silhouetted flocks of birds rose up agang the sky, scattered by the train's
thundering passage. Once Aya recognized a snow monkey's scream in the roar of the wind—hardly
dangerous and person-edting, but the thought of untamed animas out here sent a nervous shudder
through her. Or maybe that was just the cold. Even wrapped ingde two dorm jackets, a
three-hundred-klick wind was shiver-making.

The ride was dl contrasts. the dead-straight mag-lev line bisecting the knotted shapes of the
forest; her fierce speed under the dillness of the sky; the mountains rigng a a stady pace, punctuated by
the nervous-making glimmer of decapitation warnings. But Aya fdt the strange contentment again, as if
her own troubles were an afterthought in the vastness of the wild.

The only worrying thing was Moggle. Even tracking her skintennasignd, the hovercam had to be
fdling farther behind with every minute. Ren's lifters couldnt fly more than a hundred klicks an hour—a
third of the train's speed. Moggle would catch up once they jumped off, but Aya wasn't sure how long its
little brain could function without her ingtructions. If it got confused enough, the hovercam might forget dl
about gaying out of Sght, and that would end Aya Fuse's career as a Sy Girl.

Of course, there was nothing she could do about that now—she was stuck with deception. She
wondered if that was why Frizz had come up with Radicd Honesty. If you never lied, youd never fed
thistrickle of dread in your somach, the worry of being unmasked.

The mountains grew closer, until Aya could see that ther black peaks were marbled with snow,
like divers of pearl gligeningin the moonlight. A red flicker came from the front of the train, then a sring
of decapitation warnings. Aya pulled out her own flashlight and twisted it red, waving to the Girls behind
her.

She kndt to strap a crash braceet around her ankle, then lay flat, wating for the sudden
darkness of the tunndl to swalow her.

Thistime there were no unscheduled stops.

Thetrain shot sraight through the mountain, in and out in a roaring fury that made Ayas ears pop
like a quick hovercar descent. The hidden doorway must have flashed past in a fraction of a second,
utterly invisble

She remembered from her firg ride that the next bend came up quickly. Ahead of her, Miki was
dready crawling toward the dde of the train, readying to dismount. Aya headed toward where her
hoverboard was stuck.

Getting off the train was trickier than getting on. In the dity the grid was everywhere, but out here
you had to say close to the tracks. Too far out and megnetic lifters logt their grip on the meta, making
boards and crash bracelets usdess.

At two hundred klicks an hour, that would be deadly.

The train was dowing, a hum filling the air as it angled into the turn. Aya pulled her right wrist
free, reaching out to dap it againg her hoverboard.

The night before, sheld dismounted too cautioudy, winding up much farther down the track than
the rest of the Girls. Thistime she'd decided to be the firg one to a dead stop.

Ayatugged a her board, and it released itsdf from the train, dowly turning from Sdeways to
leve. It fought the wind, Steedying as the mag-lev dowed into the bend, and she did Tier weight across



onto the riding surface.

As the humming reached its crescendo, Aya angled gently away from the train, saying within
am's reach, indde the bubble of rdative cdm that flowed around it. Two meters out was the deadly
shock wave zone.

The rushing wind thrashed a her har, whipping the jackets into a frenzy, but Aya didnt lie
fla—she let her body dow her down. The Sy Girl who'd been surfing just behind her shot past on her
board, then another went by, then a third.

She was braking faster than dl of them!

To her left the train's flank was thundering past now, its magnetic fidd sending shudders through
the hoverboard. Ayafought to keep steady keeping close to the flashing metd wall of the train.

But maybe she was braking too quickly...

The rear of the train shot padt, its wake yanking Aya into the suddenly empty space over the
tracks now. Her board spun, earth and sky whirling around her.

Shetried to pull hersdf flat, but the board bucked and twisted in her grip, like akiteinagde.

"Let go!" someone shouted.

Aya obeyed—the board tumbled away from her. She fdl toward the blur of metd tracks...

The magnets in her crash bracelets kicked in, yanking her up by both wrigts. She flipped once
head over heds, like a gymnagt swinging from two rings, her feet bardy missng the ground. She
hover-bounced down the mag-lev tracks that way until her momentum was expended.

The bracelets set her down gently, facing the receding lights of the train. She rubbed her wridts,
dizzy from spinning.

"You okay?"

Aya looked up to find Eden Maru floating beside her, an amused expression on her face.

"I think s0," Aya said.

"You shouldn' brake that fagt.”

"I noticed." Aya sghed. The night before, she'd watched Eden dismount from the tram. In her full
hoverbal rig she made it look easy, like ralling off a building in a bungee jacket. "Thanks for tdling me to
let go, | guess™

"Youre welcome, | guess” Eden glanced down the tracks toward the receding train. "Your
board will be back soon, aong with the others. Sowing down takes longer if you don't wipe out.”

Aya glared back a Eden's amile. She was so beautiful, and the only one of the Sy Girls with a
big face rank. What did someone so famous get out of skulking around with a secret dique?

Maybe now was the time to find out. Aya straightened her uniform, angling the spy-cam toward
Eden. "Can | ask you a question?'

"If it's not too nosey.”

"You're not like the rest of them ... | mean, the rest of us. You're abig face in the city."

Eden did adow midar spin. "That's not a question.”

"I guess nat.” Aya remembered the rumors about Eden's ex-boyfriend. "But don't you and the
Sy Girlshave sort of a ... difference in ambition? You're a hoverbdl star, and they work so hard to be
extras"

Eden snorted. "You would ask something lame like that. | bet you don't even know where that
word comes from."

"Extras?' Aya shrugged. "It just means extra people, like superfluous”

"That's what they teach at littlie school. But it had a different meaning back in Rugty times.”

"Wdl, sure)" Aya sad. "They had hillions of extras back then."

Eden shook her head. "It had nothing to do with overpopulation, Ayachan. You've seen old
wallscreen movies, right?!

"Of course. That was how Rusties got famous™

"Yegh, but here's a weird thing: Rusty software wasn't smart enough to make backgrounds, so
they had to build everything in the movie. They had whole fake cities for the actors to wak around in."

"Fake cities?'Aya said. "Wow, tak about waste."



"And to fill these fake cities, they hired hundreds of red people to wak around. But they weren't
inthe ory at all. Jugt in the background. And they were cdled extras."

Aya raised an eyebrow, not sure if she believed any of this. It dl sounded so crazy and out of
proportion...which was, of course, very Rusty.

"lant that how you fed sometimes, Aya-chan?' Eden said. "Like there's abig story going on, and
you're stuck in the background?*

"Everyone feds that way sometimes, | guess.”

"And you'd do anything to make yoursdf fed bigger, wouldn't you? Even betray your friends?’

Ayaset her jaw. "I'm a Sy Girl now, Eden. Didnt you hear?"

"Yeah, | head your little speech.” Eden floated higher, looming over her like a giant. "I just hope
you were tdling the truth, because red lifes not like some Rusty movie, Aya-chan. There's not just one
big story that makes the rest of us disappear.”

Ayanarrowed her eyes. "But you're not in the background. Y ou're famoud™

"You can disappear in front of a crowd, too, you know. Once they start tdling you what to do,
who to be friends with." Eden spun head over heds, a graceful verson of Aya in her crash bracelets.
"Out here with the Sy Girls, | get to keep something for mysdif.”

Aya heard a burst of laughter—the other Sy Girls were dliding toward them down the tracks.
She only had time for one more question.

"Soif you don't care about face rank, why did you break up with your boyfriend?'

"Who says | broke up with him?"

"A hundred or so feeds, last time | looked."

"Dont dways believe the feeds, Aya He's the one who couldn't stand people taking about our
‘difference in amhbition." So the little moron ran away."

Eden floated a few centimeters lower, reaching out one finger till it was dmost touching Ayas
nose.

"And that, my Nosey-chan, iswhat being an extra really means

THE MOUNTAIN

Asthey approached the tunnd mouth, a few of the Sy Girls pulled out flashlights. Beams of red
played across the opening, barely piercing the darkness within.

At least Aya wasn't the only one without infrared.

"What happensif a train comes while were in there?' Pana asked.

Ka shrugged. "Jug lieflat on your board, up by the caling.”

Eden shook her head. "Tha won't work. The train's wake would pull you down." She hooked
her thumb at Aya. "Sort of like what happened to Nosey-chan here.”

A few of them laughed. On the way back to the mountain, Eden had demonstrated Ayas
hover-bounce down the tracks. Severd times.

"W, it doesn't matter anyway,” Ka said. "There aren't any more trains scheduled tonight.”

"Dont they run unscheduled trains sometimes?' Pana said.

Ka rolled her eyes. "Maybe once a month. Hardly nervous-making, compared to what we do
mogt nights. Come on!"

She and Eden shot forward into the tunnd mouth. A few of the other Sy Girls stood motionless
for a moment, Saring after them unhappily.

Aya twisted her flashlight on and urged her board forward. Eden Maru was suspicious of her
dready; she wasn't about to give the rest of them any reason for doulbt.

A one-in-thirty chance wasn't that bad.

In the red light of her beam, dust swirled across the tracks, dill unsettled from the train's passage.
A low moan filled the blackness, and her skin prickled. A steady breeze moved through the tunnd, as if



the stone wadls themsdves were bregthing.

Ayawondered how they were supposed to find the hidden door. Last night it had looked exactly
like the tunnd wall. Maybe surged eyes or Moggle's fancy lenses could tdl smart matter and stone apart,
but Aya doubted that her norma human vison would be much help.

Miki was dready drifting down the tunnd, a flashlight in one hand. She did her fingers across the
wadl's surface, peering closdy at the stone.

Aya brought her hoverboard dongside. "No infrared, huh?'

"No," Miki sighed. "How about you?"'

Aya shook her head. "My crumblies won't let me. But you're Sixteen, aren't you?'

"Yeah, but | likemy eyebdls™

"They can make them look exactly the same, you know."

"But | like my eyebdls, not an imitation of them. | know that's sort of pre-Rusty.”

Ayashrugged. "My brother kicked this natura-body digue who never surge. Some of them have
to wear these things like sunglasses just to see, even when they're not out in the sun!”

Miki narrowed her eyes. "Your brother's famous, isnt he?'

"l guess," Aya said, suddenly wishing she hadn't brought up kicking.

"That's why you became a kicker, isnt it? Because of hm?'

"That's what Hiro thinks, like I worship him or something. But he's actudly an advertisement for
not being famous. It turned him into a big snob.”

Miki laughed. "You don't have to run your brother down, Aya-chan, just because he's a big face.
We don't hate kickers—we just don't want anyone kicking us."

"Yegh, | get it Ayashifted on her board, digning the button camera again. "But a lot of people
would love to see us surf, wouldn't they?'

"Yegh, but then everyone would start meg-lev surfing, and the wardens would get involved."
Miki shook her head. "We have to keep thistrick ours. You understand that, right?"

"Of course!" Ayaingged, but Miki was ill frowning. Maybe it was time to switch gears. "By the
way, thanks for gicking up for me"

"No problem. Like | said, | trust you."

Ayaturned to study the wal closgly, the nervous trickle starting in her sscomach again. "Yesh. But
| dill owe you one.”

A tapping sound came from ahead, and they both looked up.

It was Kai, sriking the wal with her flashlight as she did through the air. Her blows echoed down
the tunnd, the stone sounding as solid as a mountain.

"So that's our plan for finding the secret door?' Aya said softly. "Banging on the wall?!

"Do you think they could program smart maiter to sound like stone?'

"Probably,” Aya answered. Ren dways said you could program smart metter to do practicaly
anything. It was one of the big inventions snce the mind-rain, like Al and internd eyescreens, innovations
that the Prettytime had postponed for centuries. "But why would they bother? Whoever made that door
wouldn't expect anyone to wak around down here looking for it."

Miki tapped her own flaghlight againgt the stone—it sounded like solid rock. "So if it hadn't been
for us mag-lev surfing, no one would ever have found that door." She amiled. "Maybe it's like the
Y oungblood cults say: Being arim can change the world."

Ayaturned toward her, making sure the button cam had a shot. "And how does finding this door
change the world?'

"Wl ... | guess that depends on what's indde" Miki tapped the stone. "I mean, what if there's
something redlly scary hidden down here?’

"Like a secret toxic waste dump?' Aya smiled. "Think how many merits the Good Citizen
Committee would give us for uncovering it."

"Dont say that too loud, Aya-chan. Ka hates merits even more than fame™ Miki tapped the wall
agan. "But thanks for mentioning toxic waste. Tha should distract me from the unscheduled train I've

been imagining.”



"Hey, Eden!" someone cdled. "Come herel™

Ahead, a amdl cluser of Girls had gathered around a section of the wall, dl tgpping with ther
flashlights Aya and Miki glanced at each other, then urged their boards farther into the tunnd.

As they grew closer, Aya ligened hard. Was there was something hollow about the echoing
blows?

"Let me past, Nosey," Eden Maru's voice came from behind her.

As Aya did aside, she saw the device in Eden's hands and her heart began to race. It was a
meatter hacker.

This wasn't just tricks, this was redly illegd. Matter hackers could reprogram smart metter any
way you wanted— there were whole buildings you could hack to the ground if you were crazy enough.

And dl she had was this stupid button camera. Shots of an illidt matter hacker would be a totd
eye-kick.

Aya peered ahead into the darkness, hoping that Moggle was lurking somewhere close. She was
dying to check for asignd, but her eyescreen's flicker would be a dead giveaway in the blackness of the
tunndl.

The cluster of Sy Girls parted for Eden, dl eyes on the amdl device in her hands. She pressed it
agang the wadl, fingers running over the controls.

After amoment, she nodded. "Thisisit. Stand back— there could be anything behind there.”

"Or anyone," Miki murmured.

Aya thought of the inhumean figures again, their strange faces and long, thin fingers. "But those
body-crazy freaks were just soring something down here" she said. "Nobody lives inthis place.”

Miki shrugged. "I guess we're about to find out.”

A humming filled the tunnd as the cdever molecules of smat mater began to rearrange
themsdves—the wadl rippled, its texture changing from rough stone to the pearly sheen of plagtic. The
door's shape came into focus, a rectangle the exact sze of amag-lev cargo door.

Then thewadl began to ped aside, one layer after another, like water diding across a fla surface.
Jug asit had the night before, the air tasted tremulous, like a thunderstorm was coming.

The tremors traveled dong Ayas skin, asif the matter hacker was changing her aswel...

The lagt layer dipped away, and the door stood open wide before them. A long hdlway
stretched out ahead, lit with an orange glow.

"Now thisis very dy," Ka said, and stepped insde.

THE HIDDEN

The Sy Girls dashed ahead into the mountain hideaway, everyone wanting to be the firg to
discover what wonders were hidden here. Cdls and laughter filled the air, echoing from the bare stone
wdls

Aya couldn't see a angle right angle, just arches and rounded corners. Every few meters, ovd
doorways led away to more winding hals, an undulaing maze cut into stone.

"W, whoever lives here is definitdly moving out,” Miki said.

Aya nodded. The man hdlway was crowded with equipment and Storage containers, a
disorganized jumble covered with afine layer of dust.

"Maybe we should look for those big metd cylinders” she said. "Those were the only things they
were moving in lagt night.”

"Aslong as whatever we find isnt dive” Miki gestured toward a bunch of work chairs crammed
together in the hdlway. They were the wrong shape—too high and narrow, suited for some inhumen
form,

Aya shone her flaghlight down a her feet. A meter-wide path of metd studs glistened from the
gone floor, leading sraight down the middle of the main hallway. "That's to give hover-lifters something



to push againgt. Anything heavy would have to go thisway. Come on."

The two of them followed the metd path with careful, slent footsteps. The arched doorways
revealed empty rooms, dust patterns on the floor showing where furniture had been removed.

As they went deeper into the mountain, the echoes of the other girls voices grew fant around
them. Aya wondered how so many tons of rock had been carried away to make this place. Whoever
hed built it must have tricked the automatic mag-lev trains into taking a lot of cargo for them. Or maybe
one of the dty governments was involved—this al seemed too big to do on the dy.

Eveay dty had expanded snce the mind-rain, pulling the Rusty ruins apart for scrap, scrambling
to get more metd.

"Who has the resources to build something like this?' Aya murmured.

"Maybe this was one of those Rudy places where they dug up metd. What were they
cdled...mines?!

Ayaredized that they were whispering. Noises reverberated sharply againg the bare stone wals,
meking her conscious of every sound she made.

The long, deep-missing day was findly catching up with her, a brain-fogging exhaudion erasing
the excitement that had propelled her through the mag-lev ride. The dim orange lighting was playing tricks
on her eyes. Long shadows legped from the beams of ther flashlights, and Aya doubted her button cam
was getting any decent shots.

Suddenly Miki spun around. "Did you see that?"

"See what?'

"I don't know." Miki pointed her flaghlight down the hdl behind them. "The shadows were
moving funny. Like something's following us™

"Something?' Aya said, turning to stare into the darkness. She fdt totaly awake now.

"Maybe I'm just imegining it."

Ayasghed. "Great. Now I'm imagining it too.”

"Comeon," Miki said. "l fed like we're getting close to something.”

"Isthat the same something that's following us? Or a different something?”

Miki shrugged, and moved ahead.

In the next room, the path of metd studs led to a large opening in the wdl and a set of dars
leeding down. There were no orange worklights below, only blackness.

Aya came to a hdt. "Maybe we should cdl the others.”

"You want Kai to think you're scared of the dark?' Miki snorted, and headed down the gtairs.

Ayasghed, then followed.

As they descended, the echoes of ther footsteps began to lengthen, a larger space opening up
around them. Ayas flashlight played across high arches, like the stone roof of the giant reservoir below
the city. For a moment she wondered if the entire mountain had been hollowed out to capture runoff
during the rainy season—but why would people building a sorm drain look so weird?

Then her flaghlight found the cylinders. The room was full of them, in neat ranks like hulking metal
soldiers on parade, sretching into the darkness.

"Okay, we found them,” Miki whispered. "But what are they?'

Aya shook her head. She walked up to the closest cylinder and pressed her pdm againd it: cold
metd, its surface seamless. When she stood on tiptoe to look at its top, she found no Sgn of any sedl.

"Looks like solid sted to me”

Miki walked past her, a host of shadows wheding in unison to avoid the beam of her flaghlight.
Aya followed her deeper into the army of cylinders, looking for any clue as to what they might be. But
the metd forms were unmarked and featurdess, like giant pawns in an endless chess s, dl exactly the
same.

But wasn't there ametd shortage going on? This was enough sted to double the Sze of the city.

Miki came to a sudden hdt. "Thereit isagan."

"What?"

Miki turned and pointed her flashlight past Aya "l saw a reflection in the metal. Someone's back



therel”

Aya spun around, sweeping her flashlight across the ranks of cylinders. Shadows legped and
darted from its beam, but she saw nathing except the reflection of her own haf-lit face, warped across
the cylinders smooth sides.

"Areyou trying to scare me?' Aya hissed.

"No, I mean it," Miki whigpered, her eyes wide in the red glow of ther flaghlights. "I'm going to
get some hdp."

"Are you sure? Maybe we should...," Aya started, but Miki was dready dashing toward the
dairs, cdling for the others.

Aya squinted into the darkness. Something flickered in the corner of her eye, but when she spun
to face it, she saw nothing but shadows scattering from her wavering flashlight.

She took a few quick steps to the side, peering down the next row of metd cylinders. Still
nothing.

Cries echoed down the gairs—the other girls answering Miki's shouts. They were coming, but
not fast enough for Aya.

She began to walk back toward the stairs, checking nervoudy over her shoulder. Her flashlight
swept from sde to side, but that only made the long shadows dance and swive around her, filling the
room with furtive movements.

Then she saw it reflected in arow of smooth metal Sdes: a black sihouette smeared across them,
darting through the shadows.

Aya froze, trying to work out which way the shape was moving, but it was like playing tag in a
hdl of mirrors.

"Miki!" she cdled. "l think it's...."

Her voice faded. The hovering shape had floated into view directly before her, the red flashlight
reflecting afamiliar pattern of tiny lenses.

It was Moggle.

ESCAPE

"Miki!" she shouted. "It's okay! | don't think there's anything—"

"Dont worry, Aya-chan,” Miki's voice cdled from hafway up the sairs. "They're dmost herel”

"Crap," Aya muttered. She kndlt, beckoning to the little hovercam. "Come here!”

It wavered for a moment—this new command contradicted its old orders to stay hidden. But
when Aya cdled again, it scooted down the row of cylinders and shot into her arms.

"Hey, Mogglel" she whispered, stroking its sprayed-black plastic shell. "Good job finding me.
But you need to be more careful.”

"Areyou okay?' Miki's shout came from above.

"I'mtotaly fine But | don't think anything's down herel" Aya called back, then hissed, "We have
to find a place to hide you."

She switched off her flaghlight and shoved it into a pocket, looking around for another exit. But
the rows of featureless cylinders stretched endlesdy into the darkness.

More shouts came from the top of the stairs. Miki was headed back down, a gaggle of flaghlights
bobbing behind her.

Aya ducked lower and headed away. The only light came from the Sy Girls descending the
dairs, their red and ydlow flashlights reflected in the smooth meta curves of the cylinders. Aya covered
Moggle with the loose folds of her open jacket.

"When | let you go, find a place to hide. Understand?!

In answer, Moggle flashed its night-lights right into her face.

"Stop doing that!" Aya hissed, sumbling blindly to a hdlt.



"What was that?' Miki caled. "Aya, where are you?'

Aya blinked away spots, sanding up to peer across the cylinder tops. The Sy Girls were fanning
out randomly across the room.

But Eden Maru was rigng into the air, her hoverbal rig usng the metd cylinders for lift. She flew
awiftly across the ranks of cylinders, ams outstretched like the wings of a bird of prey. She would have
serious infrared, of course— mog intercity hoverbal games were & night.

Aya swore, ducking lower and running as quickly as she dared. She had to get into another
room..

But was there any way out of here?

Suddenly Moggle was tugging a her grip.

"Not yet!" she whispered, but the hovercam yanked itsdf free, pulling Aya off balance. It shot
away through the ranks of cylinders like a cannonball.

Aya sumbled to a hdt, squinting into the darkness, trying to see where the hovercam had
disappeared.

"Lose your flaghlight, Nosey?'

She looked up to find Eden Maru hovering just above her.

Aya tried to think of some excuse for putting her flaghlight away, but faled. "Yeeh, | sort of
dropped it."

"Nice going." Eden's eyes scanned the darkness. "So what are we chasing, anyway?'

"Bests me" Aya shrugged, careful not to look in the direction Moggle had fled. "I think maybe
Miki's seeing things"

"That doesn't sound like Miki," Eden murmured, her surged eyes scanning the cylinders. Her gaze
came to rest in the direction Moggle had flown. "Whét's over there?'

Ayasquinted into the darkness. The other Sy Girls flaghlights were growing closer now, and her
unsurged eyes could just make out where the ranks of metd cylinders ended. She took a few steps
closer, and saw a meter-wide cirde of blackness—the mouth of a passageway.

Ayalet out a Slent Sgh. Moggle must have decided to hide in there. Eden Maru was dready on
her way, gliding through the air.

"Maybe we should wait for the others,” Aya caled, jogging after her. "Whatever it is could be
dangerous.”

"I thought you said Miki was seaing things" Eden said. She landed in front of the circular hole
and crawled ingde.

As she ran to catch up, Aya redized that the opening was exactly the right Sze for one of the
cylinders to pass through endwise. At its mouth, she fdt the familiar pattern of inlad studs beneeth her
pams, metd to carry the cylinders on hover-lifters.

Aya crawled after Eden as fast as she could. "Find anything?'

"Yesah. But it doesn't make sense”

A few of the Sy Girls had reached the tunnd entrance behind Aya. Hashlight beams flickered
down the tunndl, revedling what Eden had discovered.

A thick metd door stood open, one smdl window dlinting in its center.

Ayafrowned. "That's the only door I've seen down here.”

"You meen arlock," Eden said, pointing ahead. "There's another one up there”

"An airlock?" Aya shook her head. "Why would anyone have an airlock insde a mountain?'

But as they crawled farther, she saw more metd dinting ahead—another heavy door, standing
open jud like the fird. She swalowed. If thisredly was an arlock, thistunnd had to be a dead end.

Which meant that Moggle was trapped.

"I better go fird!" she said, pushing past Eden.

"But you can't even seel”

Aya ignored her, scrambling down the tunnd. At least she could warn Moggle that
someone—judging from the echoing voices behind her, everyone—was coming.

"Moggle" she said with the barest hiss of sound.



She dowed allittle, trying to lisen. Somehow the air fdt different in here.

A dep later Ayas foot twisted beneath her, coming down wrong on an uneven stretch of floor.
She grunted, reaching her hands out ahead to steady hersdf...

They touched nothingness.

And then Aya was ralling forward, fdling into a void.

SHAFT

Aya dropped in absolute darkness, spinning head over hedsinto the mountains depths.

She reached for her crash bracelets, hoping they would find enough metd to keep her from
platering. At thefirg twidt, the bracelets found purchase, jerking her upright with a shoulder-wrenching
snap. Her feet svung out with ungpent momentum, and one cracked againg solid stone.

Aya hung there stunned for a moment, pain sparkling againg the solid blackness. As her head
cleared, the echo of her own breathing pressed close around her. She swung her fest out—they
connected with stone, pushing Aya backward into a wal of rock. The impact prized a cry of pain from
her lungs

"Quit kicking!" came Eden's voice from the darkness just above. Seconds laer strong arms
wrapped around her waig, lifting her up. The agony in her shoulders lessened alittle.

"You okay, Nosey?' Eden sad.

"Il live. But maybe no more fdling tonight.”

"I hope you don't keep trying to get killed just to impress me."

Ayaonly grunted. As Eden carried her back up through the formless darkness, she fdt the tingle
of blood rushing back into her hands.

Eden st her down firmly on a ledge—the one she'd just plummeted off. "Maybe you should
leave the exploring to people who can seein the dark. And canfly.”

"Sure" Aya said, gingerly rubbing her shoulders. "And thanks.”

"Thanks again, you mean."

Voices echoed around them—the other Sy Girls were headed down the tunnd.

"Sow down!" Eden shouted. "It'satrap ... or something."

"Yesh, something," Aya muttered, pulling out her flashlight and leaning carefully over the shaft. It
was circular, big enough across for the cylinders to travel down. The wals were striped with copper coils
asthick as Ayas am, lad into the stone under clear pladtic.

The shaft also continued upward, past where her flaghlight faded in the distance.

Moggle had certainly found an odd place to hide.

Eden grunted. "I see you found your flashlight, Nosey."

"Oh, yesh." Aya shrugged. "l guessit wasinmy pocket dl the time.”

Eden nodded dowly.

"You found something?' Kai's voice cdled. She pushed her way past the other Sy Girls
crowding the tunndl, crawled to the edge of the shaft, and peered into its depths. "Wow. What is this?"

"I guess we're not sure” Eden said. "Are we, Nosey?'

"No due" Aya sad, rubbing her wrigts. "But take it from me—don't jump down it."

Ka crouched there, her hands tracing the metd studs in the tunnd floor. She glanced back
toward where the cylinders stood waiting in their rows.

"Thismug be where those big metd thingswind up.”

"l guess 0," Aya sad. "Maybe it's some kind of devator."

"An eevator with an airlock?' Ka shook her head. "Not likdy. Can you see the bottom?”

"No, but | can go there." Eden stepped off into the void, her hoverbdl rig's lifters catching before
shefdl even a centimeter. "Sorry to sted dl the glory, Ka." Eden amiled as she dropped out of Sght.

Ayawatched her fdl into the depths, hoping that Moggle had gone up rather than down...



Kal turned to her. "What were you and Miki chasing, anyway?'

Aya shrugged, which sent atwinge of pain through her shoulders.

"You okay?"

"I've been usng my crash bracelets alot tonight.”

"I noticed that." Kai chuckled. "'l knew you were one of us, Aya-chan.”

"Thanks" Aya smiled weakly—another dizzy-making wave of exhaudtion was hitting. "But
maybe I'll rest aminute. My adrendine needs a recharge.”

"No problem.” Ka leaned out to peer down the shaft and Sghed. "This could take awhile

Aya crawled past the other Sy Girlsin the tunnd, waving off their questions, saying she needed a
rest. She dimbed out and made her way through the cylinders and to the dtairs. Hdfway up, she
crouched down, booting her eyescreen.

"Moggle?" she whispered.

The hovercam's point of view appeared againg the darkness. It took Ayals tired brain a moment
to adjust to infrared, but Moggle was looking down.

The clugter of body-heat blobs below were the Sy Girls crowded at the sheft's edge. Eden Maru
was a pinprick of light farther down, the lifters of her hoverbal rig shimmering againgt cold stone.

Moggle had lucked out so far. Of course, Eden would explore the upper part of the shaft
eventudly.

"Keep dimbing," she whispered. "And look for away out."

The sides of the shaft passed by unchanging—thick copper coils every meter or so, no way in or
out. But a subtle infrared glow came from directly over Moggle, adiver of heat at the top of the shaft.

"Find out what's up there. But don't use your night-lightd"

Ayadimmed her eyescreen for a moment, checking to make sure no one had followed her. The
room full of cylinders was dill empty.

As Moggle climbed, its Sgnd began to fritz, shimmers of datic dancing across her eyes. The
connection was punching through a lot of stone, and Aya wondered how long the shaft was. Her
skintenna could only reach a kilometer without the city network hdping.

By the time Moggle reached the top, Aya could barely see through the clouds of interference.
The hovercam seemed to bein a trangparent bubble; soft lights shone down through the rounded plastic
wdls.

They looked like...stars.

Ayamoved afew steps up, and the gtatic cleared for amoment. It was true Moggle was looking
out from the top of the mountain.

Suddenly the whole mountain range was laid out around her. Sharp peaks cut into the sarry sky,
and down in the vdley the mag-lev's solar collectors glimmered with reflected sarlight. Aya could even
see the lights of the city glowing faintly in the distance.

But what was the point of carrying the cylinders up to the top of the mountain? There were
smpler ways to move big hunks of metd, after dl—ifting fans and heavy vehides.

And why do it dl from insgde a mountain?

The 9gnd fritzed again, and Aya shifted on the dairs until she found a better spot. When the
image cleared, she frowned. Something glittered in the corner of her eye.

"Tumn left alittle, Moggle.”

The view rotated to bring the mag-lev linein front of her, and Aya swalowed. The warning lights
aong the expanse of tracks were blinking. ..

Then she saw it in the distance, a gring of lights crawling slently from the city. An unlikely,
maybe-once-a-month, unscheduled train was headed toward the tunndl.

And Ka had |eft the hidden door wide open.



AIR PRESSURE

"Say up there until | cal you," she whispered. "But be ready to movel”

Ayaran down the stairs, wondering what would happen if the train shot past the open doorway.
Equipment and furniture were piled up around the entrance, dong with a big stack of the Sy Girls
hoverboards.

Aya had fdt with her own body what the wake of a speeding mag-lev train could do.

She ran through the cylinders, her reflection a blur in their smooth meta sides, her mind spinning.
How was she supposed to explain how she knew atrain was coming?

The mouth of the tunnd glowed with the Sy Girls flashlights They were sprawled around its
entrance and down its length, crowding the narrow space.

"Out of my way!" She dove into the tunnd, cranling draight across the Girls, ignoring their
annoyed shouts. "Everyone, ligen! A train's coming!”

Slencefdl, and Ka turned to peer at her. "What do you mean?'

"You know those unscheduled trains you weren't worried about? Well, one's headed toward ud
It be herein afew minuted"”

Ka narrowed her eyes. "What makes you think that?"

"I was heading back toward the main door ... to get a hoverboard. | thought maybe some of us
could go down the sheft on one”

"You got dl the way there and back in five minutes?'

"No...but hafway there | could fed the ground rumbling. Come on, Kai. We don't have time to
los="

Ka hesitated, and a murmur of disbelief traveled through the tunnd.

Aya groaned, scrambling over more bodies and up to the edge of the shaft. "Eden ... atrain's
coming!"

A few seconds later Eden Maru shot up into view. "A tran? We didn't sedl the door!”

"So what?' Ka said. "At tha speed, wholl notice anything? Most mag-levs don't even have
crews.”

"But our boards! They'll get sucked into the dipstream, dong with anything else that's not tied
down!"

"And you didn't mention this before?' Kai cried.

"You sad there wouldn't be any traind”

"I said probably!”

"Judt get out of my way!" Eden put her hands together like a diver, and shot down the crowded
tunndl.

Ingantly the narrow tunnd was full of scrambling bodies. The Sy Girls were shouting and shoving
past one another, tumbling out to follow Eden back toward the entrance to the mountain.

Ka hestated for a moment, her eyes fixed on Aya. "You sure you didnt just imagine this?*

Aya nodded, 4ill breathless.

Ka swore and rose into ahdl crouch, scrambling after the others.

Aya waited until the sounds of pursuit faded away, then booted her eyescreen again. She lay
agang the stone floor, garing sraight up into the blackness of the shaft.

There was nothing but air between her and Moggle now, the view from the mountain top crystd
clear. The tran was much closer, a bright gring of pearls crawling dong the flashing mag-lev line, only
minutes away.

"Get down here fagt, Moggle!" she said. "Don't hover— just drop!”

Moggle angled its lenses downward, and Aya watched the fdl from the hovercam's point of
view. The hot ydlow infrared speck of her own head grew, faster and faster as Moggle accelerated
down the shaft, until she could see her own wide-eyed expression.

"Stop!" she shrieked.



The hovercam came to a perfect hdt afew centimeters from her nose, and flashed its night-lights
happily.

"lts nice to see you too. And ouch, blinded, eic.” Aya scuttled down the narrow tunnd. "Follow
me, but not too close. If we run into anyone else, remember to hidel™

Aya dashed through the stone warren of the hideout, following the metd studs back toward the
entrance. That was how Moggle had found her, of course. Just like the cylinders, a hovercam could only
travel dong the metd path.

By the time she reached the main hdlway Aya was breathless from running, her heart pounding.
Straight ahead, the crowd of Sy Girls was slhouetted by the entrance to the mag-lev tunndl.

Staggering to a hdt, Ayafdt the trains rumble beneath her feet.

"Any time now," Ka was saying.

"I'm trying!" Eden kndt by the doorway, the matter hacker clutched in one hand, the other
flitting across its controls.

But the smart matter of the door wasn't moving.

Aya glanced over her shoulder and caught Moggle peeking out to get a shot. She amiled.
Whether the door closed or not, whatever happened next was going to be very kickable.

"Everyone get s+t," Eden said. "Jugtin case.”

Ahead of her, the Sy Girls linked crash bracdets to form a human chain. Not that it would
hdp—if this loose furniture and equipment started flying around, they were dl in trouble anyway.

Fndly Eden Maru let out a grunt of triumph. The smart matter was rippling to life its black
tendrils beginning to weave across the opening.

But the train was dready in the tunnd—Aya could fed it, her ears popping as the ar squeezed
toward them at three hundred klicks an hour. The rainy scent of the changing smart matter washed over
her.

The rumble was building quickly now, whirlwinds of dust spinning madly in flaghlight beams. The
fird layer of the door had stretched across the entrance, but it bulged out toward Eden, like a toy baloon
sueezed between two hands.

If the door blew out, Aya wondered what would happen to the train. Would the sudden change
in pressure be enough to blow it off its tracks?

Next to the bulging expanse, Eden was dill twiding at the hacker's controls, ydling something
drowned out by the roar of the train.

More layers did into place...

The thundering peaked, the piles of equipment dl around Aya dancing across the floor. The
smart-matter surface of the doorway was vibrating too fast to see, shimmering like a plucked guitar
gring.

After along moment, the roar began to fade as the train dipped away.

The door hadn't collapsed; now that the train had passed, Aya couldn't even tdl the smart matter
gpart from the stone.

As Eden dumped to the floor, Ka turned to the rest of them, a weary amile on her face. "Maybe
that was enough fun for one night.”

A tired murmur went through the others, maybe Aya wasn't the only one whod gone
degp-misang the last couple of nights. The Sy Girls started sorting out their hoverboards, getting ready
to head for home.

The only problem now was snesking Moggle out.

"Hey, Ka," Ayacdled. "Can we borrow afew things?'

Ka looked around at the equipment cluttering the hal. "I suppose so. But don't make it too
obvious someone's been here”

"Inthis mess?' Aya laughed. "They're gripping the place, not taking inventory.”

Adding ther assent, a few of the Sy Girls started poking through the equipment. With no face



rank or merits, Aya redized, they couldn't do much requistioning. The wallscreens and workstations lying
around were tempting targets.

She walked quickly back to where Moggle was hiding, and picked a storage carton at random.
Dumping the contents out—light pens and drawing tablets—she waved the hovercam indde. The plagtic
top sedled with an arrtight pop, hiding Moggle completdly.

At a twid of her crash braceets, Ayas hoverboard made its way down the hdl to her. She
pressed the container againd its riding surface, and fdt the snap of Moggles lifters gripping through
pladtic.

She was ready to go, carrying one hovercam full of very kickable shots.

"Pretty tricky, you knowing that train was coming.”

She looked up to find Eden Maru floating above her.

Aya shrugged. "Not what 1'd cdl tricky. The floor was rumbling.”

"Funny thing, though," Eden said. "When | firgt got here, | couldn't fed anything. Not till the train
was much closer. But you noticed it from way back insde the mountain.”

"Maybe it's that hoverbdl rig you're dways wearing." Aya smiled. "You're not used to waking
the Earth like us extras."

"Yegh, that mugt beit." Eden glanced down a Moggl€e's hiding place. "Find anything interesting?”

"Judt light pens, suff like that. Want one?

Eden hesitated, then shook her head. "No thanks. | dont have to sted quff. I'm famous,
remember?’

"Sorry, | forgot."

Eden findly smiled. "Dont be sorry, Nosey-chan. It shows you're coming dong.”

She dapped Aya on her sore shoulder, then new back to the matter hacker and began reopening
the door.

SLIME QUEEN

Aya dept through her darm the next morning, missng Advanced English and two kinds of math.

By the time she awoke, the sun was streaming into her window, a despair-making sight. Missed
classes meant stacks of merits gone missng, enough damage to keep her at zero for a month.

But as she lay in bed, saring a the cdling and rubbing the aches and bruises of lagt nights
adventure, it occurred to Aya that merits wouldn't matter much longer. Once her Sy Girls gory hit the
feeds, sheld be too famous to bother with exams, dorm chores, and littlie-waiching jobs—they'd dl be as
worthless as the moldy displays of Rusty money in the city museum.

A big face rank meant you didn't have to worry about impressng the Good Citizen Committee.
All you had to do was stay famous, which, as ego-kickers liked to say, was much easer than getting that
way inthefirg place.

Aya rubbed her eyes. Sheld fdlen adeep reviewing shots downloaded from Moggle and her
button cam: hours of mag-lev surfing, mysterious tunnels, and hard-edged Sy Girls sailling the secrets of
ther clique. All of it very kickable.

It was dmaost too much to work with, more complicated than any story Aya had ever attempted
before. Hiro dways said that no matter how eye-kicking the shots, people got bored after ten minutes.
How was she supposed to squeeze secret hideouts, skinny diens, and crazy Sy Girl sunts down to that?
She could do ten minutes on mag-lev surfing done!

Of course, mogt shots of any story wound up in the background layer, so other kickers could use
them later, or check to seeif you were truth-danting, like Rugty feeds aways had. But if Aya was going
to betray the Sy Girls, she owed it to them to show how amazing they redly were, not hide their best
tricks where only a few feed-addicts would ever see them.

Lying there, she wondered about bresking the story up into a series. Last summer Hiro had



kicked a ten-part cycle about people hurting themselves to become famous cutters, sef-gtarvation, the
people trying to grow tobacco to smoke. But the thought of creating something that intricate—weaving
charactersin and out, recapping themes without being repetitious—was too overwheming.

The inhumantlooking figures were the worst part. Aliens were totdly unbelievable, especidly
gnce Aya didn't have any shots of them. She might as wel put unicornsin the story.

She turned her eyescreen on, and saw that Ren was a Hire's. He'd know what to do, and maybe
Hiro would even help, now that Aya could prove thet the Sy Girls were redl.

She was about to cal Ren when her voice caught— hundreds of messages were spilling across
her vison, dmog dl of them from strangers. For some reason sheld been ping-bashed the night before.

Then afamiliar name caught her eye—Frizz Mizuno.

Aya hestated. What if he was writing to say something radically honest, like held made a terrible
migtake in liking her? Or that Aya Fuse was a face-missing extra that nobody would want to hang out
with, much less someone famous and beatiful ?

There was only one way to find out. She opened the ping.

Swarmed by hovercams today!
And | just figured out why.
Oops...I'm so sorry.

—Frizz

Aya frowned. Why was he apologizing, when she'd been the totdly brain-missng one yesterday?
And what did he mean about hovercams? Then she noticed that the ping ended with a feed kick, and a
trickle of nerves started in her ssomach.

She followed the kick, and one of the fashion-dammer feeds blossomed across her vison...

The shot had been taken yesterday, right after sheld rescued Moggle. There she was in her dorm
uniform, covered with muck and dime and taking to Frizz beside the Akira Hal soccer fidds. Even
through the grainy minicam lens he was as beautiful as ever, gtting cross-legged on his hoverboard. But
Ayalooked like she'd just crawled out of a sewer.

The caption read: Who's the ugly making dime with frizz Mizuno?

Ayaclosed her eyes. Not this...not now.

The worst thing was, she should have known this would happen. Fizz had just started a new
cique and was rocketing up the face ranks. Paparazzi cams probably trailed him everywhere, but she'd
been so addled by his atention that being careful had never occurred to her.

Jugt when she was trying to stay incognito, here she was burning up the feeds.

Aya watched the shot agan; at leest you couldn't hear what she and Fizz were saying, and
Moggle had been off chaaing plastic missles and war whedls.

And it was just a supid dammer feed, the kind of story that Aya glanced at, laughed about, then
promptly forgot every day. She should just ignoreit. ...

But for some reason Aya couldn't stop hersdlf. She glanced through the shots in the background
layer, dozens of them, dl just as hideous. Of course, whoever had kicked them hadn't bothered to show
her after sheld taken a shower. Where was the funin that?

And the worgt part was reading the web of conversations flowing outward from the images, a
thousand joking captions and dams and stupid theories: that Radical Honesty surge had given Frizz some
kind of brain damage, that he had athing for big noses, that a new species of girlfriend had crawled from
the sewers.

Late last night, an anonymous resident from Akira Hall had recognized Aya and rekicked to her
feed, but by then the fact that she had a name hardly mattered. Everyone was having too much fun cdling
her "Sime Queen."

Aya lay back on her bed, wondering how people could be so integrity-chalenged, sending



hovercams to sneak shots of people. Like Ren had said yesterday, dammer feeds were for unkick idiots.
Mogt of them were probably just jealous, annoyed that Fizz liked her, an ugly extra, indead of some
other big face.

But no matter how much Aya dismissed them in her mind, it didnt hep that they dl were
bran-missng and petty. For some reason, what they said ill hurt.

A soft chime sounded in her ear, and she groaned— probably more ping-bashing from one of
Sime Queen's new fans. But when the sender's name appeared, she sat bolt upright.

"Hizz?'

"Hey, Aya-chan. Um, have you seen the feeds this morning?"

Shelay back down and sghed. "Yes. Sime Queen a your service”

"I'm so sorry, Aya | haven't gotten used to this whole paparazzi thing yet. It didn't occur to me
that—"

"It's not your fault, Frizz. | should have known better." She sighed. "Hiro's been famous snce his
fird story. | knew therules. | just forgot them when | saw you waiting for me"

There was amoment of slence, then he said, "That's happy-making, | suppose.”

For the firg time since waking up, Aya fdt something besides the awfulness of being ambushed.
At least Frizz wasn't cdling to say how lame she was. "Yegh, | guess s0."

"Why don't you come over? We can go on apicnic or something.”

"I thought you were cam-swarmed.”

"Totdly, but so what?' Frizz said. "It's a chance for people to see you without the, you know,
dime factor." He giggled.

"But | can't. Remember that story I'm working on? It's il a secret.”

"So we won' talk about it. It's not like | know anything.”

"But the clique I'm kicking, they have this crazy brain condition about fame—they hate any whiff
of it. If they see me out cam-grubbing with you, they're going to get suspicious.”

"Suspicious of what? That you like picnics?!

"Fizz," Aya groaned. "I'm incognito, remember? The clique doesn't know I'm doing a story on
them.”

There was a long pause. "Wait a second ... | thought it was just secret from other kickers, but
it's secret from the clique, too?'

"Yegh. They don't know I'm a kicker."

"You mean you're doing the same thing to them that just happened to us? Taking shots without
tdling them?'

Ayas mouth opened, then shut again, her words tangling in her head. Fndly dl she managed
was, "It's completely different!”

"How isit different?'

"I'm not damming them, Frizz—I'm showing how kick they are! This story's going to make them
famoud"

"But | thought you said they hated fame.”

"They do but...," Aya started, but her words got snarled again. Frizz's Radicd Honesty was
crazy-making! Sometimes it was like he was from some face-missng city.

"I need to think about this, Aya" he said softly.

"You need to ... what?'

"Sorry, but it's strange for me, dl this incognito suff. But it sounds like you have to stay clear of
me anyway. So maybe we should back off awhile"

For amoment Aya wanted to argue, or even to rush out and see him, hovercams or not. But she
couldn't just blow her cover. Things were dready bad enough with her name dl over the feeds.

Maybe he was right about holding off for a few days, even if it was very unhgppy-making to
admit it.

"Areyou sure, Fizz?'

"Yes | need to think about this. It's hard to know what kind of person you are sometimes.”



Aya cdenched her figs, grasping for something to say. Now Fizz thought she was some
bran-missng dammer! If only she could explain to him that this story was more important than the Sy
Girls privacy; whatever was hidden in that mountain could be dangerous.

But thanks to his Radicad Honesty and his fame, anything she told him would be on the feeds the
next day. She didn't dare.

Fndly they said good-bye, and the connection went dead.

Aya lay there, deleting mocking pings, growing more miserable every second. Maybe avoiding
Frizz was dready pointless. What if one of the Sy Girls sumbled on the Sime Queen story? Would they
blame Aya for her sudden spurt of fame? It wasn't her fault that Frizz was famous and beautiful and a
totd hovercam-magnet...

Exactly the sort of boyfriend she would've killed to have a week ago.

Aya frowned, redizing that this was the firs morning since littlie days that she hadn't checked her
face rank— and for once it might have risen. She blanked the fashion-dammer feed, dearing away the
meme-lines and gossip threads that cluttered her eyescreen, until she could see her little corner of shame.

She sat there for a moment, saring at it, not sure what to think.

Her face rank hovered a 26,213—much higher than sheld ever been before. At long last, Aya
Fuse was famous.

For bang dimy.

MASS DRIVER

There were hovercams lurking in front of Akira Hall.

The Sime Queen story was dready fading—there were much bigger faces to dam in the city,
after dl—but Aya decided to be careful. A few more days of obscurity and sheld be happy with dl the
cam-swarming she got.

Arms wrapped around Moggle, she jumped out a fifth-story back window, landing hard in the
dorm'’s new chrysanthemum garden. A monitor drone chirped a Aya angrily—shed crushed a flower flat
into the mud.

Thiswasn't going to be a good day for merits, it seemed.

"Get my board, Moggle" she said. "But don't let any of those cams see you."

Moggle spun away toward the hoverboard racks, pausng to peer around the corner. After last
night's adventure, it was findly getting the hang of snesking.

Aya scanned the forest as she waited, wondering if any paparazzi cams were hidden among the
trees. Her skin prickled as she imagined being watched. Was this what it fdt like being Kai? Skulking
around dl the time, nervous of any whiff of a reputation? It seemed like a paranoiamaking way to live.

Moggle reappeared with her board in tow, and Aya jumped on.

"Seeyou a Hires" she ordered.

Moggle flashed, then shot ahead into the forest, toward the famous part of town.

"Hey, Sime Queen!”

Aya groaned. "Le mein, Hiro. Someone might recognize me."

"But how could they? Y ou're not wearing your rament of dime”"

"Hiro!"

More laughter, but findly the elevator door did open, and she and Moggle dipped insde.

Hiro and Ren were dill laughing when the door opened again. The two were splayed across the
couch, playing a thumb-twitch game on Hiro's giant wallscreen. Explosions and the chatter of gunfire
were making the strings of paper cranes rattle and dance.

"What are you two doing?' Aya shouted over the noise.



"The Nameless One just kicked some story damming thumb-twitch games™ Ren ydled. "So
weve devoted oursdvesto a day of war!"

Sherolled her eyes. Hiro was ill annoyed at the Nameless One for damming the crumbliesin his
immortdity story caling them freaks and world-wreckers. "Isnt it kind of loud, though?'

"Sorry, Sime-sensd,” Hiro yelled. "Nice work on your face rank, by the way. A few more
appearances as Sime Queen, and youll get an invitaion to the Thousand Faces Party!"

She scowled. "Aren't you the one who dways says there's no bad fame?"

"No, that's the aty interface” Hiro cried. "I'm againg dime-famel”

Ren giggled, fdling to one sde to coax his thumb-twitch character through some perilous
maneuver.

"What are you laughing at, Ren?' Aya shouted. "Y ou're the one who made me go underwater!"

"I didn't know you were going to talk to some big-face pretty boy on the way home."

"Neither did I'" Aya screamed over the explosions.

"Sure you didnt," Hiro answered. "Jug like when we saw Fizz Mizuno's feed yesterday, and
you had no idea who he was."

"I didn't know him yesterday. | didn't know his name, anyway. I'd just met him the night before
... a thisparty.”

Hiro frowned, then made a gesture. The wallscreen images froze, the sound abruptly shutting off.
"Since when do you get invited to the same parties as Frizz Mizuno?'

"I wasn't exactly invited," Aya said. One of Hiro's eyebrows rose, and she groaned. "l crashed
this tech-head bash, okay? | was looking for the Sy Girls™

"Oh, theimaginary Sy Girlsagain." Hiro let out along Sgh. "Why are you wasting your time with
unicorns, Aya-chan?'

"They're not imaginary. Actudly, | joined up with them last night.”

"You joined the unicorns?' Hiro asked.

"The Sy Girls, you bubblehead. | even went surfing with them.”

"What do you mean?' Ren asked.

"You guys havent heard of mag-lev surfing?' Aya gestured, and Moggle started loading a stack
of shots into Hiro's walscreen. "Then you need to watch this™

Hiro started to say something, but the wallscreen was dready flickering to life He crossed his
ams, daring in slence as Ayas night as a Sy Girl began to unfold.

When it was over, the firg thing Hiro said was, "Mom and Dad will kill you."

Aya couldn't argue. Her parents didn't even approve of bungee jumping. She couldn't imagine
what Mom was going to say after watching her mag-lev surf.

"Crumblies are the least of your worries" Ren said. "After you kick this, the wardens are going to

vigt."

"I know." Aya sghed. "That's the bad part about kicking this story. Nobody's ever going to
meg-lev surf again.”

"That's not what | mean,” Ren said softly. "The wardens will forget al about surfing once they
spot that mass driver."

Ayaglanced at Hiro, but he looked as puzzled as she was.

"What's a mass driver?' she asked.

Ren stood and crossed to the wallscreen, rewinding the images with atwirl of his finger. He froze
the shot where Moggle was dimbing up the shaft, reached out, and pointed a the gint of meta
embedded in the stone. "That's a copper cail, right?'

"l guess" Ayasad. "Likein an eectric motor?

"Or atran track," Ren said. "Mag-levs have two kinds of magnets. The ones that levitate the
tran and the mass drivers”

"Which do what?' Aya asked.



"They move the tran. As it glides dong, the mass drivers switch from negaive to
postive—pulling from in front, pushing from behind, sending it faster and faster. You can do the same
thing draight up.”

"So this sheft is like a mag-lev train that goes up and down?' Aya shrugged. "You mean it is an
eevator?'

Ren shook his head. "This could accelerate a thousand times faster than any eevator. You saw
that airlock, right? If you suck dl the ar out of the shaft, you're accderating through a vacuum. No
friction at al—pure speed. With enough juice, a mass driver could throw you into orbit.”

"But what's the point?" Hiro asked. "Why hideit in a mountan?"

Ren stared at the image of the copper cail. "That depends on what those cylinders are.”

Ayashrugged. "They just looked like big hunks of metd.”

"What if there's smart matter ingde? They could change shape as they fly, make fins and wings to
guide themselves to a target. Maybe even whip up a heat shidd as they fdl."

"No way, Ren." Hiro sat up draight. "The Nameless One is actudly right—our thumb-twitch
games have made you war-crazy!"

"Veay funny, Hiro." Ren moved the image to a close-up of a cylinder. "Let me do some math.
How big are they, Aya?'

"Um...maybe a meter across the top? And a little tdler than me" Aya frowned. "What are you
Qgetting so excited about?"

"Hesddusond," Hiro said.

"Let's say two meterstdl.” Ren's fingers twitched and spun, and numbers began cascading across
the wallscreen image of the cylinder. "So the radius squared is a quarter of a meter, times pi is about
point seven-five. Times two meters tdl is one and a haf. Hey, room? How much would one-and-a-half
cubic meters of sted weigh?'

"What kind of sted?" the room asked.

"I don't care. Just round it off."

"Almos twelve tons™

"Tweve tons!" Ren took a step backward and fdl into Hire's feed-weatching chair, garing
wide-eyed a the screen.

"What's the big dedl ?' Aya asked softly.

Hiro leaned forward, the amused expresson fading from his face. "Hey, room? How much
energy would twelve tons of sted haveif you dropped it from orbit?"

"From how highin orbit?" the room asked.

Hiro glanced a Ren, who shrugged and said, "Two hundred kilometers? Forget about ar
resistance and round it off."

Theroom hardly paused. "The object would land at two thousand meters per second, reeasing
twenty-four giggoules, equd to Sx tonsof TNT."

"Okay...that's not good," Hiro said.

"What's TNT?" Aya asked.

"These days, it's aunit of energy,” Ren said. "But a long time ago, it was a chemicd that Rusties
used to make bombs.”

"Bombs?" She swalowed. "Like when they used to shoot missles a each other?'

"Wow, Sime Queen," Hiro said. "You catch on quick.”

Ren nodded dowly. "This could be some kind of city killer."

"You're not serious”" Aya remembered the Rusty weapons that had destroyed whole cities in
seconds, burning the sky and leaving the ground poisoned for decades. "But city killers had warheads.
Those cylinders are just solid sed!”

"Yegh, Aya, and the dinosaurs were wiped out by iron,” Ren said. "lron falling from space.
These things wouldn't come down randomly. The smart matter could split them into divers, one for every
building in a city. How many of those cylinders did you say there were?”

"There were hundreds, Ren," she said softly.



"Thousands of tons?' he said. "With the metd shortage going on?'

Aya shook her head. "But aren't you guys jumping to conclusons? We don't even know if there's
any smart matter ingde”

"Maybe | can get you something to test them,” Ren said.

"Would a matter hacker work?" Aya asked, and they both turned to stare a her. "Because the
Sy Girls sort of, um...have one."

"Aya" Hiro said dowly. "Don' tdl me you've been playing around with matter hackers."

"l never even touched it!"

"Aya Matter hackers aren't just merit-losng illegd; they're going-to-jall illegd!"

"It's perfect, though," Ren said. "Just send a basic run command to one, and watch what it does.”

"Ren!" Hiro shouted. "No way ismy little sster spending another second with those Sy Girls. Do
you want my mom and dad to kill me?"

Ren turned to her. "If you don't want to go, Aya, I'll try to get in there. But it's your story. ..."

Ayadidn't answer at fird, daring at the tangle of math on the screen, remembering when she was
ten years old. Her entire littlie class had been loaded into hovercars and taken to an ancient ruin from the
Rugy's second globd war. A burned-out shel of a dome rose up from shattered wals with empty
windows, marking where a hundred thousand people had died in one quick flash. She hadn't believed it
possible, not even of the Rudties.

But it looked like someone was fallowing in ther footsteps.

"Sorry, Hiro, but | have to," she said. "The end of the world isnt something we can kick
hdfway."

Part 11
CITY KILLERS

Lurking behind every chance to be made whole by fame isthe axman of further dismemberment.
—L eo Braudy The Frenzy of Renown

BANNED

The Sy Girls were not pleased with Sime Queen.

It turned out that Ka watched the others face ranks as closdy as her own. Ayas sudden jump
from obscurity to mild fame hadn't escaped her notice. After severd pings back and forth, Kai admitted
that maybe it wasn't entirdy Ayas fault, but it was dill a problem.

No hovercam-magnets alowed.

So Aya was banned from the Sy Girls, at least until her face rank fdl back into Sx figures.

At firg Aya thought the ddlay would drive her crazy. Here she was, a huge story findly in her
grasp, and she had to wait for a bunch of nobodies to stop making fun of her about nothing.

On top of that, Aya didn't dare hang out with Frizz until thiswas dl over. If anyone spotted them
together, another wave of Sime Queen damming would erupt, driving her face rank back up.

But as the days passed, waiting turned out not to be so bad.

Aya stayed in her room, avoiding classes by daming that her underground lake chill had worn
her out. She took dl her old stories down from her feed for a week, and only answered pings from Hiro,
Ren, and Kai. And gradudly Aya Fuse (and her dter ego, Sime Queen) began to disappear, her face
rank dropping thousands every day.

The strangest part was not having a feed. For the lagt two years, everything important to Aya had
been stored there: images, stories, class schedules, and grades. Ligts of everything she did and thought



and wanted, and of dl her friends and enemies. Even if hardly anyone ever looked at it, blanking her own
feed was like erasing part of hersdf.

Fortunately Aya had plenty to keep her occupied.

It took awhole week to edit a rough draft, making sure to conced the awful truth until the end,
yet dill reveding enough to keep people watching. It was the longest story sheéld ever kicked—amost
twenty whole minutes. Hiro told her to shorten every verson he saw, but Aya wasn't worried about
anyone getting bored.

The story had everything: eccentric outsders, myderious technology, eye-kicking shots of the
wild, even a near misswith amag-lev train. And of course, good old humanity trying to wreck the planet
once agan—dl the promise and danger of the mind-ran wrapped up in one big kick.

The only thing she left out was the trio of inhumean figures she and Miki had seen. There weren't
any shots of them, after dl. And surdy city-killing weapons were enough, without adding implausble
diensto the mix. She didn't even mention them to Hiro and Ren, who would probably just say she was
believing in unicorns again.

She left a blank space at the end for the truth about the cylinders, once shed proved Ren's
theory about smart matter. But Aya was dready convinced: The math al checked out, and she'd found
out that the Rudties had aso hollowed out mountains, places for ther leaders to survive while the rest of
the world crumbled. Thiswas dl an awful flashback to the ancient wars that had killed millions.

Maybe once they saw the truth, the Sly Girls would forgive her for kicking the story. Even Kai
could understand thet the safety of the world was more important than keeping a few tricks secret.

So Aya waited patiently, editing and reediting, putting up with Hiro's annoying comments, and
gving Ren a whole minute to fill with the math of orbita mechanics and kinetic energy. That part was
boring a fird, but it ended with explosons—the perverse eye-kicks of buildings tumbling after their
hoverstruts were ripped apart by divers of haf-molten metd.

And findly, after a long week, her face rank dipped back across a hundred thousand. Sime
Queen was no more, and Aya Fuse became a Sy Girl one lagt time.

TESTING

"Y ou're sure nothing followed you?' Kal caled.

"Vay," Aya sad, skidding her hoverboard to a hdt. Just to be certain, Moggle had stalked her
dl the way from Akira Hal, watching for any hovercams Ieft over from Sime Queen's short reign. And to
make doubly sure, Ren had sewn 9x spy-cams into her dorm jacket, facing in dl directions, and none
hed spotted athing.

"Where's everyone ese?' asked Aya Eden and Ka were the only Sy Girls wating here a the
edge of town.

"Taking the night off," Eden said. "It's a little windy for surfing. But we thought you'd be game,
snce you've been on parole.”

"Redly?' Ayafrowned. She'd noticed the wind on the way out, but it hadn't seemed that strong.
"Thanks, | guess. | was getting pretty bored of my dorm room."

"That's what you get for hanging out with big faces™ Ka laughed. "Maybe if you got that nose
trimmed down, you wouldn't attract so many pretty boys.”

Aya rolled her eyes. Her nose was too pretty now? "Whatever, Kai. | just want to get ingde the
mountain again. |'ve been doing some research, and I've got a theory about those cylinders.”

"Can't wait to hear it," Eden said. "But I'm afraid you're alittle behind.”

"You mean you dready know about them?' Aya asked softly.

Eden grinned and shook her head. "No, | just mean that Kal is Lai these days."

"It's a never-ending battle, gaying obscure” La said. "But you know dl about that now, don't
you, Sime Queen?'



"Sure, La." Aya hid her rdief with a glance over her shoulder. The rumble of the train was just
beginning to build beneath her feet.

"Dont worry about being out of practice, Nosey," La said, amiling. "Mag-lev surfing's just like
riding a hoverboard. Y ou never forget.”

The dipgtream was worse than ever.

Thewind grew stronger as the train neared the city's edge, and lying flat againg her board, Aya
could fed every tug and shudder in the air. The breeze was blowing sraight across the arc of the turn, its
energy blending with the turbulence of the train's passage, like two swift rivers merging into bailing rapids.

Her fird contact with the dipstream knocked Aya into a barrd rall, soinning earth and sky
around her. Only Eden's souped-up crash bracelets kept her hanging on, her fingers white-knuckled
around the board's front end.

She struggled for control, wrestling the board leve again. But every time she edged it toward the
train, the tumult knocked her into another spin.

No wonder La and Eden had told the other Girlsto stay home!

Thetrain began to hum—it was Sraightening again, speeding up—and Aya gritted her teeth. No
way was she spending another day locked in her dorm room, gStting on the biggest story since the
minc-ran...

She leaned hard to the left, yanking her hoverboard toward the train, willing it through the
dipstream's barrier.

The board spun into another set of barrd ralls, but thistime Aya didn' fight the spins. She let the
world twig around her a dozen times, until the pattern of the track lights steadied. Then, Idting the
board's gyrations carry her, she rolled across the tumuit.

Inthe camer air, Ayawrestled her board back to levd flight. Her head was 4ill spinning, but the
train stretched out beside her, as steady as a house.

She dipped up againg its metd flank and climbed aboard.

A few meters ahead La and Eden were dready standing, watching with amusement.

"Not bad," La cdled. "Maybe you'e ready to learn some new trickd"

Thetrain was dill speeding up, and Aya didn't answer, scrambling to shift a crash bracelet to her
ankle. She stood jud as the train hit cruigng speed, and the three of them rode in slence together,
ducking decapitation hazards, the wild shooting past on ether sde.

Soon the mountains rose into view, their dark bulk a hundred times more ominous now that Aya
knew what was ingde.

Ren had sent her more math today: Only a mountain could hide a mass driver large enough to
hurl a projectile into orbit. Conveniently, the atmosphere was thinner up around mountaintops—Iless ar
resstance for the cylinders once they Ieft the shaft. Whoever had built this had thought long and hard
about how to destroy the world.

As the dark peaks grew before her, Aya wondered for the firg time if mind-rain dammers like
the Nameless One were right. Maybe humanity redly was too dangerous to be free. It was only three
years snce the cure, and aready someone had built a wegpon that would have made the Rugties proud.

At least the discovery made one thing eesier: Once they redized what the mass driver was for,
the Sy Girlswould have to understand that they couldn't keep it secret anymore.

"So what's this theory of yours?' La asked.

"Whdl, it has to do with that suff.” Aya pointed her flashlight at the hidden door.

Eden Maru was kneding beside it, the matter hacker in her hands, her fingers jumping across the
controls. The tunnd was pitch-black except for Ayas flashlight—the other two had infrared—and the
darkness around them came to life as the door began to hum.

"You mean smart maiter?' Lal asked.



"Exadly” Aya swept her light across the surface, wetching it ripple and undulate, smdling the
scent of ram. "What if those cylinders are laced with it?"

Eden glanced over her shoulder at La, but naither said anything.

"That shaft Eden found looks like a mass driver to me" Aya continued. "And if the cylinders can
change shape, they mus be missles of some kind."

For a moment there was no sound except the hum of smart matter, then La said, "You mean this
whole mountain is a wegpon?"

"Exactly. An old-fashioned, Rusty sort of wespon.”

"Interesting theory.” Eden watched the lagt layers of the door dip aside, reveding the orangey
gow of the tunnd. "How sure are you about this?'

"Almog pogtive. | can prove it when we get to the cylinders.”

They stepped indde, and Eden turned to close the hidden door again. As expected, Moggle
would be trapped on the other Sde tonight. At least Aya had her spy-cams.

"Clever," La said. "But you're not the only one who's been clever this week."

Aya frowned. The two of them didn't even seem surprised. "This is serious, La. Those cylinders
could take out awhoale city. They're much deadlier than anything used in the Diego War."

"Maybe so, Nosey. But wat till you see what we've cooked up.”

"But this could mean—"

"Aya | sad wait!"

The door rippled closed, and Aya fdl dlent. Shed forgotten that Eden Maru was dso a
tech-head, a much more famous one than Ren. What had she and the Sy Girls been up to for the last
week?

The three of them made their way down the stone halways, through clutter and equipment. When
they reached the cylinder room, Aya paused at the top of the stairs, Ietting her spy-cams take in the ranks
of metd missles

"Wha's the matter, Nosey?' Eden said.

"I I can borrow the hacker for aminute, I'll show you something.”

"It's not atoy,” Eden warned.

"I know that. Just let me try something.”

"Let her," La said. "This could be interegting.”

Eden sighed, then handed Aya the device. It was heavier than it looked, its topside thick with
controls and readouts. Ren had warned that it was one of the few machines deliberatidly designed to be
tricky to use—no voice help, no handy indruction screen, as opague and interfacemissing as the Rusty
gadgets in the city museum.

Aya made her way down the gairs and chose a cylinder a random. She pulled Ren's memory
grip from her pocket and did it into the hacker's reader.

"You wrote code for a matter hacker?' Eden snorted. "Y ou're full of hidden tdents, aren't you?"

Aya shrugged. She was tired of lying.

The hacker sprang to life, and she pressed it againg the smooth metd flank of the cylinder. A
hum filled the air, much lower than the sound of the hidden door. Like the rumble of a train approaching,
but as smooth as a bow drawing across a cdlo gring.

A scent filled the air. Just like when the door opened, she tasted rain and lightning.

The cylinder began to change, ralling dowly into another shape, like metd syrup poured into an
invishle mold. Firg it transformed into a cone, its point rounded and colored pale white. Ren had said
that would happen—the white part was made entirdy of smart matter, a heat shidd to protect it from
burning up on the journey into orbit. Four stubby wings protruded from the sides, one reaching toward
Ayallike the pseudopod of some metd bacteria.

She stepped back, fascinated by the undulaing shapes.

Thewings shifted and turned, designed to use the upper atmosphere to guide the missile into the
right orbit. Then the trandformations came to a hdt, like a liquid suddenly freezing in the cold, and the
metd sat in front of them unmoving.



Maybe it was waiting for specific ingructions, something beyond the smple command Ren had
programmed.

"Isthat it?' La said.

"l guess.” Aya frowned. "But you saw those wings. That means it's amissile, right?”

Eden amiled. "That's what we figured. Nice proof of concept, though."

"You knew?" Ayacried.

La shrugged. "Once wed redized the shaft was a mass driver, the rest was obvious. But I'll hand
it to you, Aya, we didn't think of testing the cylinders. We were looking &t the other hdf of the equation.”

"What other haf?'

"Come and see, Sime Queen.”

Eden took her hand firmly, pulling her toward the entrance to the mass driver. The three of them
clambered dong the tunnd, through both airlocks, and to the edge of the shaft. La pointed down into the
blackness.

"Notice anything new?"

Ayad sflashlight faded before it reached the bottom. "I can't see athing, Lai. | don't have infrared,
remember?’

"Oh, right. Take a closer look then."

La placed one hand firmly in the middle of Aya's back, and pushed her off into the void.

SHAFTED

Eden Maru's crash bracelets must have been reprogrammed. They didn't jerk Aya to a hdt this
time, just dowed her fal, lowering her gently through the darkness.

For a panic-making moment, she wondered if Eden and La had discovered what she was, and
were planning to leave her down here. Then she heard their giggles falowing her down the shaft.

"Vey funny!" she cdled up.

Eden drifted past her, saying, "I hope you're not afraid of faling, Aya That might be a problem.”

"What's that supposed to meaen?'

Eden didn't answer, just grabbed Ayas feet and guided her downward till they settled on a stone
floor.

Aya rubbed one sore shoulder, painting the flaghlight with her other hand. The shaft was roomier
down here, and a strange contraption stood in the center. It was four long-distance hoverboards crudey
bound together with strips of metd, atangle of indudtrid lifters crowding the space ingde them.

"You didn't find thisthing down here, did you? Y ou built it."

"Of course. It'smy little ded." Eden stroked the nearest hoverboard. "Bet you can't walit to ride

"Ride it? Where?"

Eden tugged on the chain around her neck, pulling a whidle from insde her hoverbal rig. Puffing
her cheeks, she blew along, ear-kicking blast.

"Ouch!" Aya said, covering her ears too late. "A little warning, please?’

La settled to the ground next to her, gigging as she swung from her crash bracelets. An
answering whidle blast came from above.

Ayalooked up, and saw atiny glimmer overhead. Moonlight.

"The opening was sealed, so they can pump the air out,” La said. "Of course, those cylinders can
blow graight through plastic. But since we're the projectile, | sent the Girls up to clear the way"

"Werethe...?" Aya started, then frowned. "But you said the others were taking the night off."

" lied," La said with aggh. "And lying iswrong, isnt it?"

Ayalooked a the ded. "Hang on, you haven't gotten the mass driver to work, have you?'

"No way," Eden said. "With juice in those cails, the acceleration would kill us. But there's enough



ged in the mass driver for hoverboards to push off. My little ded can go pretty fast.”

"Us? But what happens when we reach the end?’

"Inertia happens," La said. "Hight happens. Fun happens.”

Ayas jaw dropped. "What about when gravity happens? We could wind up hundreds of meters
inthe ar!"

Eden shook her head. "Oh, much higher than that, Nosey-chan.”

"But how’s your little ded supposed to land? Ther€'s no grid out here. Those hoverboards will
fdl like rocks."

La smiled. "Dont you ligen to the gossip about us, Nosey?!

She pointed a the floor. Ayas flashlight revedled four heavy bundles there, like backpacks ful of
laundry, bungee straps dangling from them.

Then Aya remembered Hirés dory about the Girls. The rumors of them jumping off
bridges. ..wearing parachutes.

Homemade parachutes, because the hole in the wall wouldn't give you red ones.

"Oh, crap.”

"Jugt don't pull the cord before you count to thirty," Eden said. "Night like this, the wind could
carry you for hoursif you pop your parachute too high."

"But | don't—"

"Hra time did it," La said, "I wound up hafway to the ocean. Took me hours to hike back to
the tracks."

Ayas head was throbbing. ™Y ou mean you've done this before?"

"Hvetimed" La announced, holding up a handful of outstretched fingers. "Weve been practicing
dl week, getting it ready just for you!"

Ayastared up at the tiny glimmer of moonlight. "What do you mean, getting ready for me?"

Suddenly her crash bracelets booted, damming her wrists againg the contraption. She twisted
and pulled, trying to demagnetize them, but they hdd firm.

"What are you doing?' she cried.

Eden lifted one of the backpacks and held it behind Aya Its straps came to life, calling like
snakes around her thighs and shoulders.

"Just making sure your story has a brain-rattling ending,” Eden said.

La laughed. "We wouldn't want to disgppoint your fand™

"ButI'mnot a..." Ayads voice tralled off, and she dumped againg the ded, dl out of arguments.
In a drange way, it was ardief that they'd learned the truth. "How did you know?"

"You think we're completdly stupid, Nosey?' Eden said. "That we hadn't noticed you pumping
me and Miki for information?"

"Or that we redly bdieved you heard that train when it was fifty kilometers away?' La added.
"What was that, a hovercam posted on the tracks?”

Aya shook her head, tears singing her eyes. "No. Moggle was hiding at the top of the shaft.”

"Oh, yes, Moggle"" La laughed. "That was the find proof. Those dam shots of you and Frizz
Mizuno."

"Me and Fizz? But Moggle wasn't anywhere near ud”

"Maybe not near you. But your little friend was off in the background in one, chasng plastic
missles and war whedls while you two made manga eyes a each other. | didn't even redize it was
Moggle & fird, till Eden noticed those big lifters on the bottom. Then we dl started wondering why that
particular hovercam wasn't at the bottom of a lake where it belonged.”

"Okay, I'm a kicker, dl rignt?' Aya swallowed. "What are you going to do to me?'

"lent it obvious?' Eden pulled the parachute straps tighter. "We're taking you on a joyride."

JOYRIDE



La and Eden strapped on backpacks of their own, then fastened the fourth parachute to the ded.
They stood across from Aya, equaly spaced around the contraption, facing each other like three littlies
holding hands.

Ayafdt atrickle of relief. At least they were coming with her on this joyride. "How does that
parachute fed, Nosey? Secure?' Aya twisted her wridts, they didnt budge. "Very." The parachutes
sraps were ddfinitdy borrowed from a bungee jacket; they adjusted as she moved, but stayed
resssuringly tight around her arms and thighs Still, Aya couldnt make hersdf forget that the jackets
lifters—usdess out here in the wild—had been replaced with a big wad of slk. Her life depended on a
piece of fabric.

She vagudly remembered the theory: Parachutes had a much bigger surface area than you did, so
you fdl like a feather ingtead of a stone, if you didn't panic and forget to pull the cord, and if the
homemade mechanism opened up without tangling. ..

"Youve redly done this before?"

"Twenty-seven trips up the shaft dtogether,” Eden said. "Only one broken leg.”

"That's comforting."

"Try to rdax.” La smiled. "One thing we learned from bridge-jumping: Only the nervous ones
die"

"Are you...?' Aya started, then redlized she didnt want to know if La was kidding or not.
Maybe that was the red reason why the Girls hated to be kicked: Tricks like this could go very, very
wrong.

She tugged her crash bracelets one more time, but they felt welded to the frame of the ded.

Eden was dready counting down. "Three...two...one..."

Ayahad expected ajolt, but the launch was as smooth as any hoverboard takeoff. Soon, though,
the ded was picking up speed, the copper rings blurring past them.

Aya squinted up at thetiny dot of moonlight. As the walls of the shaft shot past, a panic-making
thought began to grow ingde her. What if this was the Sy Girls idea of an amusng way to get rid of her
forever? What if she wasn't redlly wearing a parachute, but a backpack full of old laundry?

"You know why | had to lie to you, right?" she pleaded. "Can't you see how important this story
is?'

"You were truth-danting from the start, Nosey," Eden ydled over the wind. "Not trying to save
the world, just trying to get famous.”

Aya opened her mouth, but no words came. Whatever sheld told hersdf thislast week, one truth
remaned: Her career asa Sy Girl had started as alie

Findly she managed, "I was mad at you for dropping Moggle™

"That was your choice" La said.

"Okay, | lied! But thisis dill important. People need to know about it."

Neither of them answered. The wind had torn her words away.

"This weapon could reach anywhere in the world!" she cried. "You have to let me—"

"Herewe go!" La screamed.

Suddenly the world grew bright...they'd burst out into moonlight! Ayas ears popped, her head
ringing. She caught a split-second glimpse of cheering Girls on the mountaintop, but they streaked past in
an indant, the whole horizon expanding around her.

"How's thisfor eye-kicking?' La ydled, her insane amile as radiant as any pretty's. "I hope you
brought spy-camd!”

Aya sguinted againg the wind, astonished a how high they were dimbing. Above them she saw
awig of white catching the moonlight. It seemed to dissolve as they approached, tumning to vague
tendrils on every side.

She swadlowed, looking around. They were actualy dimbing through the lowest clouds...

The view was suddenly huge—an entire mountain range stretched around them, the mag-lev line
cutting through it like a seam of glver.



La disconnected one hand and pointed down at the glimmer of solar panels on ether side of the
tracks. "That's where the mass driver gets its power, geds it from the mag-lev's solar array. Just pause
dl the trains, and you've got enough juice to toss a cylinder every minute.”

Aya angled the spy-cam on her |eft shoulder to get the shot. This sequence would be more
amazing than anything so far, aslong as her parachute actudly worked...

Ther ascent was dowing, the sky turning lazily overhead as the ded began to spin. A momentary
dizziness passed over her.

"Youreredly going to let me kick this?" she asked.

"Of course" Eden said.

"But youll never be able to come here agan.”

La laughed. "We Sy Girls happen to like the world, lucky for you. We may not be
merit-grubbers, but death machines are bad for trickd"

Aya looked down & the dty lights on the horizon, trying to imagine countless tons of sted,
aerodynamically shaped and precisely targeted, stresking from the outer reaches of the atmosphere.

Something shifted in her somach. Suddenly, the sky seemed dill around them except for the dow
goin of the ded.

Thewind had died completely.

"Um, are we fdling now?"'

"Weé're going down,” Eden said. "But you're about to learn a new definition of faling, Aya-chan.”

"Oh." Her gomach rebelled again, as if something were trying to push its way out—something
that didn't want to be severd kilometers up in the ar with nothing but a backpack full of slk, two crazy
people, and four usdless hoverboards for company.

"Pay dtention now, Aya," Eden shouted. "When you land, hike back to the mag-lev ling, then cdl
for a hoverboard with your bracelets. We left one waiting for you by the tracks."

Aya nodded, trying to stay focused. This was the brain-kicking ending her story needed, and she
had only a few more seconds to wrap up loose threads.

"So what will you do, now that you're going to be famous?

"Weé're leaving the ity tonight,” La said. The wind was building again, her hair sreaming straight
up, making her look even more deranged than usud. "Well change our faces. That's why we gave you
thisride, to give oursalves a head dart.”

Aya found she dill couldnt bdieve it. "But don't you redize how much face youll get for
uncovering this? How many merits?'

"It's going to gir up more than merits” La pulled one bracelet free, reached across the ded, and
took Ayas hand in afirm grip. "You be careful.”

"Dont worry. I'l count to thirty."

"No, | mean be careful after you kick this”

The ded was garting to spin faster as it fdl, the sky and earth twiding around her. "Careful with
what?"

"With everything and everyone!” La shouted over the wind. "Whoever built this mongtrogty is
dangeroud!”

The ded was garting to tip now, ralling onto its Sde, the spin turning into awild tumble.

"Speeking of dangerous, shouldn't we get off?" Aya asked, twisting a her crash bracdlets.

"Jud be careful!” La ydled. "And enjoy your fame”

She planted a boot on Ayas chest, and shoved her awvay

Ayaspun head over heds away from the ded, her breaeth knocked out of her. She was suddenly
dl done, fdling helplesdy through the air. Even if it was just a bunch of usdess hoverboards, at least
sheld had something to ding to a moment ago.

Now it was just her and the rushing air.

Spreading out her arms, Ayatried to get control of her fdl. She was supposed to count to thirty
before pulling the cord. But was that from the top of the dimb ... or from when La had pushed her off?

And how many seconds had dready passed?



Gradudly Ayas descent steadied. But her eyes were sreaming from the wind, the Earth a dark
blur beneath her. If she popped the parachute too soon, she had no idea how far the wind might carry
her.

She looked franticaly around for the others and saw them ten meters away, dinging to the ded,
Eden reaching ingde to pull its chute cord. The two kicked away from it, and a rippling stream of fabric
burst from the top.

The chute blossomed into shape, and the whole contraption shot upward into the darkness away
from La and Eden.

The Earth below was growing vishly—Aya could see the Sy Girls now, ther flashlights a cirdle
around the mass driver's mouth.

La and Eden were a dozen meters away, dill screaming their heads off, revding in every second
of ther find jump. Ayaredized that waiting for them to pull their cords might not be the best idea.

She stared down a the spinning Earth. It was growing faster now, trees and rocks and bushes
shimmering into focus. She imagined hersdf hitting at full speed...

And pulled the cord.

The parachute bloomed over her head, fluttering for a moment, then snapping into shape with an
ear-kicking pop. The straps jerked her upright, like a puppet yanked from the floor by its strings.

A brief moment of violence...then suddenly the air was dill around her.

The moon glowed hezily through tranducent sk, and Aya could see the rectangular outlines of
slk sheets and pillowcases that the Girls had sawn together. The mountainous panorama around her
Steadied.

La and Eden had dready zoomed past, tendrils of their screams trailing behind. They dropped
farther and farther away, ams outstretched as if rushing to embrace the mountain below.

Were they trying to kill themselves?

At the last second, chutes blossomed from ther packs, pouring out in long streams, then
hillowing into shape.

La and Eden were dill moving fast, though. The wind carried them sideways across the top of
the mountain, the other Sy Girls scrambling behind. They coasted for a moment a few meters high, then
dropped again, boots scraping through the dust and scrub, skidding to unganly hats.

The other Girls reached them, swarming to gather the crumpled folds of their parachutes.

But Aya was dill more than a hundred meters up. The wind seemed to dsrengthen, pulling her
away from the opening of the mass driver. She passed over La and Eden, the parachute carrying her like
adlken sal. The mountains edge dipped past to reved the valey below, and Aya redized she dill had a
vay long way to fal.

This was why they'd picked such a windy night. It would be long minutes before she touched
down, maybe hours before she could hike back to the mag-lev tracks. Plenty of time for them to make
their own escape before she could even think of kicking the story.

Ayafixed her gaze on the bright slver streak of the mag-lev line. She swung her feet and pulled
on the straps, trying to guide hersdf toward the tracks. But the parachute puffed up overhead, caught by
another updraft.

It was going to be a long hike. For the moment, though, there was nothing to do but let her
py-cams take in the scenery and—dowly, dowly—fdl.

La'sfind warning echoed in her ears, but Aya wasn't afraid. Once the story went to feed, none
of this was her problem. Since the Diego War, the world had very drict rules about stockpiled weapons.
The Globad Concord Committee would swoop down within hours, pulling the mountain apart.

Someone wasin big trouble.

But not Aya Fuse. Her biggest problem now was what to wear to Nana Love's Thousand Faces
Party. Because with an ending like this, the City Killer story was going to make her that famous.

Maybe for the rest of her life



KICKING IT

"You are not weering that!"

"Why not?' Aya twigted the ringlets in her hair, which was puffed up like a manga-head's and
dyed bright purple. Her dress was spattered with sparkle lights and her shoes were variable-friction
platforms—shed skidded into Hire's gpartment like the floor was made of ice. She took two handfuls of
the dress and spread it out, looking down a hersdf. "This outfit istotaly kick!"

"Maybeif you're fifteen,” Hire muttered.

Aya rolled her eyes. "Wdl, | happen to be fifteen. And you can't tdl me how to dress for this
party. My story's the whole reason were going!”

"Y egh, but I'm the one with the invitation, remember? Y ou're just tagging dong.”

"For now," Ayasaid softly.

Tonight wasn't the party—the Thousand Faces was dill a week away—this was just a monthly
tech-head bash. But Ren had said Aya should be there tonight when her City Killer story kicked. Full of
physics-heads and mag-lev spotters, the bash would spawn the interviews, feed wars, and rampant
rekicking that every big sory demanded.

"Whatever, Aya-chan. Just please don't vist Mom and Dad till those flash tattoos fade.”

Aya stuck her tongue out a him, which made the spirads on her cheeks spin. The temporary
tattoos il tickled when they moved, and she let out agiggle

"Ren Machino," Hiro told the room, then asked, "Where are you?'

"Almod there," he pinged back.

"Jug wait downstairs. Were dmost out the door.”

"What's the rush?' Ren sounded amused. "City Killer doesn't kick for an hour.”

"I know. I've been garing a the clock dl night.”

"Clock-gtaring makes him grumpy,” Aya cut in, spinning in place on her platforms. "It's my story,
you know, and you don't see me getting dl shaky."

Hiro sighed. "She refused to hide the ded sequence in the background layer, Ren. It's going to
gvemy parents brain damage.”

"And Hiro keeps forgetting whose story thisid" Aya said. "But don't worry. | keep reminding
him."

Ren's laughter boomed. "I'll remind him too, Aya-chan!”

Hiro snorted, cut the connection with a snap of his fingers, and turned the giant wallscreen into a
mirror. He'd borrowed one of ther fathers old formd jackets. black spider Slk and red bamboo buttons.
He didn't ook haf bad.

Aya skated across the room on her platforms, watching her dresstrall sparkles in the wallscreen,
Moggle tracking the mation. She'd paid for the dress with Hire's reputation, but paying hm back was
going to be a cinch.

She didn't get why Hire was s0 nervous. Tonight fdt long overdue to Aya, more red than dl the
merit-grubbing and obscurity of her life so far. All that had merdly been preparation for this ... for fame.

Best of dl, Frizz was coming to the bash. He dill fdt bad about the Sime Queen story, but
tonight would banish dl that awkwardness. Though Fizz didn't know it yet, Aya and he were findly
going to be face-equa, not to mention headed to the Thousand Faces Party together next week.

"Stop sketing around like that!" Hiro said. "You look like an ugly about to kick some pictures of
your ca!"

She skidded to a hdt. "Oh, no!"

"What? Did you forget an edit?'

"No, it'sjud that...maybe this story would be better with a cat!"

Hiro findly cracked a amile, then turned back to the mirror. "Actudly, it's pretty much perfect,
Aya-chan. Eveniif it does give Mom and Dad a heart attack."

"Perfect?"' she asked, hoping Moggle was getting this. "Redly?'



"Redly.” He shrugged. "If it wasn't, | wouldn't be rekicking it. Want to see something?'

He flicked his finger, and the screen changed—a schematic of an apartment. It was huge, with
wak-in closets and smart-matter windows, and a holein the wall that could grind out dmost anything.

"What's that?' she asked.

"An gpartment in Shuffle Mansion. It just opened up.”

Aya blinked. Shuffle Mangon was where the absolute biggest faces in the dity lived. It had the
best views and the strongest privacy, and even its walls were profoundly status-conscious. Every few
weeks they moved a little, giving the mangon its name, every square centimeter reflecting the latest
updates in the face ranks.

"Shuffle Manson? You think I'll be that famous?'

He shrugged again. "Y ou may have stopped a war, Aya-chan. That means merits on top of fame.
Ready to go?'

Ayafdt heat on her cheeks, not just from the new flash tattoos. She glanced into the wallscreen
one last time and gestured, changing the view back to her profile. Tonight, somehow, she amost looked
like a pretty. Even her nose seemed perfect.

She nodded. "Yeeh, I'm totaly ready.”

It was time.

Ten hovercams were drifting overhead, and dozens more waited over the manson's steps. Ther
lenses flickered with torchlight as they swiveled to focus on Hiro, Aya, and Ren. Everyone knew tha
Hiro Fuse's new story was going up tonight, and rumors were flying that it was even bigger than
immortaity. What nobody knew was that the story was blank except for arekick to hislittle sster's feed.
Piggybacking on Hiro's face rank annoyed Aya, but she had to admit it was the quickest way to spread
the news.

Asthey reached the mangon's steps, she pushed her dress's sparkling into overdrive.

"Dont run down your batteries,” Ren whispered, amiling for the cams.

"But Hiro said | needed to make a big entrance!” Her own gile fdtered a little as she dimbed
the stairs. Her right ankle was 4ill sprained from being dragged across rocks and brush by that stupid
parachute. "Maybe | shouldn't have worn this™ she mumbled.

"You look fantadtic,” Hiro said. "Just keep the friction on those shoes turned up—faling on your
face is the wrong kind of famous-making."

"And remember,” Ren added quietly "one hour from now, youll have the biggest face in the
room."

Aya glanced nervoudy at Hiro, and he took her hand.

She checked her eyescreen: The average face rank of the party was adready a two thousand,
much higher than the one she'd crashed ten days ago. And that number would only dimb as the big faces
arrived, the popular tech-kickers who could explain mass driversin terms that extras could understand.

Indgde, the ar was s0 thick with hovercams that Aya wondered how any of them could get a
clear shot. Whole swarms moved together, like minnowsin an overcrowded fish tank. Moggle joined the
dance overhead, looking oversize and dumsy amid the finger-Sze cams.

The funny thing was, she'd watched a million parties like this on the feeds, and she'd never once
noticed dl the hovercams. But now their flitting forms were as didracting as mosguitoes in the rainy
Season.

But she could understand why they were here. The surge-monkeys done were eye-boggling.
Dozens of new skin textures abounded: fur, scales, strange colors, and tranducent membranes—even a
gony crugt, as if living statues had joined the party. Aya spotted face-types based on animds, historica
figures, and she-didn't-know-what, al vying for the attention of the swarming cams.

With Nana Love's party only a week away, everyone was pulling out dl the stops, trying to
eye-kick their way into the top one thousand.

Somehow, though, none of the surge-monkeys here was as unnerving as the figures she and Miki



hed glimpsed in the mag-lev tunndl. This party was dl about fashion and eye-kicks, but those freaks were
something. . .inhumen.

She took a deep breath, banishing body mods from her mind. Not everyone here was a
surge-monkey. There were a0 the geniuses: math-heads playing with puzzle cubes and airscreen mazes,
science cliquesin lab wear, dl blended together in a tech-kicker's paradise.

Aya scanned the crowd for Frizz, but extraordinary sghts kept arresting her gaze.

"Look a those pixd-skind" she cried. Across the room a couple stood hdf naked, blurry images
moving across their backs. Somehow they were changing their skin cdls colors fast enough to show a
feed channd, like chamdeon lizards dinging to awal screen.

"It's rude to point,” Ren said. "And that's old news. Check out those four in the corner.”

Ayafollowed his gaze. "What do you mean? | don't see anyone.”

"Exadily. That's the latest generation of pixilated skin— amost perfect camouflage.”

"Vay funny, Ren. You're totdly ful of..." Her voice traled off. The corner had jus moved, a
bardy perceptible shift, like a wrinkle passing through the wallpaper. The mation left a shape in her
visorn—a human body. She whispered, "Moggle, are you getting that?'

"Big ded," Hiro said. "Octopuses can do the same thing."

"That's where the idea came from,” Ren said. "Octopus skin cdls have these little bags of pigment
indde, which they control with—"

"Hang on," Ayainterrupted. "Why can't we see ther clothes?'

Hiro chuckled, and Ren said, "What clothes?'

Ayas eyes widened. "Oh. That's...interesting.”

"One problem, though,” Hiro said thoughtfully. "lsn't invighility the opposite of fame?

"Hiro!" Ren hissed. "Nameless One Alert!”

Ayalooked up to see Toshi Banana making his way across the room, his famous shark-shaped
hovercam didng through the air overhead. An entourage of wannabe kickers and fame groupies trailed in
his wake.

"What's he doing here?' Hiro sad. "Hes way too famous for this party, and he hates
tech-heads!”

"And, um, is he coming toward us?' Aya asked softly.

"No way," Hiro said.

But Toshi's wide-shouldered frame was headed draight at them, shoving his way between a
leopard-pelted surge-monkey and a bunch of manga-heads.

The entourage swept to a hdt around the three of them, asmdl armada of hovercams diding into
place overhead. Aya suddenly remembered dl the dam interviews Taoshi had pulled over the years—he
was an expert at making his opponents look like idiots.

"Hiro Fuse? Is that you?' Toshi's voice sounded judt liked it did on his feed: low and gravely,
threstening to shift into outrage at any moment. Aya noticed that he didn't bother to bow.

"Um...," Hiro began.

"Not sure? Wdl i think it's you, and I'm seldom wrong." Tashi chuckled, and his groupies broke
into laughter. "Loved your immortdity story."

"Oh, thank you, Toshi-sensa.” Hiro cleared histhroat. "I appreciate that."

Aya rolled her eyes. One compliment from the Nameless One, and Hiro was dready
face-grubbing.

"Cloned hearts Disgudting!” Toshi glanced back at the leopard gifl and rolled his eyes. "Some
people love to pervert the naturd order, en?!

"You mean those crumblies?' Hiro shrugged. "l think they were just afraid to die”

"Fear, exactly! That's wheat the mind-rain has given us™

"You keep damming the mind-rain," Ren said. "So why not go back to being a bubblehead?"

Toshi turned his huge frame and szed Ren up. "Do | know you?'

Ren bowed afraction of a degree. "I doubt it."

"W, contrary to popular belief, not everyone was a bubblehead back in the Prettytime. Some



people had to run the city." Toshi turned back to Hiro. "Your face rank seems to have dipped since tha
gory, Hiro-chan. Maybe it's the company you're kegping.”

"Hey!" Aya cried, doing alittle frictionless spin. "His company is standing right herel”

Toshi looked down & her. "An extra? Daing downward, Hiro-chan?'

"Dding? That'smy ... ," Hiro started, but under the stares of Toshi's entourage, his voice faded.

The Nameess One exhaded a dow breath, his gaze drifting over Hiro's shoulder, as if looking for
someone more important. "Wl if your effort tonight is interesting, perhaps you can guest on my feed. It
might help you break into the big leagues.”

"Forget it!" Aya said. "After tonight, well both be a zllion times famouser than you!”

The entourage's hovercams swiveled, dl suddenly focusing on Aya Toshi stared down at her like
held found a cockroach between his chopsticks.

"Isthis ugly inyour story, Hiro-chan? If so, | don't get it."

As Aya started to reply, atroubling redization crossed her mind. To mind-ran dammers like the
Nameless One, the dty killer would be more evidence that humanity threatened the planet, just more
proof that everyone had to be controlled again.

With his dozen hovercams, Toshi was dready gathering materid to spin her story his way. Hed
dready used Hiro's immortdity kick to gtir up fear of overpopulation. How much more could he do with
acity killer!

"Dont worry, Toshi-chan,” Ren said. "Youll get it soon enough. Everyone will." He turned to
Aya "Let'skick it early. Let'skick it now."

"Redly?'

"Good idea, Ren," Hiro said. "A little surprise for everyone.”

Aya looked up at the Nameess One. Anything that threw him off balance was fine with her. She
bowed. "Excuse us. We have something important to do.”

He started to sputter a reply, but the three of them were aready waking away. Unlock codes
tumbled across Ayds eyescreen, and Hire's fingers were dready twitching. She shot a quick ping to
Frizz, just to make sure he caught the story the firgt time around.

Hiro's hands settled, and he turned to her. "Reedy, little Sster?!

She nodded dowly, and felt her flagh tattoos spinning. "Ready.”

"Kick in three...two...one ..."

They mouthed their find codes together, then stared at each other.

The City Killer story was on the feeds.

Ren pushed draght through the crowd, stepping into the middle of the room besde a
manga-head with meter-tall sparkling hair. He clapped his hands together twice.

"Ladies and gentlemen, a brief announcement!” He paused for a moment while the chatter settled
down. Even the Reputation Bombers were slenced by his audaciousness, but Ren looked unashamed,
fixing everyone with his gaze.

He gave the room alow bow.

"Forgive me for interrupting, but Hiro and Aya Fuse's new gory is up and running. And it
concerns something you may be interested in ... the end of the world!"

TRUTH-SLANTING

Fifteen minutes later, it was Sarting to build.

Of course, mogt of the partygoers had gone back to their conversations after Ren's
announcement. A few handhelds flickered, but the mangons big public wallscreen stayed dark. Why
interrupt a bash to watch one feed out of a million? Especidly once it turned out to be Hiro Fuse's little
ggter kicking tonight, and not Mr. Big Face himsdlf.

In one corner, Toshi Banana was making a show of ignoring the rest of the party, tdling jokes to



his entourage and basking in their laughter. But Aya noticed one of his groupies lost in her eyescreen. As
the story reached the truth about the dty killer, she rose on her tiptoes to whisper in the Nameless One's
ear, and athoughtful look crossed his face.

Out in the dty it was building faster—friends pinging friends, feeds rekicking it, the story
oreading like a brushfire in the dry season. Aya watched her feed ratings dowly dimb, her face rank
cravling upward, aready back under a hundred thousand.

"Jug caught a ping-blast on the wardens feed,” Ren said. Both his eyescreens were on, his
expression logt in scribbles of light. "They're scrambling hovercars.”

Ayaaniled. Like a good little citizen, sheld put a security flag on the story to make sure the city
government watched it right away They'd have wardens out there tonight, securing the dte from
thrill-seekers and paparazzi, making sure nobody got smashed into mag-lev paste. Of course, this wasn't
just about persond safety— by tomorrow, the Globa Concord Committeg's suborbitas would no doubt
be headed here from every continent.

Saing into his eyescreens, Ren burst out laughing. "This is hilarioud Gamma Matsui is damming
you: She thinks you faked the ded footage! She says you couldn't have stayed up in the air that long—so
the whole story's a hoax.”

Ayas jaw dropped open. "That's so mean! What does she know, anyway?"

"It doesn't matter what she knows, Aya" Ren said. "Wha matters is that she's the most famous
kicker to notice you so far."

Ayagrowled in frugration, but it was true Her feed ratings had just bumped again. She brought
up Gammaon her eyescreen, druggling to hear over the musc and babble of the party.

"I'd kill for your wallscreen right now, Hiro," she said, her eyes suddenly itching for twenty feeds
to follow the story's spread. "Why did | let you guys talk me into coming here?’

Ren placed a hand on Aya's shoulder, giving her a glass. "Hush, and drink some champagne. See
that extra-looking woman playing with the puzzle cube? She can cdculate the ded's termind veocity off
the top of her head, just by watching. When it comes to physics, shell eat Gamma for breakfast. That's
why were here”

"But she's not even weatching my feed!" Ayacried. "Should | go explain to her?"

"Don't you dare," Hiro said. "No one e<se istaking about hoaxes yet. Don't poke a dead fire"

Aya groaned, putting the champagne aside. Sometimes, the hardest thing was doing nothing.

"Wdl, there's some good news," Hiro said. "The Nameess One's leaving.”

Aya looked up in time to catch Toshi Banana and his entourage heading out the door. They
looked like they werein a hurry.

Ren chuckled. "Probably wants to get back to his wall-screens and start damming you before
this gets too hig."

"Shouldnt we be damming him firsd?" Aya asked.

Ren blinked away his eyescreen squiggles and turned to face her. "We don't need to. Thisis a
aty killer, remember? It's way too big for that bubblehead to make his own.”

Five minutes later the story went massive, balooning out across the feeds, reaching past the city
interface into the globa network. It seemed to happen dl a once, in one of those explosions of kick that
was inexplicable—or at least way too fast for Ayas little eyescreen to make sense of.

Here a the party people were sarting to glance in her direction, aware that something big was
ralling the aty interface. They pulled out handhelds, gethering in corners to waich together.

"So far so good,” Hiro announced. "Y our face rank jugt hit the top ten thousand. Y ou're beating
tonight's Reputation Bomber!"

"Glad to hear that." She flinched—her dert tone had just gone crazy, like a tiny jackhammer
ringing abell in her ear. "Something's wrong with my eyescreen!”

"Nothing's wrong, Aya" Ren said. "Those are pings ralling in. Better turn off your sound.”

She squeezed her fids shut, slencing the noise, then rubbed her ear. "Ouch. Being famous is so
brain-shattering!"

"Aya Fuse, complaining about fame?' someone said. "Tak about brain-shattering.”



Ayaturned to find Frizz ganding there, huge-eyed, beautiful, and grinning.

"Hizz" she cried, gathering himinto a hug. "Did you see my story?"

"Of course." He squeezed her hard, then took a step backward and bowed to Hiro and Ren.
"Hizz Mizuno."

Hiro smirked as he returned the introduction. "So you're the famous Sime King?"

"And you're Ayas famous older brother,” Fizz said, then frowned. "But probably not so famous
anymore, compared to her."

Hiro's eyes widened, and Aya grabbed hisarm.

"Go do something else, Hiro," she commanded. Radicd Honesty was anxiety-making enough
without her older brother around.

Smiling, Ren dragged Hiro away toward a group of kickers wating for interviews.

"I've only got aminute, Frizz. I'm supposed to answer questions soon. But I'm glad you came!™

"I missed you." He stepped closer, his eyes locked on hers. "I never got to say sorry in person
for getting you dammed.”

Aya looked away, trembling a little under his manga gaze. "It wasn't your fault, Frizz—I should
have been more careful. And being Sime Queen was kind of ... interesting.”

"After tonight they won't call you that anymore.” He took her arm. "But | never thought of you as
dimy."

She dared his gaze again, spesking too oftly for the buzzing hovercams to hear. "But remember
what you said that day? That you weren't sure what kind of person | was? Do you see now why | had to
lieto get this story?'

It was Frizz who looked away thistime. "It sounded awful, betraying friends like that. But | get it
now." He sighed. "I guess sometimes you have to lie to find the truth.”

He looked so sad saying those words that Aya wrapped her ams around him again, squeezing
tight. She didn't care how many hovercams were watching, or how many dammer feeds compared her
ugliness to Frizz's beauty.

"But I'll never lieto you, Frizz." She fdt his muscles tighten.

"Then tdl me one thing," he said.

"Anything."

"If you hadn't found the city killer, if this story was just about the Sy Girls and ther mag-lev
aurfing, would you have kicked it anyway?'

Ayapulled away. Frizz wasn't supid; held noticed that her truth-danting had started long before
sheld known about the city killer.

But would she have betrayed them, just to get famous? Like Miki had said, surfing through the
wild had been so brain-expanding, and the more time Aya had spent with them, the more the Sy Girls
hed started to fed like friends. She could have changed her mind...maybe.

Wasit lying if you weren't certain about the truth?

She cleared her throat. "When | joined the Sy Girls, | was just looking for a story any story. But
after talking to you that day, | was sarting to wonder."

He nodded. "So you'd aready changed your mind?'

Aya looked up into his manga eyes—he wanted to believe her. It would be s0 easy jud to agree.

And why make Frizz sad? It wasn't like she could ever be incognito again. After tonight everyone
would know Aya Fuse was a kicker—no more lying for stories. So what did it matter if she was a
truth-danting Sime Queen just one lagt time?

"It dl happened so fadt," she said. "Fird it was just tricks, then suddenly the whole world was at
dake." Shelooked away. "But no ... | couldn't have done that to them.”

Frizz pulled her close again. "That's ardief."

Aya squeezed her eyes shut, hiding from her own doubts. Frizz had believed her, just like that.
Maybe it wasn't such a stretch—the whole question was hypotheticd, after al.

It would be crazy to throw Frizz away forever, when the price of kegping hm was one little
dretch of the truth.



"Um, Aya?' Frizz whispered in her ear. "l think your brother wants you."

She grasped him tighter. "I don't care."

"Actudly, it's not just Hiro. It's sort of ... lots of people.”

Aya dghed and pulled away, glancing over his shoulder. When she saw them dl, her jaw
dropped open.

The feeding frenzy had begun.

FEEDING FRENZY

There were dozens of people waiting. Ren was arranging them on the mansion's man staircase,
with the mogt famous closest to the bottom. About hdf were tech-heads with crazy surge and
smart-matter clothes, the rest looking out of place here a the bash—ego-kickers, newses, a handful of
dty officdas Some big faces, some not.

But dl of them were here to see her.

Hiro took Ayas arm and gently propelled her toward an empty spot a the bottom of the dtairs.
Severd hundred hovercams were focused on her now, in constant motion as they jostled for the best
angles, shadowing her every step. Aya fdt srangdy smdl under ther collective gaze, as indgnificant as
that firg night sheld surfed into the wild.

But this was the opposite of obscurity, she reminded hersdlf. This was what shed dways
wanted—for people to watch her, to pay attention to every word she said.

"Eyescreen off," Hiro whispered. "Y oull need your whole brain for this™

Ayanodded and flexed her ring finger. But as she stared up at the attentive faces before her, dl
suddenly crystd clear, the answers sheld practiced the night before started flying from her head.

"Um, thisiskind of pardyzing,” she said softly.

Hiro squeezed her arm. "I'll be right here.”

She nodded and cleared her throat. "Okay, lets sart.”

The questions came hard and fadt.

"How did you find the Sy Girls, Aya?'

"Jugt lucky, | guess. | just saw them surfing one night, and tracked them down at a party like this

"Why are some shots in the background layer dtered?”

Aya cleared her throat, wondering how anyone had watched dl those hours so quickly. "The Sy
Girls wanted anonymity. So | scrubbed afew faces. That'sdl.”

"Y ou're not hiding anyone es?*

"Like who?"

"The builders of the mass driver.”

"Of course not!"

"S0 you don't know anything about them?'

Aya paused, wishing shed mentioned the inhuman-looking figures in her story. But it was such a
crazy dam, and she didn't have asngle shot to back it up. Alien builders would be a million times more
implausbleif she brought them up now.

"Why would | protect them? Whoever built the dty killer is crazy. Or did you miss the
city-killing part?'

"It that title alittle hype-making, Aya?" another kicker asked. "A few tons of fdling sted can't
redly destroy acity, can it?'

Ayasnmiled. Ren had made sure she was ready for this one. "At reentry velocities, it only takes a
grdl projectile to knock out a hoverstrut-supported building. So if a cylinder splits into thousands of
pieces...wdl, you do the math. Or better yet, ask tha woman over there to do it. The one with the

puzzle cube."



"Couldn't we stop the cylinders? Like the Rusties used to shoot down rockets?”

Sheéld looked this one up hersdf. "The Rudies never got very good a intercepting city
killers—except in their own propaganda. And rockets tral big plumes of smoke. Sivers of metad would
be tiny and invisble"

"Why do you think they left the mountain empty?"

"Ren Machino, who helped mewith dl this, thinks the mass driver was designed to be completely
autometic.”

"Do you think there could be more of these thingsin the world?'

She blinked. "I sure hope nat.”

"With the metd shortage going on, where do you think they got dl that sted?'

"l have no idea."

"Wha made you want to be a kicker, Aya?'

"Um ..." She paused, unreedy for this one, though Hiro had warned her that there was aways
some bubble-head asking persond questions, no matter how important a story was. "After the mind-rain
| was having trouble figuring out the world. And tdling other peoples stories is a good way to do that."

The kicker smiled. "Ian't that the same answer your big brother aways gives?'

"Oh, crap ... no comment,” Aya said. At the sound of their laughter, she amiled and findly
relaxed alittle

"What kind of face do you want when you turn Sxteen?" a fashion-kicker shouted from the back.

"I don't know yet. I'm sort of partid to manga-heads.”

"So we noticed, Sime Queen!”

"Okay. No comment again.”

"Do you worry that you're gorifying dangerous tricks, Aya?"

She shrugged. "I'm just tdlling the truth about the world."

"But you didnt tdl the truth to the Sy Girls..."

Ayaglanced at Frizz and said, "Sometimes you have to lie to find the truth.”

"Why do you think a big face like Eden Maru hangs out with the Sy Girls?"

Aya shrugged. "Like she said in that interview: to get away from you guys.

"Do you think our aty built the mass driver?' someone in the back row asked—one of Toshi
Banands groupies, Aya redized.

"Why would we do that?"

"Weé're the closest ity to the mountain. Wouldn't that make you a traitor?'

"Make me a what?"

"What if we need the mass driver to defend oursdves?'

She looked at Hiro, who said, "If thisis about defending us, then shouldn't we knew about it?"

"So, Hiro?' atech-kicker interrupted. "What's it like to be upstaged by your little sster?

"Pretty vex-making,” Hiro said, then smiled. "But much better than watching my mangon getting
bombed."

The questions kept coming: Ayas childhood, her favorite kicker, plans for follow-up stories.
Endless tak about math and missles, Sy Girls and spy-cams, parachutes and paparazzi. Every time one
kicker peded off to prepare their story for the feeds, another joined the fray, and soon the questions
began to repeat. Ayatried to come up with fresh answers, but eventudly found hersdf mouthing the same
words again and again.

Fndly Fizz dragged her away into a corner, promisng shed be back soon. Hiro kept going
without losing a beat.

"Water," she croaked.

Frizz thrugt a glass into her hand, and Aya drank deep.

"Thanks" she gasped when it was empty, taking a look around. The ar was thick with
hovercams pointed at her, but people were keeping their distance, trying not to stare. For the firg time in
her life, areputation bubble had formed around Aya

On the other side of the room, a bunch of tech-heads had gathered at the mansions big public



wallscreen, watching Ren demondtrate the grim math of balistic weapons and collgpsing buildings. For a
moment she was done with Frizz.

"How'd | do?' she asked softly.

"Amazing." He grinned. "So what does it fed like, being famous?’

She groaned, remembering her radical supidity the lagt time they'd been together. "Very funny.”

"No redly,” he said, "what's it like hanging out with someone as face-missng as me?'

"Cut it out! What happened to your radica honesty?"

"Teedng isn't lying," Frizz argued. "And besides, I'm redly wondering how you see me now."

Aya rolled her eyes. "But it's not like youre some extra. Therés no difference in ambition
between ud"

"Yesthereis"

"What do you mean?"

"You went for an hour without checking your face rank?' He laughed. "That's pretty
jaw-dropping. Take a guess, before | blurt it out.”

Ayaswdlowed. Shed hardly breathed since the story'd kicked, much less tracked her face rank.
And somehow she was afraid to boot her eyescreen and check. "You mean I'm more famous then you?
Am | under athousand?'

"Dont be bran-missng, Aya Immorta crumblies got your brother under a thousand. This is a
aty killer! Take areal guess”

Aya shrugged, not wanting to sound ego-kicking. "Um, five hundred?"

"Sill brain-missng!" A pained expression twisted Frizz's face. "Not tdling you iskilling me"

"Thentdl me” Aya cried.

"Y ou're the seventeenth-mogt-famous person in the city!" Frizz spat out, then rubbed his temples.
"Ouch. That hurt."

Aya stared a him—even if Frizz couldn't lie, he had to be mistaken. " Seventeen”?'

"Nana Love kicked you."

"No way!" Aya cried. "What does she care about Rusty weapons?'

"Nana-chan cares about dl humanity." He shrugged. "Which is nice of her. Maybe she pinged
you."

"No way!" Ayaturned her eyescreen on, heart pounding as it came to life. "Y ou redly think so?

"Probably. She pinged me when | hit the top thousand.”

Ayas interface appeared, suffed with an enormous stack of pings, tens of thousands of them
dretching off into the invisble distance. She'd never havetime to read them dl!

"You should see yoursdlf, Aya" Fizz said, laughing. "You look like alittlie who just ate too much
ice cream.”

"Too much is right. You should see dl these messages!” She remembered Hire's trick after big
gtories, when he was dways ping-bashed with tips. Her fingers began to twitch. "Hang on, let me sort
them by face rank. Fings from extras go to the bottom and the important ones rise to the top. If
Nana-chan redly isin here, shell beright at the...whoa."

There were sO many pings, Aya could actudly see them moving, the dty interface draining as it
checked each one agang the condantly updating face ranks. Gradudly a few bubbled to the
top—hig-face kickers, paliticians, a note of thanks from the Good Citizen Committee. ..

"l am totaly going to score some merits out of this™ she murmured. "Shuffle Mansion, here |
come.”

Then she saw it ... aglowing ping rigng on angd's wings

"Oh, Frizz. You were right...Nana-chan was watching!"

He laughed. " told you so!"

Aya was about to open it, but suddenly the ping did down. She stared a the new message in
dishdief. It carried no decoration at dl, its black text as bare as an automatic reply.

"Um, Frizz, there's another one aboveit."

"Another what?'



"I think someone more famous than Nana Love just pinged me."

"But there ian't anyone who's...except ..." Hizz let out a strangled sound. "You mean Tally
Youngblood just pinged you?"

Aya nodded dowly. It was right there, painted in laser light on her eyebdl. A ping from the
world's mogt famous person—the gil who'd made the mind-rain fal. The name prayed to by the
Y oungblood cults every morning, cursed by Toshi Banana as he dammed the latest mind-rain dique,
repeated countless times whenever the sory of the Diego War was taught to littlies. ..

"How could she know so fagt?" Aya murmured. "Isn't she hiding in the wild somewhere?’

"The story went globd two hours ago,” Frizz said. "She mugt have friends checking the feeds for
her."

"But snce when does Tally Y oungblood just ping people?’ Saying the name made her throat go
dry again.

"Who cares? Open it!"

Aya twitched her finger, and the ping expanded. It was tagged by the globd interface, guaranteed
authentic. But as she read the message, Aya wondered if Taly's English was confusing her somehow.

"What doesit say?"' Frizz cried.

"It's only seven words."

"What words? Thanks? 'Congratulaions? 'Hdlo?'

"No, Frizz. It says, 'Run and hide. We're on our way."

PINNED

"Thisis stupid,” Hiro hissed. "We should go back to the party. Running off like this is making us
look like idiotd"

"Youretdling meto ignore Tdly Youngblood?' Aya said. "Her ping said run and hide!”

"You cdl thishiding?' Ren asked.

Aya glanced into the sky. A hundred or so hovercams had trailed them out of the party, probably
wondering why the seventeenth-most-famous person in the dty had suddenly abandoned her firgt
interview ever. The swvarm was Slhouetted againg the night sky, a hogt of lenses dlinting down at them
like the eyes of predators.

"That's agood point,” Fizz said. "We have to find somewhere private."

"I'm trying." Ayasghed.

The four of them had Ieft the bash by a Sde door and headed randomly across a darkened
basebdl fidd. Safety fireworks were dill shoating up from the mansion's roof. Hickering across the grass,
they sent Ayas huge, jittering shadow gretching out in front of her.

She remembered La's lag waning on the ded: "Whoever built this monstrosity is
dangerous.”

"What's the point of privacy?' Hiro snapped. "If you think someone's coming after you, shouldn't
we stay where everyone can see us?"

Aya came to a hdt, stopping so quickly that Moggle bumped her from behind. Maybe the safest
place was in ful view. No one would dare do anything at a crowded paty— or with a hundred
hovercams directly overhead, for that matter.

She sighed. "'l guess we could go back in."

"Exactly," Hiro cried. "We can kick Tdly Y oungblood's ping. If everyone finds out she's on her
way here, itll be massvel”

Frizz cleared his throat. "This probably isn't the best time to worry about face ranks, Hiro."

"Thisisn't about face ranks, you bubblehead!"

"Technicdly spesking, I'm not a bubblehead," Frizz said camly. "Which is why I'm not shouting
our plans where everyone can hear them.™



Aya glanced up. There was dill a fair-9ze reputation bubble around her, but a few cams were
close enough to have caught Hiro's outburst.

"Whatever we do, let's keep our voices down,” she said. "Somehow, | don't think Taly-sama
wants the whole city to know she's coming.”

Ren shook his head. "She's not from here, Aya, s0 she doesn't understand how the reputation
economy works. About hdf amillion people are watching right now. Y our fame will protect us.”

"You can't hide, Aya" Hiro said. "Everyone knows exactly where you are. Wasn't that the point
of tonight?'

Frizz frowned, looking at her. "l thought the point of tonight was to save the world."

Aya sghed. "There may have been severd points, okay? Everyone just be quiet for a second
while | think!"

The other three fdl slent. Aya stood there, feding their eyes on her, and the lenses of a hundred
hovercams, and another haf a million people watching through them. Even Moggle was saring &t her.

It wasn't the best spot for thinking.

Frizz drew closer, putting an arm around her shoulder. "If we go back to the party and someone
comes after you, who's going to stop them? A bunch of pixd-heads?'

Hiro shrugged. "The wardens, just like any other crime”

"Do we trugt the wardens?' Fizz asked. "Remember what that kicker said? Our city might have
built this thing!"

"The guy who cdled her atraitor?' Hiro laughed. "He was totdly brain-missng!”

"W, maybe not totdly,” Ren said. "The mass driver was built uang mag-levs that started here.
Someone from our city must have been part of it

"Someone with alot of authority,” Frizz added. "To use dl that sted with nobody knowing."

Aya swalowed. The dty killer was so huge—whoever had built it wielded enough power to
hallow out mountains. Could a few wardens redly stop them? Would hdf a million witnesses stay ther
hand, when they had the audacity to destroy whole cities?

Gazing into the dark ring of trees around the basebdl fidd, she remembered Eden Maru's
words...

"You can disappear in front of a crowd, too."

"Moggle, go as high as you can and look around.” She turned to Hiro. "I'm going to do what
Tdly-sama says...and hide"

She started walking again—away from the manson's lights away from everything.

Hiro followed, dill arguing. "Y ou're thinking like an extra. You can't hide! All anyone has to do
to find you is turn on the feedd"

A dizziness washed over Aya as she walked—the hovercams were moving overhead now,
shadowing her every step, asif she was on a treadmill going nowhere. She fdt trapped under their lenses,
like a butterfly fixed with a hundred pins.

"Can you do something about those things?' she asked Ren.

"Wdl, maybe" Ren pulled out a trick-box. "When the big tech-kickers want an indudrid-sze
reputation bubble, they jam everything for a hundred meters or so. | might be able to arrange a couple of
minutes out of sght.”

"Plea="" Aya glanced up a the cams overhead. "A little obscurity looks pretty good right now.
Sdfer, anyway.”

"But why would anyone want to come after you?' Hiro kept arguing. "Everyone in the world
dready knows this wegpon exists. What more can you do to them? Y ou didn't hide anything, did you?'

Aya shook her head. "Of course not. You and Hiro dways say burying shots is totdly
truth-danting. So it'sdl in there. Wdll, except ..."

She paused, thinking of the inhuman-looking figures she and Miki had seen.

"Except what?' Frizz asked softly.

"There's one thing | sort of Ieft out.” She looked a Hiro. "But | didn't even have any shots of
them.”



His eyes narrowed. "Shots of who, Aya?"

"Wil, that firg night | surfed...What does it matter, anyway?'

Hiro took a step closer. "Becauseif you don't put everything on the feeds, someone can silence
you! What did you leave out?'

"W, in the tunnd that firg night, | saw some people who weren't quite, um...human."

There was a pause. The three of them stared a her, dumbfounded.

A thump came from the darkness nearby, and they dl jumped. A few meters away, a hovercam
lay on its Sde, its running lights dark. Another thump came from farther away, then a third. Aya looked
up.

The hovercams were garting to fdl.

She amiled. "Wow, Ren. How'd you do that?"

Ren lowered the trick-box, a puzzled expresson on his face. "Heré's some bad news. I'm not
doing that—someone eseis”

The thudding came from every direction now, like a dowly building hallsorm. Raisng her ams
over her head, Aya saw that the sky was dready hdf empty.

Soon she would be invisble agan. And then, once no one was watching, Aya Fuse might

disappear forever.
She garted running.

RUN AND HIDE

"Get us four hoverboards,” Hiro was ydling. "Property override! |1 don't care who owns them,
thisis an emergency!”

Aya led them back toward the bash—at this point, a crowd seemed better than darkness. The
last few hovercams trailed them doggedly, tumbling from the air one by one.

"Moggle, are you dill up there?' she hissed. The hovercam's view appeared—she saw hersdf
and the others from a distance, specks againg the vast expanse of the basebdl fidd. No one dse wasin
gght. "Stay up high, Mogglel Someone's jamming everything around us”

On cue, another hovercam crashed to the ground in front of Aya She jumped over it, her party
dress threstening to tangle around her ankles.

"There they arel™ Hiro shouted.

Four hoverboards were shooting across the fidd toward them, slhouetted by the lights from the
tech-head party.

"Wont they just crash?' Aya asked. "Like the cams?'

"I think 1 can block the lifter jamming," Ren said, poking at his trick-box as he ran. "Just gtick
closeto me”"

"But is anyone chasng us?' Frizz asked.

Aya scanned the darkness between mansions. Stiill nobody in Sght—nothing but the motionless
remains of cams littering the ground.

Then she heard the whoosh of a hovercar.

It shot overhead, drowning out the thudding of their footsteps, whipping her hair with its passage.
For a moment Aya thought it was the wardens, but then she heard the scream of lifting fans—the car was
designed to work outsde the city where wardens never went.

And somehow she doubted it was Rangers overhead.

The car whedled vidlently, dropping in front of them. The grass shimmered underfoot, railing in
the tempest of the lifting fans. Whirlwinds of dirt rose from the basdlines of the basebal diamond.

Through the windshidd, two drivers gazed back a her with a srange cdm—ther eyes st too
wide apart, their skin pde and hairless, just like the ghedtly facesin the tunndl.

She sumbled to a hdt. Like Miki had said that night, they didn't look human.



Fizz pulled her back into a run, angling around the hovercar. Hying dust forced her eyes
haf-shut, and her dress hillowed like an open parachute around her.

Asthe car sttled to the ground, its Sde split open, sailling a wedge of light across the fidd. Two
more figures stood silhouetted ingde, visble for a moment among ralling clouds of dirt.

Then Aya heard a cry—Ren and Hiro zooming out of the dust storm, two empty hoverboards
falowing them.

"I've never ridden one of those beforel” Frizz shouted.

"Jug gtick with mel" Aya legped onto a board, pulling him on behind her. They veered wildly for
amoment, Frizz swaying like alittlie on a balance beam.

"Stay close or they'll jam you!" Ren yelled, waving the trick-box as he shot past.

Aya leaned into a hard turn, following Ren and Hiro. She fdt Frizz's aams wrap around her, his
body pressing close as they gathered speed.

Behind them, the whine of the hovercar rose again, the wind of its fans battering the air. Aya
thrust her arms out wide, wishing she hadn't worn platform shoes tonight. At least the lagt two weeks
were paying off: Riding double through a roaring wind wasn't hdf as tricky as mag-lev surfing.

Frizz's extra waght was a problem, though—Hiro and Ren were pulling away. Aya leaned
forward, urging the board faster. If they fdl too far behind Ren, they'd drop like the jammed hovercams.

And they weren't even wearing crash bracelets. ..

"Hold up!" she shouted, but the scream of the pursuing car erased her words.

Luckily, the manson wasnt far avay now. She could see partygoers on its roof watching the
chase, probably wondering what sort of publicity stunt this was.

The hovercar roared overhead again, the wash of its fans sending her and Fizz into a series of
serpentine curves. Ayatwisted her body, barely keegping them onboard.

"Up there!" Frizz shouted.

Two figures had jumped from the open hovercar door, their freekish arms and legs splaying wide
as they fdl through the ar. They hover-bounced, soinning in the whirlwinds benegth the car, but quickly
gained control. Aya spotted lifter pads bulging from their thin-limbed bodies.

"They're wearing hoverbdl rigd" she shouted. "Not good!"

The figures were zooming toward them now, riding the car's wash like windsurfersin agde.

"Hold on tight!" she cried, and spun the board into a quick reverse, heading back across the field.
Frizz's arms wrapped around her tighter, his weight shifting with hers.

But the inhumans were dosng the gap quickly. When Hiro and Ren turned to follow, the spindly
figures shot past them without a second glance.

Aya Fuse was who they wanted.

She headed for the nearest trees, trying to urge the board faster. But it was a city toy, nothing like
the Sy Girls high-speed boards.

The trees rose up before them, and Aya twisted from side to side, banking between thick trunks.
Beams of light from the hovercar stabbed through the leaves, scattering bright coins across the forest
floor.

Frizzs lips pressed againg her ear. "Why aren't we crashing?'

Aya blinked—Ren and Hiro had to be fifty meters away.

"Of course!" she cried. "They had to stop jamming to use thar rigs, which means...Moggle,
come herel | need you!"

"Aya" Frizz shouted. "On theright!"

One of the figures was swooping down at them, long fingers splayed like tdons. Fizz dropped
down, pulling both of them into a crouch as the figure swept past.

"Ouch!" Frizz flinched behind her. "Something stuck me!™

"What?' Aya stood again, pulling the board into another hard turn. She craned her neck to look
a him. "Are you okay?'

"I think so. But | fed alittle...weatch out!"

Aya whipped her head around to find the other inhuman waiting directly ahead, arms out wide,



fingertips gligening with needles.

She twisted her whole body to one side, banking the board to a hdt. But Frizz's body was going
limp, his arms dipping from around her wais.

"Hizz2" she cdled out, but heard only a groan in response. ..

And then he was toppling from the board.

"Frizz"

She reached out to grab him, but he was aready tumbling through the air. He flew draight into
the waiting inhuman, their bodies calliding with a grim thud. The spindly figure crumpled, its long arms
wrapping around Frizz, both of them flying backward into the darkness.

Suddenly free of his weight, the board went into a lopsded spin. Tree trunks whirled around
Aya, sharp branches whipping her face and hands. She kndt and clutched the edges, leting the board
gyrate its momentum away.

When it had dowed allittle, Aya let go and rolled off into the leaves. She stood and ran to where
the two figureslay sprawled and unmoving on the forest floor.

Her eyes were drawn to the inhuman's strange face. His skin was pde, his ams thin and
week-looking, but the needles on his fingertips were unambiguous—they were desgned to do some
damage.

But the strangest thing was the inhuman's feet. Bare and misshgpen, they looked dmogt like
hands, their long toes curled up like a dead spider's legs.

She dragged Fizz free of the tangle. "Can you hear me?'

He didn't answer. Then Aya saw the tiny red mark on his neck. One nick from those needle
fingers had knocked him unconscious ... or worse.

She pulled him closer, her head svimming. The hovercar dill drifted overhead, soilling a trembling
light through the leaves. The shadows danted as it moved, as though the whole world was swaying.

"Aya" came a shout. She looked up, and saw Hiro and Ren angling through the trees.

But in front of them flew the other inhuman, zooming sraight toward her, arms outstretched and
fingers gligening. His pale skin glowed in the darkness.

She pulled Frizz closer, feding utterly abandoned. Where were the wardens? Where were the
half-million others who'd been watching her every move five minutes ago?

He was ten meters away, five...

A gmdl dark shape shot from the shadows, barreling into the inhuman's somach. He crumpled
into a bal with a grunt, then whirled past Aya, the hoverbdl rig keeping him airborne as he spun.

"Moggle" Aya breathed. The hovercam bounced away, crashing through the brush.

The inhuman hung unconscious from his hoverbdl rig, his handlike feet swinging a meter from the
ground. A groan escaped from hislips, and his eyes began to flutter open...

Aya ran toward him, legping up to grab his shoulders. They glided across the forest floor
together, therig adjusting to her weight.

His hand reached for her, but Aya grabbed hiswrist and stuck a handful of needle fingers into his
own neck. He sputtered for a moment, eyes widening, then passed out completely.

"Ayd" Hiro banked to a hdt. "Are you okay?'

"I'm fine" She jumped down, glancing up at the hovercar. It waited overhead, unmoving, lights
probing through the leaves uncertainly. "Hep me with Fizz."

Hiro glided to a hdt. "Hell be fing, Aya. They don't care about him."

"Yegh, but | do." She ran to Frizz's unconscious body, towing the hoverboard behind her. She
kndt and pulled at hisarm, trying to get hisweight up onto the riding surface.

Helet out a groan.

"Areyou dl right?'

"Fed weird,” he murmured. "Heavy."

"Tdl me about it!" Aya strained. "If only we had away to ..." She glanced at the inhuman lying
next to Frizz.

Hiro stepped off his board beside her, saring down at the inhuman. "Whoa You left this out of



your story?'

"Hdp me get the hoverbdl rig off this fresk." Aya grunted, tugging a the inhuman's shin lifter.
"We can put it on Fizz"

"All right,”" Hiro said, kneding. "Here's how you do it."

He loosened the straps with practiced fingers, pulling the lifter pad free and dipping it onto Frizz's
leg.

"What happened to him?' Ren asked, joining in the scramble.

"That freak stuck him with those needle fingers™ Aya glanced up at the hovercar. Its sde door
was opening again, light sailling out around two more silhouettes. "Crap. More coming!™

"I'm done." Hiro was strapping the last forearm pad into place. "I've set the rig to neutra. He
should be zero-g."

Frizz lifted easily from the ground, suddenly weightless. She wrestled his drifting body onto her
board and kndlt across him.

Hiro and Ren dipped up on ather sde and reached out their hands, pulling her forward like a
littie between two parents. Soon they were shooting ahead through a gap in the trees.

"Are they following us?' Aya asked.

Ren looked back. "I don't think so. They're picking up the other two."

"Two freeky bodies are worse than one live witness, | guess," Hiro said. "Spesking of which, you
have some explaining to do, Aya"

"When we get to sefety.”

"Whichis back a the party, right?"

"No. We're doing what Tdly says—we're hiding.”

"Where?' Ren asked.

Aya bit her lip, holding tight to keep Frizz's unconscious form from dipping off the board. "The
underground reservoir.”

"Cold and wet," Ren said. "Bt it's the one place in the dity with no cams™

"Exadly," Aya said. Something was skimming through the trees in the corner of her eye, and she
dared a glance. It was a camo-black hovercam, ill wobbly from a recent collision.

It flashed its night-lights happily, and shaky images began to spill across Ayas vison. Whatever
the inhuman creatures were, this time they'd been caught by more than just her eyes. She found hersdf
amiling.

Moggle had gotten the shot.

THE WISDOM OF THE CROWD

The new congruction Ste glowed dull orange, the earthmoving machines resting quigtly in ther
foundetion pits.

"Check your pings again,” Hiro said. "Before we get cut off."

Aya scanned her eyescreen, then shook her head. A few priority pings had come in on the
wardens channe—and maybe ten thousand more asking her what was going on, not to mention a million
theories burning up the feeds— but nothing from Taly 'Y oungblood.

"If she's coming on a suborhbital, shell be out of contact for afew hours” Ren said.

Ayasighed. "Aslong as she gets here fast.”

They dropped toward the tunnd below them and dipped indde.

"Hey, am | passing out agan?' Fizz groaned, his weight shifting as the darkness closed around
them.

"No, were jus going underground.” Aya squeezed him tighter. "No lights Moggle. Too
obvious™"

"Your dress," Frizz murmured. " Sparkles.”



Aya nodded, flexing her fingers, and the party dress sputtered to life. The battery was down to its
last dregs, but the flickering embers were enough cut the gloom.

"Told you this was the right dress, Hiro," she said.

"Vey funny. Are you going to tdl us about what happened back there?"

"Not yet."

They descended, the orange worklights of the surface fading behind them. After long minutes, the
echoes of trickling water reached their ears, then the tunnd opened over the reservoir's huge expanse.

Aya brought her board to a hdt in midar.

The cavern flickered with the dying lights of her dress, the caling shimmering with the water's
trembling reflections. Moggle seemed to remember the place, and was soon drifting in nervous circles
around the cavern, checking for hidden Sy Girls with lock-down clamps.

Hiro did to a stop close by, stting cross-legged on his board. "Greet hiding place, Aya There's
no actud ground to stand on, isthere?!

"No," Ren said. "But we've got plenty of water."

"It's not exactly Shuffle Mansion." Aya sighed. The apartment Hiro had shown her lingered in her
mind's eye— the huge open spaces, the perfect dty views. And here she was on her firs night of fame,
skulking underground.

Frizz's dow breathing echoed from the stone arches. He stirred beneath her, the effects of the
needle-stab fading. She checked the mark on his neck—the redness had dmost disappeared.

"Whatever was in those needles was designed to knock you out, Aya" Ren said. "But Frizzis a
pretty. Hell be okay."

She nodded. The operation made pretties bodies stronger and quicker to hed as wdl as
beautiful.

"So who were those people?’ Hiro asked.

"I have no idea," she said. "I only saw them once before.”

"When you firg saw the mountain open up?' Ren asked.

"Yegh. Miki and | were watching over the edge of the train. There were three of them, redly
skinny and tal. But it was so dark, | thought it was just the crazy shadows ... at fird."

Hiro cleared histhroat. "And you didn't bother mentioning this?'

"I didn't have any shots of them! And it was so sense-missing. | thought if | started with those
freaks, everybody would think it was just another surge-monkey story. Aliens didnt exactly fit the
city-killer theme"

"They didnt fit the theme?" Hiro cried. "What are you, some Rugty kicker? That's what the
background layer isfor!"

"Lecture her later, Hiro," Ren said. "Right now we need to figure out who they are, and why
they're after Aya"

Hiro snorted. "We should go back to the surface and kick thid Cdl the wardens if you want!"

"Do we trust our own city?' Ren asked.

"I trugt anyone, as long as there's a few hundred thousand people watching,” Hiro muttered.
"What | don't get is, how did those surge-monkeys figure out you'd seen them?'

"Maybe there's something in the background layer that explains that,” Ren said. "Too bad were
cut off from the feeds down here"

"Moggles got a copy of everything," Aya said.

"Okay, I'll take a look. Shake me if anything exdting happens.” Ren stretched out on his board,
his eyescreens flickering a ful immergon warning.

Aya swdlowed. With Ren shot-scanning and Fizz half-conscious, she was practicadly done with
Hiro. Thelast sparkles of her dress were fading, the darkness making his expression look angrier every
second.

"How about some light, Moggle?' she said.

The hovercam's night-lights came on, filling the cavern. The deep shadows shifted as Moggle
floated restlessy around the reservaoir, but Hiro remained stock-till, staring straight at her.



She sghed. "I didn't mean to lie”

"No, Aya But when you pick and choose facts to make your story, you dways wind up
truth-danting. That's why good kickers put everything up. Save the manipulaion for extras who only
watch for ten minutes™

"Once more: | didn't have any shots of the freakd”

"Sill, you saw them, and you hid them. That's like lying."

Aya groaned, garing into the water. Its surface grew blacker as her dress's sparkles flickered off
one by one. "I messed everything up, didn't I?"

"Not everything." His shoulders dumped. "But if you'd told what you saw, we might aready
know who those people were.

"How?"

"The wisdom of the crowd, Aya. If a million people look a a puzzle, chances are that one of
them knows the answer. Or maybe ten people each know one piece, and that's enough to put it dl
together."

Ayasghed. "l guess so. | just never thought about the feeds that way."

"That's because dl you ever cared about was getting famous™ Hiro said. "The feeds are more
then that. Like | dways say, being a kicker is about meking sense of the world.”

She rolled her eyes. Just what she needed: a philosophy lesson from her stuck-up older brother.
The lagt sparkles on her dress were sputtering out, the batteries findly expended. "Well, we don't have
any crowds down here. So what do you think they are? Aliens?’

"No, they're some kind of surge-monkey." The tapping of Hire's fingers againgt his board echoed
through the cavern. "Sort of like red monkeys, actudly.”

"How do you mean?' Aya shifted on her board. "I didn't see any fur."
"But you saw their toes, right? They were prehensle, like a monkeys. It's like they have four
hands."

"But it doesn't make sense" Aya sghed. "Why be a surge-monkey if you're going to hide dl the
time?'

"I don't think it's a fashion statement, Aya. It's like my immortal crumb lies The surgery means
something. There must be some way thisdl fits together."

"Y ou mean city-killing weapons, hidden bases, and monkey toes?'

Hiro smiled. "'l can see why you had trouble fitting dl that into ten minutes.”

They were glent for awhile, Aya watching the flicker in Ren's eyes. Maybe by early morning, the
flurry of City Killer kick would have faded a little. People had to deep sometime, after dl, no matter
how big a story was. In afew hours, sneeking up to send Tdly Y oungblood a ping would be easy.

She remembered the year before in ugly school, learning about the origins of the mind-rain: the
Smoke, the Specids, the anvful Diego War. One common theme ran through dl those lessons Once
Tdly-sama arrived, the bad guys didn't stand a chance.

Time passed srangdy in the cavern. Cut off from the aty interface, the clock in Ayas eyescreen
didn't work, but the minutes seemed to crawl. She dozed off once, coming awake in a panic, wondering
where she was.

But Fizz was dill beside her, desping off the effects of the needle. Nestled this close on the
board, she could fed his breething, and his warmth cut the cavern's chill. Whatever Hiro said about fame
protecting her, it felt safer next to Frizz than under the eyes of amillion people.

Hiro sat cross-legged on his board, eyes closed and head nodding. Ren's eyes were open, his
eyescreens shimmering like two red firefliesin the air, but he didn't make a sound.

It seemed like hours later when Frizz began to stir beside her. He sat up hadfway and rubbed his
neck.

"How do you fed?' she whispered.

"Much better." He looked around deepily "Where are we?'



"Underground.” She squeezed his hand. "Don't worry. Well be safe down here till Tdly-sama
comes."

"You brought me here? How did you manage...whoa" For a moment Fizz had started to drift
up from the board. "What's going on?'

Ayasamiled. "We borrowed a hoverbdl rig from those freaks. Y ou're dmogt weightless™

He stopped moving, letting himsdf settle beside her. ™Y ou saved me”

She sghed. "I got you in huge trouble, you mean. If it wasn't for my truth-danting, you wouldn't
beinthismess"

"Truth-danting?'

"Ayanodded dowly "Like | said, | saw those freaks ten days ago, but | didn't know wheat they
were. So | sort of ... left them out of my sory”

Frizz didn't say anything, just stared at the black water.

"I think I'm a naturd liar," she findly whispered.

He shook his head. "No, you're not.”

“I am" e hissed. "l can't go ten seconds without danting the truth. I'm the
Seventeenth-most-famous person in the aity right now, and for what? Tricking a whole clique into thinking
| was one of them! And then | couldn't even kick the story without leaving out something. You must hate
me"

Frizz took adow breath. "I never told you how | came up with Radical Honesty, did 7"

"I never asked." Ayasghed. "l pretty much just talked about my own fame obsession.”

"Wdl, | used tolie... constantly,"™ Fizz said. "Sometimes for a reason, but modtly just for fun. |
was aways pretending, making up a new Frizz for everyone | met—especidly, you know, girls" He
shrugged, his manga eyes gligening in the darkness. "But | started to forget who | redly was. That
probably sounds weird."

"Not redly,” Ayasad. "That's sort of what happened to me with the Sy Girls. | liked being that
person—she was braver than me."

He shrugged. "Sometimesiit's fun to change yoursdf. But | wanted to see what it was like without
lies How ardationship works when you can't hide anything.” He took her hand, sending a tingle through
her kin. "What it'sliketo do this ..."

He leaned forward the smdll distance between their faces, and kissed her.

Asthey pulled apart, Frizz whispered, "Without lies™

"Dizzy-making," Aya breathed. She fdt warmth in her face, like a blush, but not shaming. A
ghasily echo of Frizz's lips lingered on hers, and shivers moved across her skin.

"You'reright." He smiled. "Dizzy-making iswhat it is"

"BEven with me, the Sime Queen of truth-danting?'

He shrugged. "But you're aso honest, Aya. You put yoursdf in your stories, one way or another.
Even that one about..." Fizz paused, looking around the cavern with a thoughtful expression. "Hey, are
we close to thet graffiti you kicked?"

"Sure, those tunnds dl lead down here” She laughed softly. "Y ou want to see them in person?”

He shook his head. "But isnt that story on your feed? Where everyone can see it?'

Aya hesitated. Before tonight, hardly anyone ever looked at her feed. But with a face rank of
seventeen, lots more people would be checking her out. And a the same time, everyone was theorizing
and debating where Aya Fuse had disappeared to and why.

Maybe only a few thousand would bother to watch her old stories, and most wouldn't notice
what a perfect hiding place the greffiti tunnels were. But out of amillion people in the city, whet if just one
sent a hovercam down to check?

"Uh-oh. Y ou might be right. Hiro! | think we have to go!"

Her brother jerked awake. "What? Why?'

"Thetunnds that lead down here, they're on my feed. That graffiti story | kicked."

"But that was two weeks ago..." Hiro's voice faded.

"What did you cdl it?" she said. "The wisdom of the crowd?"



Stirred by their voices, Ren sat up, blinking away eye-screen flicker. "What's up?'

"This place is famous from Aya's feed," Frizz said.

Ren got it ingtantly, groaning, "We're so brain-missing.”

"Moggle" Aya hissed. "Lights off!"

The hovercam obeyed, plunging them into tota blackness.

Aya blinked away traces of vison, holding Frizz tighter. Gradudly her eyes adjusted, and she
saw something...

From one of the trickling torm drains, the barest shimmer of light was moving, sending shadows
didng across the dark.

PAPARAZZI

"Follow my voice, Moggle" she called, urging her board toward the nearest wall.

The sorm drains on this side of the reservoir hadn't appeared in her greffiti story. Surdly there
weren't enough Aya-hunters down here to cover every tunnd and conduit in the city.

"Hereésthe wdl," Frizz whispered.

She reached out and touched cool stone, drifting toward the sound of trickling water until a sorm
drain mouth echoed before them.

"Moggle? Come here" she cdled softly. A moment later the hovercam bumped againg her. "Go
up and seeif it's clear. No lightd"”

Moggle dipped away.

Over her shoulder, the light from the other storm drain was growing. Aya could make out Hiro
and Ren outlined againd its glow.

"Can you redly jam a hovercam, Ren?' she asked.

"I can try." His face appeared in midair, lit by the glow of his trick-box.

"Aya" Frizz whispered, "if you need to get out of here fadt, just leave me behind. | can't ride, and
no one's chasing me”

"Dont be brain-missing, Frizz," she hissed. "Those freaks know you've seen them. I'm not leaving
you down herel™

She booted her eyescreen. In Moggl€'s point of view, the tunnd stretched out ahead, empty and
lightless.

"Thisdrain's clear," she said.

"Let's get moving, then,” Hiro whispered. "That light's getting closer.”

Aya dretched out flat on the hoverboard, pressed close to Fizz. They dipped into the tunnd,
dimbing swiftly upward.

Moggle was close to the surface; orange worklights glowed from the sorm drain's other end.
The feeds were flickering back on in her eyescreen, the city clock showing two hours before dawn.

"Careful, Moggle™" she whispered. "Dont let anyone see you!"

The hovercam dowed, peeking up out of the entrance of the drain. Aya watched as it scanned
the condruction gte—nothing but motionless machines and the empty iron frame of an unfinished
building.

"Okay, Moggle. Wait for us"

Aya and Fizz dimbed toward the surface, until she fdt a cold breeze on her face. Moggles
outline appeared, slhouetted by worklights. The feeds came back on linein force, filling her vison with a
hundred damoring arguments. darm over her disappearance, theories about who'd built the city killer,
questions of whether it was dl a hoax. Most people thought sheld been kidnapped by the myserious
hovercar. The Nameless One had decreed that the mass driver was the city's secret wegpon, and was
cdling for Ayds arrest as atraitor.

She blinked the commotion away, focusng on the world in front of her. The Sime Queen story



hed taught her how meaningless the feeds could be.

Sometimes the wisdom of the crowd was just so much noise.

At the sorm drain entrance, Aya scanned the congtruction Ste with her own eyes. "Okay, it Hill
looks clear. Everyone ready?"

"Jugt one question,” Frizz said. "Where are we going?'

"Oh, right. Aya frowned. If the crowd had managed to find the underground reservoir, where
else could she hide? Every interesting place Aya had ever explored had been kicked in some story. Her
dorm, dl her friend's names, even her favorite color was listed on her feed.

Aya hadn't kept any secrets for hersdf.

""What about your place, Hiro?'

"My place? Could we be more obvious?'

"At leadt it's got good privacy. It's a big-face manson, so hovercams can't get close. And the
famous part of town isn't too far from here”

"Forget it. You're not bringing this down on..." His voice trailed off. "But you're right about
privacy. Why don't we head toward Shuffle Manson. Remember that gpartment | showed you?'

"Sure" Ayasad. "But it's not mine”

"Butit'sopen,” he said. "Jugt walk in and declare it. You've got a face rank of... whoa You're
down to twelve now!"

"Nothing bests getting abducted by diens” Ren said.

"What do you think, Fizz?' Aya asked.

He hestated, then et out a Sgh. "Anything sounds better than a hole in the ground.”

They rose from the storm drain dowly, shivering in the freezing wind.

Aya looked down at her party dress. It was covered with wet leaves and tunnd trickle The
Return of Sime Queen. But the scent of pine trees and fresh ar was a welcome rdief after hours of
rotting leaves and runoff.

The city looked more awake than usud for the dead of night, the windows flickering, everyone
watching the feeds. Anxiety rose in Aya at the sght—the mirror image of obscurity panic.

Suddenly there were too many people who knew her name.

They flew back toward the city, Sraight into Hiro's part of town. The trappings of fame appeared
around them— swvimming pools drifted overhead, seaming in the cold, and torches it the paths dong the
ground.

But no one was out, the windows dl glittering with walscreen light even here. No matter how
famous, everyone seemed to be watching the drama unfold.

"Uh-oh," Ren called, glancing up from his trick-box. "We have company.”

Aya followed his gaze—a sngle hovercam was dimbing toward them, its lenses caching the
torchlight.

"Canyou jam it?' she called.

He shook his head. "It's afull-time paparazzi cam, designed to track big faces.”

"Weére close to Shuffle Mansion. Let's go!" Hiro cried, shooting ahead.

"Hold on tight, Frizz," Aya shouted. She dove toward the ground, picking up speed as they
dropped.

Fizz hed her close, ther bodies twiding and turning as one. He fdt more confident than on their
fird ride, and Aya decided to take afew risks.

She turned hard around a tal, spindly mansion, cutting between two gpartments held apart by
hovergtruts. The board's lifters shivered, sending them into a series of fidhtails, and Frizz's aams squeezed
tighter. A few meters from her shoulder, Moggle shuddered in the strong magnetic currents.

But when she glanced back, the paparazzi cam was 4ill there. Ren was right—this hovercam was
designed to chase big faces. A few ample tricks wouldn't get rid of it.

She dropped lower and zoomed down a pleasure garden path, the warmth of burning torches



whipping past on either sde, the smdl of smoke in her nodtrils. The cam wastight on their tall now, close
enough to recognize their faces.

The lagt thing she wanted was to show up at Shuffle Mansion with a hundred hovercamsin tow.

"At the end of this garden go Straight into adimb!” Frizz shouted.

"What are you planning?'

"Jug do it!"

The lagt pair of torches was flying toward them, the secluded garden path spilling open onto a
fidd of pre-Rusty dhrines and temples. As they shot out, Aya tipped her waight back, pulling into a hard
dimb. Moggle followed, happily sinning barrel rolls.

"Come back and pick me up!" Frizz shouted. ..and legped from the board.

"HizZ" Aya screamed, soinning around to see him soaring into the air.

Of course—he was dill wearing the hoverbal rig, dill weightless. His momentum carried him up
draght in front of the paparazzi cam, and he rolled into a bal. The cam struck him right on his hoverball
shin pads, the snap of high-impact plastic ringing like a hand clap.

Frizz oun away from the collison. Ayaturned hard, bringing her board across hisline of flight.

He hit her with a grunt, knocking Aya from the board. They tumbled through the ar together until
the rig's lifters compensated for her weight.

"Moggle" she grunted, Frizz's arms 0 tight around her that she could hardly breathe. "Bring our
board over!"

The abandoned board had come to a confused hdt, probably wondering why its riders kept
jumping off. Moggle eased up beside it, corrdling it toward where they floated, arms wrapped around
esch other.

"Did | kill it?" Frizz asked.

Aya looked down and saw the paparazzi cam below, bouncing in pieces through the ancient
ghrines and temples. ™Y egh. But that trick was panic-making!”

Moggle eased the hoverboard under their feet, and Fizz et her dide from his grip onto the riding
surface.

"Not to mention damaging,” Fizz said, reaching down to rub his shins. The pads were cracked
from the collison.

"Serves you right,” Aya said, turning the board toward Shuffle Mansion.

She kept low, sneeking under the neighborhood's hovering meditation pool, the sarlight filtering
down through lily pads and darting koi.

"Aya?' Ren's voice pinged in her ear. "We're here a the manson. Where are you?'

"Clogngin. We log that cam.”

"I think you picked up ancther one, then. Look at the windows™"

Aya frowned. "What windows?'

"Any windows," Ren said. "They'redl the samel”

"What are you ... ?' she began, but as they dipped out from beneath the meditation pool, a
broad, old-style manson sprawled out in front of them, its windows glowing with wallscreen light.

All of them were flickering together—hundreds of windows darting from light to shadow in
unison, dl tuned to the same feed.

"Uh-oh," Frizz said. "Do you see that?'

"Yeeh" She swalowed. "Everyone's waiching one feed, which dmost never happens, unless ..."

"Either Nana Love just got engaged,” Frizz said, "or exactly one hovercam is shooting us.”

Aya turned her head, scanning the ar around them. Findly she saw it another paparazzi cam a
few meters away, itstiny lens focused directly on her face.

"Crap," she said.

Then she saw the swarm, dozens more hovercams Sweeping in from every direction, in every
shape and size. Clouds of them maneuvered together, whipping through turns like schooling fish.

"Just go, Aya" Fizz shouted.

"Blind them, Moggle!” She leaned forward, shooting straight toward Shuffle Mansion.



Moggle zoomed dong behind, its night-lights pointed backward on full, the pursuers lenses
glittering like firework weeping willows across the sky.

By the time they reached Shuffle Mangon, the swarm was catching up, wrapping around them,
shooting from every angle as she dropped toward the mangon steps.

"Good job logng them,” Hiro said dryly, tumning to the door. "Let usin, quick.”

" gpologize" the door said. "But Shuffle Mangion is a secure building.”

"No kidding," Aya said. "That'swhy I'm here. I'm dedaring...um ..."

"Legd resdence," Hiro prompted. "Apartment thirty-nine”

"I'm declaring gpartment thirty-nine as my legd residence. And requesting full privecy!" she said.
"Oh, and by the way, I'm Aya Fuse. Um, hi."

The door paused a second, ruby jitters of laser flickering across her face and hands. Over her
shoulder, awadl of hovercams was gathering, dl screeching to a hdt a the privacy limit. A few skidded
too close and indantly dropped from the sky. Serious privacy was Shuffle Mansion's trademark.

The door opened with a soft shushing sound.

"Declaration accepted,” it said. "Welcome to your new home, Aya Fuse."

SHUFFLE MANSION

The windows framed the city's skyline like a painting, gathering vistas of the sea, the mountains,
even a glimpse down into the big soccer fidd. The views were perfect...

Except for dl the cams.

There weren't as many now that the chase had ended, but a few dozen 4ill lingered at the
fifty-meter limit. Aya could see the curve of the privecy barrier in the way they wrapped across the
sky—alliterd reputation bubble around the manson. Even Moggle had to wait outsde, because the hdls
were privacy-monitored as well.

Ayawaved, hoping Moggle could see her.

"Close windows," Hiro ordered from where he squatted on the floor.

For a second, Aya wondered why the room didn't obey him—then grinned.

"Thisis my room, Hiro! You can' tdl it what to do."

"Rooms" Ren corrected. "Plurd.”

Aya laughed, turning her platforms frictionless to skate across the gpartment. The arm-Spreading
luxury of space followed her everywhere, especidly the wak-in closets wating to be filled. Aya had
dready suffed her dime-spattered party dress into the hole in the wdl, and she wore new shoes and a
Ranger coverd| with interna heating, built-in water filters, and countless pockets.

It was also dime-resistant.

"S0 you don't mind those freaks looking in at us?' Hiro asked. "They can watch the feeds too,
remember?'

"l guess 0." She sghed, waving the windows opague. "Maximize privacy and security.”

"Yes Ayasensd,” the room said.

"Did you hear that?' she said, spinning in place. "The room keeps cdling me sensa!”

"You are top one thousand," Ren said. He was stretched out on the floor, saring up at the
chanddliers, both eye-screens glittering.

"Top twenty," Aya said. In fact, dl four of them were sensai now—the others had been swept up
in her reputation spird.

"Let's dl agree that Ayads quite famous, shdl we?' Hiro said. "Now can we get back to

She skated to a hdt and shrugged. "What business, Hiro? Tdly should be landing soon, then we
do what she says"

"You mean you don't want to kick any of this?"



Aya rdlled her eyes. The mind-rain had happened after Hiro had left school, so hed missed all
the lessons about Tdly Y oungblood. He didn't seem to redize that once she got here, everything would
be okay.

"We wait for Tdly before we decide anything,” she said. "Were safe here, right?!

"Looks likeit." Ren rapped the opaque window. "Hey, room. What's this made out of ?"

"A layer of atifidd diamond blended with smart maiter and eectronics” the room sad.
"Dedgned to protect residents from fame-stakers and nano-snoops. Impossible to penetrate.”

"We should have come here fird," Hiro said. "But you guys had to go sense-missing over doing
exactly what Tdly-samatold you."

Aya snorted. "You wanted to go back to the bash, Hiro! Do you redly think a bunch of
pixel-heads would have saved me?'

"I would have thought of this place sooner or later," he grumbled.

"Sooner or later usudly means too late" Fizz sad.

Hiro turned to glare a him, but Frizz had dready jumped from the spot. He drifted up to inspect
the pair of chanddiers hanging from the high ceiling, each made from a million shards of glass suffused
with soft blue laser light.

Now that Frizz had recovered, he was experimenting with the hoverbal rig, sMimming across the
huge and furnituremissing gpartment with broad sweeps of his ams. Aya found the sght unsettling, too
much like the fresks in ther lifter rigs.

"Hey, Hiro," Frizz cdled down. "Why does everyone aways say these things are so tricky?"

"Because red flying is tricky," Hiro said. "All you're doing is bouncing around in zero-g mode."

"How do | try some red flying?"

"You don't, bubblehead. Y ou'd yank your own arms out!"

"I may have had brain surge,” Fizz said. "But I'm not a bubblehead.”

"Not technically,” Hiro muttered.

Aya snorted. "Who's the bubblehead, Hiro? If it wasn't for Frizz, those paparazzi cams would
have caught us back in the reservoir.”

"Yegh, | guess 0." Hiro sghed and sat up straighter, giving Frizz atiny bow. "Sorry | cdled you
abubblehead. Y ou're pretty smart, actudly.”

Frizz returned the bow from midair. "And you're not as big a snob as Aya sad you were.”

Hiro's jaw dropped. "You sad what, Aya?'

Ren suddenly sat upright on the bare floor. "I found something in your background feed, Aya
About when you spotted the fresks."

"Gredt!" Aya eagerly turned away from her brother's glare. "Can you show it to us?'

"Sure, once | find the walscreen in here”

"Yegh, wherés the...?" Aya began, but the floor-to-celling window was aready shimmering.

"Whoa" Ren said softly. "Diamond into wallscreen. This placeis so kick.”

An image appeared, shaky and distorted. Aya recognized the view from her button cam. One
week ago: Miki sudying the mag-lev tunnd wall, looking for the hidden door.

Seaing the Plain Jane face again brought back dl the guilt that had been smothered by her sudden
fame. Aya wondered what Miki thought of her, now that the whole world could weatch the Sy Girls
secret rituds, thelr private tricks.

Eden Maru's voice came from offscreen, echoing through the tunnd. "This is it. Stand
back—there could be anything behind there.”

Miki took adow breath, murmuring, "Or anyone.”

Ayas own voice answered, "Those body-crazy fresks were just storing something down here.
Nobody lives inthis place.

The shot froze, and Hiro grunted. "'Body-crazy freaks? So that's how they knew you'd seen
them. Y ou told them in your own background layer!"

Aya shook her head. "But it dill doesn't make sense. How did they look through dl those shots
0 fast? There were hours and hours of button cam, and they came after us the moment we left the



"What if it was the wisdom of the crowd?' Ren said softly.

Ayafrowned. "What do you mean?"

"We don't know how many of those inhumans there are,” he said. "There could be hundreds.
Maybe there's amountain full of them somewhere.”

"Or awhole city,” Frizz said. "That mass driver took some serious building.”

A cold finger did down Ayas spine. Sheld thought of the freaks as a amdl dligue. The notion of
an entire city of inhumans sent her mind spinning.

"That's bran-missng,” Hiro said. "Why would a whole city want to—"

"Quigt, Hiro!" Ren closed his eyes. "Does anyone ese hear that?'

Ayalisened, and her ears caught a faint hum echoing through the room.

Frizz pushed off from the caling and floated down. "I think it's coming from the wallscreen.”

Then Aya tasted it in her mouth: rain and thunderstorms.

"Smart matter,” she said. "The window's made of smart matter. ..."

They dl spun to face the walscreen. Its surface was rippling, the frozen image of Miki's face
warping like bad reception. The humming grew dissonant, a chord of incompatible tones fighting one
another, causng the air itsdf to tremble. The taste of rain turned bitter in Ayas mouth.

"Someone's hacking your window!" Ren cried, soringing to hisfeet.

Shapes began to emerge, three human figures bulging out from the flat expanse. An am poked
through, wrapped in the frozen image of Miki, like a mummy covered in wallscreen.

Frizz grabbed Aya, began to pull her backward toward the door.

"Wait a second!" she cried. "Look & ther bodies..."

Thefigures pulling themsealves from the wall weren't misshapen like the freaks, they were tdl and
grong-looking. They stepped out into the room, strangdly faceless and Hill swathed with the colors of the
screen, asif the smart matter had stretched around them.

"Arethey pixd-heads?' Ayasad oftly.

They moved with a predatory grace, colors dulling with every step until they had turned a fla
oray.

"No," Ren breathed. "They're wearing sneak suits"

Thetdlest of the three reached up and pulled the layer of gray from its heed, reveding a face of
cold, intimidating beauty. Her eyes were cod black and wolflike, her skin swathed in flash tattoos, every
feature sharp and crud.

She was the most famous person in the world.

"My names Tdly Youngblood” she sad. "Sorry to disturb you, but this is a specid
circumstance.”

CUTTERS

Of course, Aya had learned dl about Speciasin school.

A long time ago, Tdly Youngblood's city had created a specid kind of pretty—crud, ruthless,
and deadly, instead of bubbleheaded. Specias were arigindly supposed to protect the city, rounding up
runaways and keeping order. But gradudly they'd become their own secret dique, each generation
maodifying the next, like weeds growing out of control. They had contempt for everyone who wasn't
Specid, and wanted to keep the whole world under control. Ultimately, they'd taken over their own city
government and started the Diego War.

Tdly and her friends had been Specids too, but a specid kind cdled "Cutters™ The Cutters were
young and independent, and somehow they'd figured out how to rewire their own brains. They'd rebelled
agand the evil leader of the Specids, freed thar own dity, and saved Diego. Then they'd spread the
minckrain across the globe, ending the Prettytime forever.



As Aya stood before Taly, a mammoth reputation shiver went through her. This was the person
who had made her world. Feeds, tech-heads, fane—everything important to her had come out of the
mind-rain.

It was head-spinning, looking at a face so familiar, yet o strange.

For one thing, in Ayas school lessons Taly-sama had never looked scary. But in person her
fingernals were long and sharp, her eyes deep black and penetrating. She was three years older now
then during the mind-rain, of course, dmog twenty, and she lived in the wild now, guarding it from the
expanding cities.

Tdly even looked wild: her har long and untamed, her flash tattoos dulled by the sun, her skin
darkened.

Aya pulled free of Frizz's grasp and gave a nervous bow, hoping her English wouldnt fal her.
"I'm honored to meet you, Tdly-sama”

"Um, it's actudly Tdly Youngblood."

Aya bowed again. "l am sorry. Sama isatitle of respect.”

"Grest, another cult of me" Tdly rolled her eyes. "Just what the world needs.”

Aya heard a giggle The other two Cutters—one boy, one girl—had pulled off their sneak-suit
hoods to reved faces like Tdly's pretty and crue, laced with flash tattoos. Their eyes darted around the
room with nervous energy, but a the same time amiles played on ther faces, as if they were enjoying the
excitement.

"My nameis Aya Fuse."

Tdly didn't bow back, just laughed. "No kidding. Every feed in this city seems to know you. And
stop bowing!"

"I'm....sorry." Aya found hersdf nodding. She wished somebody else would say something, but
Hiro, Ren, and Frizz looked as fame-siruck as she was.

The three Cutters were moving through the apartment, checking the other rooms.

"Has anyone ese tried to get in here?' Tdly cdled.

"No," Aya said. "Thisis avery secure building."

"Y egh, we noticed that in the ten seconds it took us to break in," the other Cutter gil said. "Isthis
what you cdl hiding, by the way? There's about fifty hovercams out therel™

"We tried to hide, but my face rank is recently very high"

Thegirl looked at her with a blank expression, as if the words had made no sense. "Face rank?
Does that mean you're some kind of government officid? Aren't you alittle young?'

"No. Faceisameasure of ... reputation.”

The girl's eyes swept around the vast gpartment. "You actudly live here? No wonder the cities
are expanding. Still an ugly, and she's got five roomd!”

"I live here, but not every ugly getsto ..." Ayatraled off in frustration with her English. Hiro had
been right—no one from outside the city would understand the reputation economy. And this didn't seem
like the best time to explain.

"You're Shay-samal” Fizz said, snapping out of an eyescreen spin. He whispered in Japanese,
"Two hundred and fourteen, mogtly from mentionsin history classes.”

Aya nodded, feding stupid that she hadn't recognized Shay. All the Cutters were famous. Some
even had their own cults, but Aya could never keep track of them.

"My gpologies, Shay-sama," she said. "Recent history is not my best subject.”

Tdly and the boy giggled, and one of Shay's eyebrows arched. Aya fdt hersdf turning red, like
some littlie asking for an autograph.

"Don't worry about it," Shay said. "And don't do that 'sama thing with me either.”

Tdly snorted. "Y eah, she prefers to be cdled Boss."

"I missed you too, Tdly-wa," Shay answered.

"I'm confused,” Fizz said.

Aya nodded in agreement, wondering if the Cutters were spesking some didect her Advanced
English class hadn't covered. Hiro and Ren looked like they were having trouble following at dl. Foreign



languages hadn't been as popular back before the mind-rain, when they'd gone to schooal.

But Frizz came to her rescue. "We just want to show the proper respect.”

"Whl, respect this" Tdly turned to Aya. "We need to get you out of here, and soon. Youve
sumbled on something that's bigger than you think."

"Bigger?' Aya sad. "Than the end of the world?"

"Bigger than this one mass driver. We've been finding them dl over the planet.”

Aya swallowed, wondering if Ren had been right. Maybe there redly were a huge number of the
freaks, awhole ity somewhere. "Why haven't you told the globd feeds?"

"The other mountains were dl empty,” Tdly said. "You're the firg person to find the projectiles.
And we didn't want anyone looking for the people who built them. They're dangerous.”

Aya nodded. "l know, Taly-sama. I've seen them face-to-face.”

"We figured that, once they came after you." Tdly's eyes narrowed. "People who see them tend
to disappear, induding a friend of ours. That's why we're here”

"We need to get going, Tdly-wa," the boy Cutter said. "The sun's coming up soon.”

"Okay, Fausto, but firgt, two questions.” Tdly fixed Aya with her dark stare. "You didn't tdl
anyone we were coming, did you?'

Aya shook her head proudly, suppressing an urge to smirk at Hiro.

Tdly smiled. "Good girl. Second question: | know you're great a mag-lev surfing, but have you
ever ridden two to a hoverboard?'

"y es"

"Recently, in fact," Frizz added.

"You can ride with me then." Tdly turned to the boy Cuitter. "Okay, Fausto. How do we knock
those hovercams out?'

He shrugged. "Nanos. Maybe flash-bombs?!

"Definitdy flash-bombs™ Tdly said with a shiver. "Shay and | had a bad experience with nanos
once."

"Bombs away, then, Taly-wa" Fausto said. He svung a pack from his shoulder and began to
rummeage through it.

"Pardon me, Tdly...-wa?' Aya said, hoping she had the correct title. "My friends have dso seen
the...strange people.”

"Y ouve seen them?" Tdly turned to the others. "All three of you?'

Hiro, Ren, and Frizz dl bowed gpologeticdly, and Tdly let out a groan.

"We might be less obviousif there's four of them, Taly-wa" Shay said. "And they'll be safer with
usthan if they stay here and get kidnapped.”

"But welve only got three boarddl" Tdly said. "Thet's no good for seven riders™

"This hole in the wall can make big things™ Hiro said, his English coming out alittle shaky.

"Boards with lifting fans?' Fausto asked. "Tha work outsde the city, off the grid?'

Hiro frowned. "Maybe not."

"Great," Tdly said. "Well have to cdl David into town, which screws up the whole plan. And
you know how much he hates aities”

"Pardon me, Tdly-sama," Ren spoke up in hdting English. "Hiro has kill with a hoverbdl rig. If
he stays close we can tow him."

Tdly hestated for amoment, glanced a Shay, then nodded. "Okay. That should work."

Hiro began to ungtrap Fizz from the hoverbal rig and put it on himsdf, complaining about the
cracked shin guards. Ren told the hole in the wall to fabricate some crash bracelets, and reminded
everyone to turn ther locators off. The Cutters began to dap smart plagic on ther faces and hands,
hiding the lace of flash tattoos and their crud pretty features.

Ayawondered why they needed ugly disguises out in the wild.

"Excuse me, Taly-wa, but where are we going?"

The Cuitters traded glances, and the question hung in the ar for a moment.

"We don't know yet," Tdly findly said. "But well find out soon."



HONORARY CUTTER

Thar hoverboards were waiting on the roof.

The three Cutters went ahead, their sneak-suited forms diding across the darkened expanse like
graceful ripples in the air. Aya bardy saw the attack unfold—their ams spun dmogt invishbly, the
throwing mations like a sudden breeze dirring dust and leaves across the roof.

It was dl s0 slent and insubstantid. . . until the explosions began.

A spray of bright white flashes filled the night sky, sending jittering shadows across the roof. A
cascade of detonations pounded her ears.

"Come on!" Frizz said, grabbing her hand to pull her forward.

A dozen steps away, hdf-blinded by the flashes, she fdt ariding surface under her feet. Someone
tdl and muscular pressed againgt her, one am around her waist.

"Hold on!" Tdly shouted, and the board rose hard and fagt, the scream of lifting fansfilling the air.
Tdly's body was wiry and hard, like agymnadt full of sted cables. "Didn't we tdl you to keep your eyes
closed?’

"Sorry." Aya squeezed Taly's wais tightly, blinking away spots. It reminded her of dl the times
Moggle had blinded her...

Moggle Her hovercam was out there somewhere, probably battered and confused by the
flash-bombs.

"Excuse me, Taly-wa. But can Moggle come too?"

"Who?'

"My hovercam.”

"Your...wait. You own ahovercam?'

Ayablinked again, her vison dowly returning. "Almost everyone here does. How ese would we
put suff on our feeds?'

"You mean you dl have your own feed channdls, too?" Tdly laughed. "This city's insane!”

Aya looked over her shoulder. The cams, blinded by the barrage of flash-bombs, were milling
around in confusion. The ultrafast Cutter boards had dipped past them in seconds.

"Please? Moggle doesn't like being left done.”

"No way," Tdly shouted againg the wind. "Have you not noticed we're trying to hide here?"

"Of course...but thiswould be for later. For history."

"Forget it. History's not my favorite subject ether. Especidly when it's about me”

Aya looked up at Tdly's disguised face, and for a dizzy-making moment she was reminded of
La. But the comparison was bran-missng. Tdly was the most famous person in the world, and La was
addiberae extra—or at least she had been, before Aya had kicked her into unwanted fame.

"Tdly-wa? Why are you dl disguised as uglies?'

"In case one of those hovercams gets a shot. Can't let anyone know were in town. Spesking of
which ..." Tdly gestured, and her sneak suit began to change, taking on the texture and pattern of a dorm
uniform.

Aya nodded with comprehension, but this was Hill frustrating. Here she was, riding a hoverboard
with Tdly Y oungblood, and no one could see it. She wasn't even wearing a spy-cam!

She redized how few red pictures of Tdly she'd seen. Evenin hisory books dl the images were
paintings or manga, asif Taly was some pre-Rusty from before the days of cams.

But extras wanted connections with their heroes. That was why Nana Love was dways Nana-
chan, never Nana-sensei, no matter how famous she became. Famous people owed the world images of
themsdves

A few shots for history's sake wouldn't hurt anything.

Asthey zoomed through the new congtruction site, lifting fans screaming and Rudly iron shooting



past, Aya booted her eyescreen. She opened up a tracking sgnd, whispering a short ping to Moggle in
Japanee. ..

"Follow us as jar asyou can."

Whatever happened next was going to be very kickable.

They made their way toward the city's edge, screaming past dl pursuit.

The predawn air was bitingly cold, but Taly hardly seemed to notice. Aya turned up the heating
in her Ranger coveral, thankful that she'd ditched the dime-spattered party dress.

The Cutter boards were amazingly powerful, even carrying two riders each. Of course they'd
dow down once they left the grid and had to tow Hiro.

And once out of the city, Moggle wouldn't be able to follow &t dl.

"Tdly-wa?' she ventured. "We could take the mag-lev line out of town. Plenty of metd.”

Tdly shook her head. "Too much traffic out there. Tons of wardens are headed out to the
mountain, not to mention the Global Concord Committee on itsway."

"But they'd be happy to let you through, right? You're Taly Youngblood! You must have stacks
of merits”

"Merits?"

"Oh. In my city, merits are ..." Ayas mind spun for the right English. "Respect from authority
Like fame, but for doing community things. Because you saved everyone from the Prettytime, my cty
would give you any assistance you needed.”

"I'm not interested in their help.”

Aya paused, wondering if the Nameless One's groupie had been right after dl. "Are you worried
that my city built this wegpon?"

Tdly shrugged. "I wouldn't say worried. In fact, that would make things Smpler. Governments
have been taken down before, after dl." She turned around and gave Aya a sharp-toothed amile "By
me"

Dawn began to break, and the wild stretched out before them, black and endless. The factory
lights below grew sparser, and Ayas eyescreen began to lose the feeds.

Not that they'd been kicking anything new: Where was Aya Fuse headed off to now? Were dl
these dramatic disappearances nothing but publicity stunts? Was the mass driver the beginning of a new
dark age of warfare?

Nobody hed redized yet that Tdly Youngblood was in town. Maybe Ayas fird night of fame
hadn't exactly worked out as she'd planned, but at least she had a big follow-up for the City Killer story.

She amiled. Rescued from diens by Taly Y oungblood!

Asthey neared the edge of the grid, the formation drew closer, their magnetics interweaving. Aya
fdt the shudder of Hiro's rig connecting with the boards.

"Bye, Moggle," Ayawhispered in Japanese. " Get home safe.”

"You reedy?' Tdly asked. "Things might get a little nervous-making now."

"Don't worry about me. This can't be any worse than mag-lev surfing.”

"It might be." Tdly looked over her shoulder, eyes narrowing. "When Shay and | watched your
feed story and saw dl those tricks you pulled—going undercover, mag-lev surfing, flying up the mass
driver—we decided you were a pretty tough girl."

Aya bowed a little, feding hersdf blushing. "Redly?'

"Redly. We figured you wouldn't mind having one more adventure, Aya-la, seeing as how saving
the world is so high on your lig of priorities.”

Aya looked into Tdly's eyes, trying to read her expresson. She was pretty sure that -la was a
good title. Taly had cdled her friend Shay-la at least once.

"An adventure?’



"That'swhy we're here, to take you on an adventure.”

Aya nodded, but she was lill unsure. "But you came to protect mefromthe ..." She didn't know
the English word for freaks. "The strange people. Right?"

"Wdl, partly.” Tdly shrugged. "We dso want to get to the bottom of dl this, and find our friend
who disappeared. So we figured a tough girl like you would want to hep with that, Ayala As a sort of
honorary Cutter.”

Ayafdt aamile spreading across her face, and she had to remind hersdf not to bow. "Of course.
| would be honored.”

"Thought you'd say that. I'm just sorry your friends have to come dong.”

"They must be honored too, Tdly-wa"

"Dont be so sure. You know that tracking Sgnd you've been sending to your hovercam?'

"Um, my what?"

"Your hovercam, Ayala...the one that's been conveniently falowing us" Tdly's toothy amile
appeared again. "Weve been boosting your sgnd just alittle. Not so much that your loca wardens will
bug us, but enough.”

Aya swalowed. "Enough for what?'

Tdly turned to face the front of the board. "For that."

Aya stared ahead into the distance. She couldn't see anything but the blackness of the wild, and
the glow of dawn beginning to encircle the horizon.

"Let me know when you can see them,” Tdly said. "I want thisto look redidic.”

"Redidic?' Ayamurmured, and a fev moments later her eyes caught a glimmering cluster among
the fading stars. She squinted, dearing the last bit of dty interface from her eyescreen, and redized what
they were.

The running lights of three hovercars.

"Are those friends of yours, Taly-wa?"

"I've never met them. But | think you have.

Aya blinked, her excitement moving in a new and stomach-churning direction. The hovercars
were dodng fast, the scream of ther lifting fans echoing across the wild...the inhumans had found her
agan.

And Tdly Youngblood had let it happen.

THE PLAN

"Everyone” Tdly shouted. "Head back toward the city!”

The board whipped around beneath them, and Aya squeezed tight, remembering that her crash
bracelets were usdless out herein the wild.

"What about my brother?" she cried.

"I got him," Tdly said, angling closer to Hiro. She shouted, "Better hang on, just to be safel”

Tdly dimbed above Hire's outstretched arms, and seconds later Aya saw his fingers grasping the
board's Sdes.

The board shot forward, back toward the city. Even with the magnetic connection, Hire's
knuckles turned white as they accelerated.

Aya stared down at the black forest rushing past. This whole towing thing had sounded tricky
enough with them dl going Slowly.

"What if Hiro fdls out here?' she cried in Taly's ear. "Were dl helplesd You were just usng us
as..." Her English fatered.

"Bait isthe word," Tdly yeled. "Il explan everything later, Ayala Thisis the part where you
have to trust me!"

Aya shut her eyes, reminding hersdf who this was. She was riding with Tdly Y oungblood—the



most famous person in the world—not some crazy-brained Sy Girl.

However panic-making this looked, everything was going to be okay.

She dared a glance over her shoulder. The three hovercars were gaining easlly on the overloaded
boards. Asthey grew nearer, the lifter fans began to shake the air.

Tdly began to rock the board, and Aya squeezed tighter. "What are you doing!"

"They're trying to push us around. We have to make it look like it's working!"

"But why?' Aya cried, trying to keep her balance without shifting her feet. One wrong step, and
sheéld squash Hiro's fingerd

"Have you not been ligening?' Tdly yelled. "We don't want to give oursdves awvay!"

Aya frowned. What was the point of looking helpless? Whatever trap the Cutters had planned,
wasn't now the time to spring it?

The edge of the dty was in sght—maybe that was where they'd make ther move. Once they
were over the grid, Hiro could fly again, and their crash bracel ets would work.

She looked around. Fizz and Fausto were only ten meters away, Frizz's manga eyes wider than
ever. Fausto was swaying ther board back and forth, an expresson of wild ddight on his plagtic ugly
face. Ren and Shay were pulling ahead, riding low and straight.

A car pulled levd with Aya and Tadly. The side door did open, reveding two fresks daring at
her, lifter rigs strapped on.

"They're waiting until we get back over the grid," Tdly yeled. "That means they don't want to kill
us"

"Wonderful." Aya swallowed, thinking of dl the worse things than death the freaks might have
planned.

One of the hovercars swept in closer, and Aya fdt afamiliar shudder buildinginthe air.

"Shock wavel" she shouted, just as the turbulence hit.

Her ears popped, the wind battering her eyes shut. Then the board hit a pocket of low pressure
and dropped. Her feet lifted from the riding surface, and Aya clutched Tdly'swas as hard as she could.

Then the board popped back up, Ayas ankle twiding as her feet dammed down againgt a bump
on theriding surface.

Him'$ fingers...

Aya heard his cry as hefdl away, the city's edge ill in the distance.

"Tdly! she screamed.

"Dont worry." Tdly's body twisted in Ayas grip, bringing them around in a heart-stopping turn.
For a moment there was nothing below Aya but trees and brush—she was dmog upsde down, the
howling lifter fans pushing her down past Hiro's tumbling form.

Ayawanted to scream, but every ounce of her strength went into squeezing Tdly's wais.

They fdl past Hiro, his panicked cries Dopplering by, then the board twisted again, sweeping up
beneeth them. Tdly reached out and casudly grabbed his arm, swinging him onto the board.

Hisface was pde.

"Sorry to cut that so close, Hiro," Tdly said, glandng up at the hovercars. "Didn't want to make it
look too essy."

The three of them staggered on the unsteedy board, arms wrapped around each other. The lifting
fans screeched under Hiro's added weght.

Ayas nose caught the scent of burning metd. "Are we overhesating?'

"Yesh," Tdly said. "Thetiming's perfect.”

They shot across the city's edge just as the fans seized up with metdlic shriek. The board
shuddered as the magnetics took over.

But they were dill descending...

"We're too heavy!" Hiro yeled. "Let me go! | can fly now!"

"Not yet." Tdly dill had an arm wrapped around him.

Above them sx inhumans had jumped out of the cars. Two pursued each of the Cutters boards,
thar needle fingers gligening in the dawn light like icicles.



"Thisiswhen you get them, right?* Aya asked. She hoped Moggle was close enough to capture
the Cutters burgting out of their disguises and surprisng the inhumans.

"Not yet," Tdly said.

In the distance Aya saw Fizz and Fausto spinning out, ther board losng control as two
inhumans closed in on them.

Aya looked down. The ground was dill rushing up too fast for her liking. Tdly guided them
toward a narrow dley between two factories, where one of the inhumans waited, al four arms extended.

"Let mego!" Hiro shouted.

Tdly nodded. "Okay, in three seconds...two ..."

On one she pushed him from the board. Hiro legped forward, arms outstretched—but something
was wrong.

He was spinning wildly out of control, his limbs whirling like a top. An inhuman swept up beside
hisflaling form and stabbed him with a needle.

"Hiro!" Ayascreamed. "Tdly! Do something!"

"Dont worry, Ayala. It'sdl going according to plan.”

Tdly twisted the board away from the inhuman. But another waited at the dley's other end. They
were headed draight toward him.

"Tdly! Climb!"

"Quit waving your arms, Ayarla, or this could get messy."

"It's dready messy!"

They shot graight into the outspread arms of the inhuman, and Aya fdt a needle jab in her Sde.
Sivers of cold began to spread through her, like tendrils wrapping around her lungs and heart.

"Do something,” she whispered, dill expecting Tdly's smart-plastic disguise to burst away and
reved her fearsome Cuiter face.

Then she saw it clutched in Tdly's hand—one of Hiro's shoulder pads, its straps undone. Tdly
had pulled it off on purpose. She dropped it as the hoverboard spun toward the ground.

"Jug hang on for a few more seconds, Ayala. Don't want to bump your head." Tdly dumped
down toward the riding surface, her eyes fluttering closed. But she sounded totdly dert as she hissed,
"And wherever you wake up, don't cdl me Tdly. We're just your ugly friends, got that?"

"But why...?"

"Trugt me, Ayarla. Sometimes it's a messy business, saving the world."

Ayas brain was soinning from the needle jab, loang its grip on consciousness, but dowly she
grasped what the plan had been dl dong: away for the disguised Cutters to be captured.

Aya and the others had been nothing but bait. ..

And Tdly Y oungblood—architect of the mind-rain, the most famous person in the world—was
nothing but a truth-danting Sime Queen.

Part 111
LEAVING HOME

Reputation isan idle and most falseimposition; oft got without merit, and lost without deserving.
—Othdllo (lago, Act 11, sceneiii)

CAPTIVE AUDIENCE

The whole world was dizzy-making.
Eveything soun and whirled, dreamlike and unsieady benesth her. A confuson of anger,



exhilaration, and terror tumbled through her thoughts, cut with the cold taste of betrayd. All five senses
blurred into a congtant roar, asif every certainty had tangled.

Then a sudden focus: amote of pain amid the jumble of sensations. Something fierce stabbing her
shoulder, rushing red-hot through her vens...

Aya Fuse came suddenly awake.

"No!" She sat bolt upright, the sudden fury railing through her, but strong hands pushed her back
down.

"Dont ydl," someone said. "We're supposed to be adeep.”

Adeep? But Ayas heart was pounding, her blood Szzing with energy. Her body convulsed,
hands flexing and dawing at the hard metd floor benegth her.

A shuddering moment later, her vison findly cleared.

An ugly face looked down a Aya Two fingers reached out and carefully pulled her eyes
wider—checking one, then the other.

"Try to relax. | think | gave you too much.”

"Too much what?' Aya asked breathlesdy.

"Wake-up juice," the ugly girl said. "Youll be okay in a minute, though.”

Aya lay there, her heart pounding, the burning sensation fading in her shoulder. She took
deadying breaths, waiting until redity stopped spinning.

But steedy was a relative concept. As her body soaked up the mad energy that had possessed
her, Aya gradudly redized where she was. the cargo hold of alarge hovercar that was passing through a
vident sorm. The frame shuddered, the metd floor bucking beneath her, and rain battered the windows.
Lifting fans shrieked as they fought to keep the craft level, adding their cacophony to the howling wind.

In the dm and shifting light, it took Aya a moment to remember that the ugly girl whod
awakened her wasin disguise.

"Tdly Youngblood," she breathed. "Y ou're a truth-danting, trust-wrecking waste of gravity!"

Tdly chuckled. "I'm glad that wasin Japanese, Ayala Becauseit didn't sound very respectful .

Aya squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the sticky gears of her mind to switch to English. "You...lied
to us”

"I never lied," Tdly said camly. "l just didn't explain the details of our plan.”

"You cdl this a detail!" Aya looked around the dark, storm-tossed hold. A windowless meta
door separated them from the drivers cabin. The wals were lined with cargo webbing, which twisted
and sivung with the rocking of the car. The air was hot and muggy, and Aya fdt trickles of sweat ingde
her heavy coveral. "We trusted you, and you got us captured by those freaksl On purpose!™

"Sorry, Ayarla But explaning our plans to some feed-happy random didn't seem like a very icy
idea. This was our one chance to find out where these kidnappers come from. We couldn't risk you
tuming it into your next big story.”

" never would have done that!"

"That's what you told the Sy Girls™

Ayas mouth opened, but no words came out. Her fury began to rise again, the lagt dregs of
wake-up juice bailing in her blood. Why was Tally twiding everything?

"That was totally different!” she findly managed. "I may have mided the Sy Girls, but | didn't use
anyone as bat."

"Not as bait, but you did use them, Ayala. And we had to do the same to you."

"But you lied to ud"

Tdly shrugged. "What did you say in your interview? 'Sometimes you have to lie to find the
truth."

Aya found hersdf speech-missing again, appaled to have her own words used againgt her. But
then she remembered who'd said them firs—Frizz. The last sheld seen of him, he'd been spinning toward
the ground on Fausto's board.

"My friends ... are they okay?"'

"Relax. Everyonesfine" Tdly moved aside.



Aya pulled hersdf up, leaning back againg the shuddering hovercar wall. Shay and Fausto sat
cross-legged on the other side of the hold, with Hiro curled between them, ill unconscious. Ren's long
form stretched down the middle of the cabin, snoring happily.

Fizz lay next to Aya, absolutdy ill. She rolled closer and squeezed his hand...but he didn't
respond.

"Areyou sure he's dl right?* Aya asked. "Hizz got stuck with those needles twice last night.”

"I dready countered the nanos they stuck you with. He's just adeep.” Tdly pulled her deeve up
and glanced at the flash tattoos on her am. The patterns there were laid out like an interface, not mere
decoration. "Youve dl been out for Sx hours, which seems alittle excessve to me. Do you dways deep
till noon?"

The hovercar lurched, setting off Aya's accumulated aches and bruises. Her muscles were sore
after the hours of crouching in the reservoir, fleeing paparazzi, and degping on a shuddering metd floor.

"No, we don't. We were pretty exhausted after running around dl night, waiting for you to rescue
us." She spat the last two words.

"Ligen, Ayala Bdieveit or not, youre safer here with us than back in your city. The fresks
would have snatched you sooner or later—they adways do. At least this way we're around to protect
you."

Aya snorted. "And you've been doing a greet job at that so far."

"You look like you're in one piece to me" Tdly's eyes narrowed. "So far.”

"But how do you think this feds?" Aya cried. "You'e the most famous person in the world, and
you used ud"

"How do | think it feds?" Tdly leaned in closer, her black eyes glowing with sudden intengity. "I
know what it's like to be manipulated, Aya-la. And | know what it'sliketo be in danger. While your city
was building you mansons to live in, my friends and | have been protecting this planet. We've spilled
more blood than you have flowing in your veins. So don't try to make me fed guilty!”

Aya shrank away. For a few terrible seconds, sheld glimpsed the Specia face behind the mask,
and heard the razorsin Tdly's voice. She remembered the shudder-making rumors back in school about
what the word "Cuitters' redly meant.

Suddenly, she believed them.

"Say icy, Tdly-wa" Shay said from across the cargo hold. "The randoms are fragile, and we dill
need ther hdp."

The anger faded from Tdly's face, and she dumped back againg the cargo webhing, as if
exhausted by the outburst. Suddenly she looked like an ordinary ugly again. "Okay, but you tak to her.
Shel's making me less than icy.”

Shay turned to Aya, spreading her hands. "I understand your annoyance, Ayala. You know that
feding you're having about Tdly right now? Let's just say I've had thet feding before. A few times™

Tdly smiled. "You couldn't live without me, Shay-la"

"I was living without you," Shay said. "The rest of us Cutters were having a greet time in Diego,
until you showed up with this bran-missng plan.”

"Bran-mising?' Ayalooked from Shay to Tdly. "But you're friends, | thought."

"Bedt friends forever,” Shay said softly. "It's just that getting captured by a bunch of fresks isnt
my idea of fun. How about you, Fausto? Y ou like being stuck in this brain-rattling hovercar?'

"Loving every minute of it," he said absently, shifting his sneak suit through different dorm plaids,
asif he didn't want to get involved.

"I don't remember you having a better ideg,” Tdly said.

"I had plenty of ideas." Shay turned back to Aya. "But I've learned that when Tdly gets a plan in
her head, it's easier just to go dong. Otherwise, youll find out that Taly can be very, very specid.”

Aya swalowed, wondering if her English had been scrambled by whatever the inhumans had
stabbed her with. The conversation had started her head spinning again. The Cutters were so different
from how merit-rich, world-saving, famous people were supposed to be.

"By 'specid'... do you mean something bad or good?' she asked.



"Not bad or good. Just specid.” Shay shrugged. "Taly's someone who makes things happen,
that's dl, and the easiest thing is just to play dong. So are you going to be a good little random and hdp
U

"But you're the Cutterd” Aya sad. "You ended the Prettytime, and I'm fifteen. How am |
supposed to help you?"

Shay amiled. "Wadl, from the rough trandation we saw of your story, you seem to be pretty good
a fooling people.”

Ayasghed. "Thanks for the reminder.”

"Youre wdcome" Shay said. "All we're asking is for you to lie a litle more. Explain to our
surge-crazy captors why a bunch of foreign uglies were trying to sneak you out of the dity." She pointed
a her ugly mask. "These disguises won't hold up if they get suspicious™

Aya frowned, dowly redizing how tricky this was going to be. "But you dont even speak
Japanee."

"I'm sure youll think of some explanation,” Shay said, then laughed. "Jugt imagine the great story
youll get out of it. Honorary Cutter!"”

Aya nodded dowly. It would be an amazing sory: an ugly drawn into heping the Cutters save
the world. Plus, she could show what the famous Taly Y oungblood was redly like.

"But | don't even have a spycam. Stories don't mean anything without shots."

"Are you sure about that? Check your eyescreen.”

Aya flexed her ring finger. The familiar feeds were dl misang, but a few sgnds hovered a the
edge of her vison: an unrecognizable language from some passing city fragments of the hovercar's
interface beneath layers of security. And in its corner, her last known face rank captured as they'd shot
through the flash-bombed hovercams: eight.

"I made the top ten," she said softly.

Then she saw it: Mogglée's sgnd, its power minimized but steady, coming from only meters away.

Her eyes widened. "Moggles stuck to the bottom of the car.”

"Yep. It snuck under there while they were loading us on,” Shay said. "Pretty clever little
hovercam you've got there.”

Ayalooked down at Ren's degping form. "It's his mods, not mine”

"Okay, you've got agtory,” Tdly said. "So isit worth your time to hep us save the world?!

"You promise to protect us?'

"Yegh," Tdly sad. "l promise.”

Ayatook adow breath, remembering La's words on the ded.

"Sure, Il help. | happen to like the world, after dl."

"That's just bubbly of you, Ayala" Shay said. "Now what about your friends? Are they going to
be a problem?

"No, I'm sure they'll help too." Aya took Frizz's hand, wondering if she should wake the rest of
them up. It was best if they dl learned what was going on now, before anyone had a chanceto ...

...give everything away.

Aya looked down at Frizz, her eyes widening. He was beginning to stir at her touch, a soft moan
ecaping hislips...his beautiful lips that could speak nothing but the truth.

And suddenly Aya redlized that now was not the best time for Radica Honesty.

ADVANCED ENGLISH

"Aya?' Frizz murmured softly, his eyes fluttering open. "Is that you?'
"Yeah, itsme" She leaned closer. "Are you okay?"
"I think I'm covered in bruises” Fizz answered. "And | know I'm very upset with Tdly



Y oungblood.”

Aya sgueezed his hand, unsure how much to tdl him about ther Stuation. After what Shay had
sad, she wondered what Tdly would do to Fizz if she found out that his brain surge threatened her
plans.

Knock him out again? Toss him out of the hovercar?

Aya decided that she needed hdp with this.

She turned to Shay. "Wake those two up, Shay-la? | might as wel explain everything at once."

Shay nodded, then nudged Hiro and Ren. They came awake dowly, ther eyes sweeping around
the shuddering cargo hold in disbelief.

"What happened?' Hiro said, gtting up. His lifter rig had been removed, and his party clothes
were rumpled beyond repair.

Aya helped Fizz st up, then gestured the others closer. When they were huddled together, she
spoke in rgpid Japanese.

"They used us as bait, and let us dl get captured. So | guess we're headed to wherever those
fresks come from."

Ren glanced a Shay. "So that's the red reason they're in disguise”

"Yegh. And now they need our hdp,” Aya said. "They want to sneak into the inhumans base
without anyone knowing who they are. We have to pretend they're friends of ours.

"Arethey bran-missng?' Hiro cried. "How dare they drag usinto this?'

Ayaturned to him and shrugged. "I guess Taly's so famous she thinks she can do anything.”

"Wdl, I'm not hdping them." Hiro crossed his ams "Not after they got us kidnapped on
purpose!™

"But we wouldn't just be hdping than" Fizz said. "Tdly sad there were more mass drivers.
Lots. Don't you think that somewhere there might be a cylinder pointed & our city, Hiro? Maybe
programmed to take out your manson?"

"W, maybe" Hiro mumbled, cagting an annoyed look at Tdly.

"And don't you think thiswill make a better story if we hdp them?' Aya asked. "They want us to
be sort of ... honorary Cutters.”

"Honorary Cutters?' Ren whispered. "That would be a pretty big story.”

Hiro shook his head. "Pretty crappy story without cams.”

"Not to worry,” Aya said. "Moggle is dill with us, stuck to the bottom of this car.”

"Moggle did that while we were dl knocked out?' Ren laughed. "My mods rulel”

Aya nodded. "So what do you say, Hiro? Do we kick this?"

The hovercar hit a patch of serious turbulence, dropping out from under them for a moment.
They dl lifted into the air, then came down hard againg the metd floor. But Hiro just sat there as though
the storm wasn't hgppening, thinking hard.

Fndly he nodded. "Okay, but we al kick our stories at the same time. And everyone gets to use
any of Mogglée's shots they want.”

"Agreed,” Aya sad.

"You two are very strange sometimes” Frizz said. "Can | point out that how you kick this story is
not our biggest problem.”

Ayasighed. "You'e right about that."

Ren's excited expresson fdl, and he let out adow bresth. "Radicd Honesty."

"So what?' Hiro said. "Can't you just keep quiet?'

Fizz shook his head. "I can't even keep a surprise party a secret. How am | supposed to hide
the fact that the world's mogt famous person is Sanding next to mein disguise?'

"You can't keep a birthday party secret?' Hiro said. "Okay, Radicd Honesty is offiddly the
most bran-missing dique I've ever heard of!"

"Wdl, when | came up with it, | wasn't planning on sneeking Tdly Y oungblood into someplace
full of diens, okay?' Fizz cried. "And neither were you, until you found out you could kick the story!™

"What's your point?* Hiro asked.



"Therés one more thing,” Aya interrupted. "l think Taly's alittle...unstable”

Hiro and Ren looked at her like they thought she was kidding, but Frizz nodded. "When | first
got the idea for Radica Honesty, | spent some time studying the history of brain surge. Not just the
bubbleheads, but everything, induding what Tdly's city did to Specids” Fizz glanced a the three
Cutters. "They could be deadly when people got in their way. Their motto was, | don't want to hurt you,
but I will if I have to." And they did. They even killed people.”

Hiro gave Aya a sddong glance. "And you want us to be 'Honorary Cutters?”

"But | thought they were dl cured,” she said.

Frizz nodded. "Mog of them were completdly despeciaized. But the Cutters who'd protected
Diegoin the war were dlowed to keep ther reflexes and strength, because ther brains were cured.” He
leaned in closer. "But Tdly Youngblood never changed at dl. She didn't want anyone ‘rewiring' her, she
sald—that's why she disappeared into the wild."

"Crap," Ren sad. "They redly don't tdl it that way on the hitory feeds.”

Aya swdlowed. This was much worse than she'd thought.

She turned to Frizz. "So you understand the problem? You can't let Tdly know about Radica
Honesty. There's no tdling what shelll do if she finds out you could ruin her plans™

FrizZ's eyebrows rose. "So let me get this draight, Aya-chan. You want me, a person who can't
lig to lie about the fact thet | can't lie?'

"We need another plan," Hiro said.

"What about the language barrier?’ Ren said. "Maybe you could just tdl her everything...but in
Japanee."

Frizz shook his head. "It doesn't work that way, Ren. Speaking the wrong language is just
another way of hiding the truth. | can't deceive people.”

"But couldn't you, sort of, forget they don't speak Japanese?' Ren asked.

"I can't lie to mysdf any more than | can to them." Frizz groaned with frudtration. "The more we
tak about this, the more I'll think about it. And the more | think about it, the more I'll need to let them
know we have a secret!"

He groaned again, looking in Taly's direction.

Tdly returned his gaze. "So how's that going over there? Coming to any decisons?'

In perfect English, Fizz said, "They don't want me to talk to you!" He choked to a hdt, damping
both hands over his mouith.

Tdly raised an eyebrow. "What?'

"Nothing!" Aya said in English. "Weé're dill discussing everything, that's dl.”

Shay gestured with her chin. "Wdl, you better hurry up. Looks like someone's coming to vigt.”

Ayalooked up and saw that the metd door to the drivers cabin was swinging open.

Oh, great, she thought. More people for Frizz to talk to.

UDZIR

Two of the inhumans floated in.

Even here ingde the car, they wore ther hoverbal rigs. The man glided across the cargo hold
over their heads. The other, a woman, waited, hands grasping the edges of the doorway, fingertips
gligening with needles. Behind her Aya could see the drivers cabin, where two more inhumans were
Segted & the car's controls.

This close, the freskish faces were even more unsettling. The inhumans eyes were so far apart
that they seemed to point in different directions, like the gaze of a fish. The floating man took them dl in
without turning his head, fixing Aya with one stedy eye. He kept himsdf in place by dirring the hat,
muggy ar with his hands and strange bare feet.

"I see you are awake," he said. "And no oneisinjured?’



His Japanese was imperfect—Avya redized that after sx hours in flight the hovercar could be
anywherein Asa. She wondered where the inhumans redly came from.

"Weredl in one piece,” she said. "But not very happy.”

"We did not expect to have to take seven of you," he answered, performing a little midair bow.
"We apologize for any discomfort.”

"Discomfort!” Hiro cried. "You kidnapped ud"

The inhuman nodded, an expression of regret passng over his strange features. "It is necessary to
hide oursaves for the moment. Y ou have to be slenced.”

"Slenced?' Aya said, swdlowing. "You mean you're going to kill us?"

"No, indeed! And | am sorry for my Japanese," he said. "'l only mean you cannot communicate
with your home. But very soon there will be no more need for secrecy, and you may return.”

"Why can't we go now?" Aya asked.

"We land shortly, then we can explain everything,” he said. "In the meantime, my name is Udzir.
May | ask yours?'

Aya paused for amoment, then bowed and introduced hersdf. Ren and Hiro followed suit. The
Cuitters got the hint, giving fase names when Udzr turned to them.

But his stare lingered on Tdly.

"You do not seem like the others," he said.

Aya wondered exactly what he meant. Back in the Prettytime, the Globa Concord Committee
hed averaged the different regions of the world, and the crazy surgery snce the mind-rain had only further
confused the old Rusty genetic categories. But uglies gill showed their heritege, and the Cutters
smart-plastic masks didn't look particularly Asan.

But Udzir was singling Taly out—had he glimpsed a hint of uncured Specid in her eyes?

"It'strue” Frizz said through gritted teeth. "She isn't like the rest of us”

Aya snapped out of her dlence. "What Frizz means is that our friends are students from another
cty. They don't speak Japanese very wel."

"They don't speak it a al!" Frizz proclamed. Aya squeezed his hand, willing him to stay slent.

"English, then?' Udzir switched effortlesdy.

Tdly nodded. "Yes, English is better. Did you say where we're going?"

"Youwill see soon.”

"Weve been flying south for hours™ Fausto said. "And it's pretty hot. We must be near the
equator.”

Udzir nodded, amiling. "And you are very good students, | see. Let me reward your cleverness.
We will soon land on an idand that the Rudties caled Singapore.”

Aya frowned, trying to remember her geography. The name wasn't ringing any bells, but there
were hundreds of Rudy dities that had been lost. At least the change in subject had quieted Frizz's need
for Radica Honesty.

The hovercar was descending now, the ride growing rougher as clouds darkened the windows.
The hold began to pitch from side to Side, setting the cargo straps swinging. Aya fet her ssomach lurch,
and was suddenly glad she hadn't eaten anything Since dinner the night before.

Tdly, Fausto, and Shay seemed unfazed by the turbulence. They shifted ther weight like
hoverboard riders, compensating for every movement of the car. It was asiif they'd learned to read the
storm'’s howls and anticipate the next assault of the wind.

Udzr, unperturbed in midair, looked down at the Cutters with renewed interest. ™Y ou've ridden
inatropicd sorm before?"

"Wetravd alat,” Tdly sad smply.

"I noticed your hoverboards were made to fly in the wild. Most unusud, especidly for uglies”

"Redly?' Shay said. "They're dl the rage where we come from."

Frizz tensed up beside Aya, and she dug her fingernallsinto his hand.

"Which is where, exactly?' Udzr asked.

"We're from Diego," Shay said, and Ayafdt Frizz rdaxing alittle at the sound of the truth.



"A dty known for its forward-looking nature” Udzr said approvingly. "Perhaps you will
appreciate our project.”

"Whichiswha?"' Tdly asked.

"When we land,” the man said. The hovercar banked suddenly, and he glanced toward the
drivers cabin. "Asyou will dl redlize very soon now. If you wish to take alook at our home, you may."

"Why not?' Tdly said. She pulled hersdf up and peered down through one of the tiny windows.
The other Cutters followed suit.

Moggle was probably shooting from the bottom of the car, but Aya decided to take a look
hersdf. She gulped a deep breath of the dense, muggy ar to fight the nausea rigng in her ssomach, and
pulled hersdf up by the cargo webhing.

"Becareful, Aya" Fizz sad.

She nodded, ganing her feet ungteadily. The window was smdl and stresked with rain, the
plagtic thick and vison-warping.

The car was passing through a layer of clouds, the window reveding nothing but a dark gray
meass and stresks of rain. But gradudly the clouds grew thinner, bailing away into tendrils as the car
descended.

Theview cleared, the hovercar aoruptly steedying.

A dedy gray cdling hung just above them, a solid sheet of clouds. Beneath the sorm a dense
ran forest spread out dl the way to a shimmering glimpse of ocean. The mass of jungle was wrapped
around the largest rums shed ever seen. Clugters of huge towers reared up from the wind-whipped
treetops, their metd skeletons disappearing into the clouds.

Even with the sorm raging, congruction lifters were attached to the ancient Rugty buildings,
gragping iron beams like birds of prey, asif waiting for a break in the weather to tear them apart.

The car banked hard, tipping the view in a dizzy-meking way, the Rusty towers disappesring.
Now Aya could see a broad dearing cut from the jungle A hoverport sprawled out beneath
her—hundreds of cars and heavy lifters arrayed across a landing fidd, mag-lev lines converging from
every direction on a centrd gation.

"Thisishuge™ Tdly breathed.

"Yes" Udzir said. "We are very proud of dl we've done.”

"But you're clear-cutting the jungle” Tdly said, and Aya heard razorsin her voice.

"We serve a greater cause," Udzr said. "Once you see more, you will understand the sacrifices
weve made.”

The car banked harder, gyraing around the port like a tiny boat being sucked into a giant
whirlpool, and more structures rotated into Ayas view. Long storehouses, prefab housng, automated
factories dl jumbled together without rhyme or reason. Figures darted among them, weering heavy pladtic
coats againd the rain...and flying.

None of them waked—they glided from place to place, pushing from poles driven into the
ground, gripping with hands and feet to fight the wind.

Aya turned from the window and sank back to the metd floor, her nausearisng again.

"What isit?" Frizz asked.

"You were right, Ren," she said softly. "There redly is awhole city of them.”

"Were not adty,” Udzir said. "We are a movement.”

"Sounds bubbly," Tdly said. "Whet kind of movement?'

Udzir spun himsdf in midair, reaching out a hand to grasp the webbing on the cabin's celing.
"Weé're saving the world from humeanity. Perhaps youll want to join us™

Tdly smiled. "Maybe we will."

"I doubt thet," Frizz muttered.

Aya recognized the pained look from when Frizz had been trying not to blurt out her face rank;
he was about to explode! If only Udzir would shut up and go back into the drivers cabin.

But both inhumans were looking at Frizz curioudy now, asif hed said one radicdly honest thing

too many.



"Your cities are expanding across the wild like a brushfire, young man," Udzr said. "So don't
judge us before you know our purposes.”

"I'm not judging you," he said, squeezing Ayas hand so hard it hurt.

Udzir frowned. "Then what exactly are you doing?"

"Hesjud argck,” Ayasad.

"I'm not airack!" Frizz's voice was choked. "I'm trying not to tel you everything!"

"What the ... 7' Shay began.

"What are you trying not to tdl us?' Udzir said sharply.

Ayasaw Frizz's willpower faling, and she reached out to try and stop him. But one of her hands
was clenched in his, the other tangled in cargo webbing.

"Thet thisis Tally Y oungblood!" Frizz burst out. "And she's here to take you down!”

HARD LANDING

For a moment no one said anything.

Then Shay broke the slence, ydling at Frizz, ™Y ou bogus little moron!™

Tdly launched hersdf across the cargo hold, flying benesth Udzir and into the woman hovering at
the door. As she flew, her face seemed to explode, the smart-plastic disguise vanishing in an angry puff.

The woman swvung her needle-tipped fingers, but Tdly snatched her wrigts and propelled a
shoulder into the woman's ssomach. She crumpled ingantly, and Tdly rolled past her into the drivers
cabin.

Across the hold, Shay rose dmost casudly to punch Udzr in the face. As he spun in midair, she
dipped past hisflaling limbs and after Tdly.

Fausto stood up, his mask burgting from his face to reved crud-pretty features.

"I don't want to hurt you," he announced. "But nobody move™

"We're not moving!" Hiro said.

Ayaturned to Frizz, whose face was pale. "Are you okay?'

"I'm sorry,” he said. "'l couldn't stop mysdf.”

Suddenly the hovercar banked, twiging into a violent turn. Udzir's unconscious body crashed
againg the caling, then bounced back into the middle of the hold, spinning in midair. As Aya gripped the
cargo webbing, her somach lurching toward her mouth, she redized that he wasn't redly spinning—he
was steady in the air, the hovercar pinning around him...

Shay appeared a the drivers cabin door, shoving the crumpled inhuman womean out of her way.

"A quick quedtion,” she said, bracing hersdf in the frame. "Do any of you bubbleheads know
how to fly a hovercar?'

"Wha?' Aya cried. "Dont you?"

Shay spread her hands. "What are we supposed to be? Magic?

The car pitched into a wild dimb, and the two weightless inhumans went tumbling again, ther
limbs flopping like rag dolls. The needle-tipped fingers of the woman whizzed past Ayas face, missng
her by afew centimeters.

"Someone grab her!" Aya shouted.

Frizz reached out and snagged the woman's leg, which snapped her body down againg the cabin
floor with a sckening thud.

"Oops, sorry,” he said.

"Youd think Tdly would have asked before she knocked out the drivers” Shay said from the
doorway. "But that's Tdly for you."

"Get in here and help me" cdled Taly's voice. Shay turned and disappeared as the hovercar
went into another series of wild spins, dropping again.

Fausto legped across the hold, grabhbing the unconscious woman. He guided her into the cargo



webbing, making sure her needle fingers weren't exposed.

The car dipped and twisted, the hold spinning dl the way around every few seconds. But Fausto
gathered and secured Udzir's body easly. He darted across the tumbling surfaces, stepping from wal to
floor to cdling, like alittlie playing in a funhouse,

The lifting fans shrieked unhgppily, drowning out the howl of the wind. Aya clutched the cargo
webbing with white knuckles, barely keeping her grip. Gravity twisted around her, like some wild anima
trying to pry her from the wall.

Then suddenly the car leveled out, the scream of thelifting fans settling into a steady roar. At last
the floor of the cargo hold fdt like down again.

Shay appeared in the doorway. "Everyone okay?'

"More or less," Fausto said. "Took you long enough to find the autopilot.”

"I wish we hadn't," Shay said. "It's programmed to take us draight into therr hoverport. And it
looks like the drivers got off a warning, so they'll be expecting us. We have to jump. Everyone's got
crash bracdlets, right?'

"Sure, but are we dill over ther city?' Fausto asked.

"After dl that craziness?' Shay said. "Kilometers away. But there's plenty of Rusty metd down
there, asfar aswe can tdl.”

Fausto's eyes widened. "Are you kidding? Ian't that alittle risky?"

Shay shrugged. "Safer than daying in here

"At this speed, well need more than crash bracelets.” Fausto kndt and stripped the forearm lifter
pads from Udzir, tossng them to Shay.

She strapped them on, tuning to Ren. "Come on, you and me firg."

"Were jumping out into a storm, with only ruins to catch us?' he cried. "But that's
brain-missing!"

She laughed. ™Y ou'd rather wind up with a bunch of insane surge-monkeys? Are you thinking of
joining them?"

Ren groaned, then started to unwind himsdlf from the cargo webbing.

"Open the sde door!" Shay cdled to Taly. "And well see you a the usud place!”

The wadl behind Aya and Fizz began to move. They scrambled away, suddenly doused by
adriving rain, the wind tearing at ther clothes and hair. As the door opened, the hovercar logt its gability
agan, shivers passing through its frame, the storm rushing greedily inside.

In the hard gray light that spilled into the cargo hold, Aya saw how close they'd come to
crashing—the tops of storm-tossed trees were shooting past, ther highest branches whipping the
underside of the car.

"Ready?' Shay ydled againgt the wind.

Ren nodded, and she wrapped her arms around him, jumping through the diding door with a wild
and wordless cry.

"Our turn, Hiro!" Fausto sad as he stood up, the inhuman woman's lifter pads hedtily strapped
onto his forearms.

"This better work!" Hiro cried, then turned to Aya. "Good luck, and don't forget Moggle”

Fausto grabbed Hiro and yanked him out of the hovercar, the two of them disappearing into the
driving ran without a sound.

"But there's two of usleft," Frizz sad. "And only..."

"Me" Tdly said. She stood in the doorway of the drivers cabin, dipping on a hoverbdl shin pad.
"Lucky those freaks dl wear these things. | think they can't walk on those feet of theirs”

"You can cary us both?' Aya asked.

Tdly scowled. "Why should we take this moron? He betrayed ud"

"But he can't hdpit!" Aya cried.

"What is he, bran-missng?'

"No," Fizz sad. "l just have to tdl the truth."

"You have to do what?'



"Radicd Honesty," Frizz said. "It's akind of brain surge”

Tdly's eyes narrowed. "Wow. Your dty isoffiddly the weirdest place on Earth. Why would they
do something like that to you?"

Ayatried to think of something digtracting to say, but Frizz was dready explaining, "l asked for
the surge. | designed it, actudly.”

"You mean youre a voluntary bubblehead? That's it—I'm leaving you behind. Come on,
Aya—there's no time to argue!™

Ayasdtruggled out of Taly's grip. "You can't just leave him here! Those freaks will get him!"

"S0? He's a freak too. And thisis dangerous enough with only two of ugd"

"I'm not abubblehead,” Fizz sad. "But she'sright, Aya. Youll be safer without me. Leave me!”

"Crap," Tdly growled. "You just had to say thet!"

She grabbed them both, then jumped.

At this speed the rain fdt hard as stones.

"Moggle" Ayayedled as they tumbled away from the hovercar. "Follow me"

Then the treetops hit—wet ferns whipping and dapping a her face and hands, branches
cunching as they tumbled through the ar. Tdly's grip around Aya was lung-crushing, the gray light
oinning into darkness as they dropped beneath the canopy of jungle.

Theroar of the hovercar dipped away, and Tdly twisted next to Aya, the borrowed hoverbal rig
draning to maneuver anong tree trunks and shafts of rugty iron. Aya fdt magnetic forces wrenching a
her crash bracelets—the three of them rose up above the trees again in a shdlow hover-bounce, like a
speeding rock skipping off water.

They dropped again, tearing through tangled vines and ferns, every obstruction heavy with rain.
Aya fdt thorns tearing a her clothes and har—then suddenly the forces in her crash braceets
disappeared, and the Earth itsdf crashed up againg her.

They hit a a shdlow angle, tumbling through brush and leaves, skidding across meters of thick,
wet mud. She fdt her ribs cracking in Taly's grip, her breath forced from her like a punch to the gut.

Fndly they did and rolled to a hdlt.

Ayatook deep, panful breaths, dowly opening her eyes.

Above her, vadt flocks of birds were wheding, scettering away from their wild and unexpected
ariva. The jungle was dense down here, the sky dmost completely hidden. Aya could actudly see the
path their sdelong fal had taken, a tunnd of wrecked branches that stretched away into the distance.
Water dill spilled from the leaves and ferns they had shaken in passing, asif the sorm had followed them
down.

"You two okay?' Tdly asked.

"Uh," Aya managed. It hurt to breathe.

"Let me guess” Frizz said. "We ran out of metd."

"Bardy enough,” Tdly said. "Any less and we would have splatted.”

"We did splat," Aya grunted. Her soaking hair was tangled around her face, leaves and ferns and
mud plastered over every inch of her body.

Tdly raised hersdf into a crouch, pointing up a a towering structure that stretched up beside
them. "Y eah, but if we hadn't fdlen past that, we'd be paste right now. Whatever those freaks are up to
indudes salvaging dl the ground-level metd from these ruins”

Aya groaned, stting up dowly. If they'd dmost crashed, what about...?

She started to flex her ring finger.

"No pingd" Tdly snapped, grabbing her wrigt. "Youll give us away. Besides, we mud be a few
kilometers from the others. Much too far for your skintenna to carry.”

"But they could be hurt!"

Fizz took Ayas hand, pulling it gently from Tdly's grip. "Fausto and Shay were only carrying
one passenger each. They probably had a softer landing than the three of us”



"Probably? You mean if they didn't fly sraight into a treel" she cried, but resisted the urge to
boot her eyescreen. She scanned the jungle, wondering if Moggle had found enough metd to come down
soft. "Youmindif | yel, a least?'

Tdly shrugged. "Go ahead."

Ayasucked in a deep breath and ydled, "Moggle!”

From the depths of the jungle, she spotted an answering flash of night-lights. Through the ferns
and hanging vines, she saw the hovercam meking its way toward them, weaving from side to sde, its
lifters gragping whatever metd was I€ft in the ground.

"Did you get thet fdl?' she cdled.

The night-lights flashed once more, and Aya amiled.

Ren's mods had pulled through once again.

JUNGLE

Aya had never redized how annoying the wild could be.

The jungle was unimaginably hot, snarled, and logic-missng. Every direction was blocked by
massive roots that spilled down from the trees. Spiderwebs glisened among the ferns, and the humid air
was choked with clouds of insects. Ankle-grabbing vines covered the ground, which the rain had turned
into a maze of watefdls, rivulets, and muddides. Her Ranger coverdl was having trouble staying
dimeresgant, and Frizzs clothes—the formds hed worn to the tech-head bash last night—were
threstening to fdl apart.

The dense plant life had only one redeeming feeture: It made the downpour bearable. Though the
rain found its way seadily to the jungle floor, streaming down tree trunks and dripping from saturated
leaves, a least it wasn't battering her on the head.

It was amazing that any of the Rusty ruins had survived in this dimate, but Aya glimpsad the metd
skeletons of ancient buildings among the trees. They were wrapped in vines and ferns, the jungle at work
tearing apart thar sraight lines and right angles.

"Where are we headed, anyway?' Fizz asked. "How do we find the others without pings?'

"Shay said the usud place” Tdly said.

"Usud?' Ayawaved a mosquito away from her nose. "I thought you'd never been here before.”

"She meant the tallest tower intheruins™ A amile played on Taly'slips. "That's where we aways
met people back in ugly days."

Frizz frowned, and Ayafdt aradicaly honest moment coming on.

"You and Shay are logic-missing,” he said. "Sometimes you're like best friends, other times you
seem to hate each other.”

"Maybe that's because sometimes we're best friends” Tdly said. "And other times we hate each
other."

"l don't understand,” Frizz said.

Tdly sghed. "Back in the Prettytime, we kept winding up on opposite sides. It wasn't because
we wanted to fight, but people kept rewiring us, manipulaing us to betray each other." Her voice grew
softer. "'l guess we kind of got stuck that way."

"But when the mass driver story kicked, you cdled her to hdp," Frizz said. "So she's your friend,
right?'

"Of course she is—she saved me from life as a bubblehead, dong with everyone dse in the
world. But dong the way, we had a lat of fights" Tdly's eyes narrowed at Frizz. "That's why your brain
surge freaks me out. Bad things can happen when other people rewire you. Stuff you can't fix later.”

"Maybe you could fix things" Frizz said, "if you talked with people ingtead of running off into the
wild."

Tdly's eyebrows rose, and Aya sad hadlily, "Maybe we should figure out where we're going,



and leave thisfor later.”

"Let me get this Sraight,” Tdly said to Frizz. "You had to get brain surge just so you could talk
about things!"

"l used to liedl thetime" he said. "I couldn't trust mysdlf, so | had to change”

"That's so courage-missng!” Tdly said. "Couldn't you just learn to tdl the truth?"

"Truth-tdling is what I'm learning, Tdly."

"But you aren't making a choicel” Tdly pointed a her temple. "I've ill got Specid wiring in my
head, but | fight it every day."

"And sometimes you lose, I've noticed,” Fizz said.

Tdly's lips curled. "You haven't seen me really lose it, bubblehead. You better hope you never
do."

"Technicdly, I'm not a—"

Aya stepped between them. "Maybe instead of comparing bran surge, we should figure out
which way to go? Therain's dearing alittle

Tdly glared at Frizz for a long moment, then looked up. The steady drumbeset of ran on the
leaves above had lessened.

"Hnewith me" she spat.

She soun away and bounded toward the nearest tree, launching hersdf a its trunk and
scrambling up toward the treetops. Fizz and Aya watched in slence—it was mesmerizing when Tdly
moved quickly, dipping through the ferns with deadly grace, scuttling dong branches that seemed hardly
strong enough to hold her weght.

"l keep upsetting her,” Frizz said.

Ayasghed. "l guess Tdly and Radica Honesty don't mix. She and Shay have been through a lot.
They fought a war when they were our age, after dl.”

He dropped his eyes from the treetops. "What if she's right? Maybe I'm jugt too lazy to tdl the
truth without surge.”

"You're not lazy, Frizz. Not everyone starts their own dique”

"Maybe" he said, dapping a mosquito on his arm. "Bt if it wasn't for my Radica Honesty, we
wouldn't be stuck out here in thisjungle”

"No, we'd 4ill be captives.” Ayaturned to him, looking into his manga eyes. "And if it wasn't for
your Radica Honesty, you probably wouldn't have stopped me that night to compliment my nose."

"Dont say that," Frizz said, pulling her closer. "Sometimesit scares me, that we met by accident.
If youd left that party aminute earlier, we wouldn't even know each other.”

She pulled a wet fern leaf from his hair. "Then you wouldn't be stuck out in this mud-plastering
jungle”

"I'd rather be here with you than anywhere e he said.

Aya wrapped her ams around his shoulders. His jacket was soaked, ripped down the back
from their wild landing, and her sore ribs Hill throbbed, but she squeezed him hard. "I don't care what
Tdly-wathinks. When you say quff like that, I'm glad you can't lie"

He gently pulled her closer, and ther lips met in a kiss. For a moment the buzzing gnats and
dripping rain faded around Aya, leaving only Frizz's shivering warmth in her arms.

There was a sudden thrashing in the trees above. They glanced up.

It was Tdly...dropping through the air, hands darting out to catch branches and vines, swvinging
and tumbling from perch to perch, handhold to handhold.

She dighted a few meters away, landing oftly among the ferns. For a moment she stared a
them, her Cuitter features intense and unguarded.

"What's wrong?' Aya asked, pulling away from Frizz.

"I spotted some inhumans near here”

"Did they see you?'

"Of course not." Tdly turned away, her face clouded.

"But you're upsst," Frizz said.



"lts nothing.”

Aya decided not to ask, but Frizz, of course, had other ideas.

"Our kissing upset you, didn't it?'

Tdly turned to him, shifting from wide-eyed surprise to anger, and then to something dse...

"Fizz," Ayasad softly. "'l don't think that Tally-wa cares if we—"

"The last time | kissed someone, | wound up watching him die" Tdly said smply. "And | was
just thinking: Dying's one of those things that can't be fixed. Not by talking about it, not with dl the brain
surgein the world.”

Aya swallowed, halding Frizz tighter, her heart pounding.

"I'm sorry, Tdly-wa" he said. "That's sad."

"Tdl me about it." She looked away. "I can't believe | just said that. Is your bran-missing surge
contagious or something?'

Aya nodded dowly.

"But you shouldn't give up kissng," Frizz said. "Just because of that."

Tdly hdd his gaze for a moment, then laughed bitterly. "You want to stand here and discuss
ancient higtory?"

"No," Aya said quickly. "I think we've had enough Radicd Honesty for the moment.”

"Then folow me" Tdly said.

She soun around and bounded away into the mass of ferns, trees, and mud. Aya stared after
her—and sighed.

Wherever they were going, this was going to be along walk.

RUIN

Keeping up with Tdly wasn't much fun.

Thanks to her Specid muscles and reflexes, nothing stopped her—not the giant tangles of brush,
the dead trees crumbled into a dozen pieces, or the roaring tumults of rain. She scrambled up trunks to
check their route, and legped across the interlocking web of branches overhead, splayed like a monkey
agang the sky. As she waited with a bored expression for Aya and Fizz to catch up, the rain and mud
did from her snesk suit, which was camo-mottled into a hundred greens.

Moggle bounced from ruin to ruin, usng magnetic fidds like stepping-stones. In the few places
where the hovercam couldn't find a way, Aya and Fizz had to carry it through the geaming heat. Tdly
refused, saying she didn't like cams. The amazing thing to Aya was how much a soccer-ball-size hunk of
lifters, optics, and dectronic brains could weigh.

But the worgt part was crawling under tangles of hanging tree roots, dithering through mud, and
hacking away spider-webs and vines. Sheets of rotten leaves disntegrated under her hands, and a nest of
centipedes scattered from beneath one misplaced foot. The gray light of the cloudy sky bardly filtered
through the trees, shrouding the jungle floor in constant gloom.

To digtract hersdf, Aya wondered who Taly had been taking about. Lots of people had died in
the Diego War, of course, but no Cutters that she could remember. Who ese would Tdly have been
kissng? Everyone ese back then was either ugly or a bubblehead. It didn't make sense.

Tdly was so different from normd famous people. If some boyfriend of Nana Love's had died,
everyone in the dty would know his name. But Tdly was so closed off— even her outbursts of radica
honesty were mysterious.

Ayafdt a mosguito hiting her am and smashed it flat— too late. Blood was spattered dl over its
tiny mangled body. She sghed and flicked it away.

"How can Tdly-sama stand to live out here?" she muttered to Frizz. "It's so comfort-missing.”

"I don't think she cares about comfort,” he grunted. He was carrying Moggle, trying to sruggle
over arotting tree trunk without dropping it.



Aya took the hovercam from him. "And apparently she doesn't like her friends much ether. So
what does she care about?'

"W, the planet for one thing." He dropped back to the muddy earth, and took Moggle back
from her. "That'swhy were out here, remember?’

"Oh, yegh...that." Ayasghed, trudging forward. "I never expected saving the world to be so hot
and dime-covering. Are we even going in the right direction? | haven't seen Tdly in ages. She mud be off
soouting again.”

"Wherever were headed, a least there's some metd around.” Moggle wasrisng out of his ams,
moving ahead eagerly asiits lifters found purchase.

They followed the hovercam until the jungle parted before them. At the center of a recently cut
ceaning, a pair of ancient Rusty spires stood, their sted girders wrapped in vines.

Aya blinked in the sudden brightness, the downpour must have stopped some time before. It was
like two different worlds: Back in the jungle the rain dill fdl, the trees dripping like wet clothes, but out
herein the open, rays of sunshine played across the ferns.

With a soft thud, Tdly landed beside them.

"Stay quiet," she said softly, looking up & the towers. "The freaks | saw before are dill up there”

Ayatook a step back into the shadows, whispering, "Y ou mean you took usright to them?"

"We need to borrow some transportation. Did you think | was going to watch you two walk
across thisjungle?’

"Do you want usto get captured again?' Frizz asked.

Tdly sghed. "Not with your bubblehead surge. You'd just give everything away."

"Technicdly, I'm not a—"

"Jug wait here" Tdly said, darting across the dearing and into the undergrowth around the base
of theruins.

Aya peered up a the two towers.

One was much tdler than the other, but ill not as big as some of the spires sheld glimpsed from
the hovercar. But like dl Rudy buildings, it was big and smple—childlike square angles, no gaps or
moving sections, just a huge column thrudting into the air. Vines dimbed its girders, wrapped around them
tightly asif the jungle itsdlf were trying to drag down the vast metd skeleton.

At its summit, she saw three inhumans tending a condruction lifter. In ther hoverbal rigs they
looked like swvimmers, pushing againg the muggy air, ther long-toed fest waving like extra pairs of
hands.

Frizz pointed. "There she goes."

Tdly was dimbing through the center of the tdler tower, through gaps in the ancient rotten floors
and invading vegetation. She legped from leve to leved, boosting herself with her borrowed hoverbdl rig,
as graceful and dlent as a cat dinking toward its prey.

"Follow her, Moggle" Aya whispered. "But say out of Sght.”

She pushed the hovercam forward, and it zipped across the dearing and disappeared into the
ruin.

Tdly had aready reached the top, but the inhumans were too intent on their work to notice her
approach. They were guiding the condruction lifter's claws, stting its cutting blades to tear avay a large
section of girders.

Moggle rose swiftly through the ruin, lenses glinting in stray beams of sunlight. Aya was aching to
watch Taly from the hovercam'’s point of view, but usng her skintenna would give them away.

The congtruction lifter's blades came to life, wild shrieks erupting as whirring teeth bit meta.
Stirred by the sudden commotion, clouds of tiny brown birds— bats, Aya redized a moment
later—swept out from the darkness indde the spires. Waterfdls of sparks showered out in glittering arcs.

As the sound spilled across the jungle, Tdly flew from the cover of the vine-choked ruin,
ramming sraight into one of the inhumans. The figure crumpled, then spun away from the tower, floating

limply through the air.
The other two turned to look, but Tdly had dready disappeared again, bouncing from the



collison to dip back into the ruin. The two inhumans made confused gestures a each other, dirring the
ar franticaly, trying to figure out what had happened.

Tdly shot from hiding again, barreling into them. Her blows landed swiftly, sending both spinning
through the air.

"Uh-oh," Frizz said.

He was pointing at Tdly's firg victim, who was floating away from the ruins. Drifting farther and
farther from the towers magnetic fidd, the figure began to descend...

"You think that's going to be a soft landing?' Aya asked.

"I doubt it," Frizz said, stepping out of the shadows and cdling upward, "Taly, look!"

But the congtruction lifter's blades were il grinding away the shrieks echoing through the jungle,
sparks cascading around Tdly as she subdued the other two inhumans.

"She can't hear you!" Ayacried. "What do we do?'

"Can Moggle get hm?' Fizz asked. "Like back in the city, when you and | fdl off your board?"

"But Moggle can't hear us ether.”

The inhuman was over the jungle now, descending faster, ill spinning and unconscious, headed
down toward the trees.

"Then use aping!" Frizz cried.

"But Tdly said we shouldnt—"

"You have to!"

Aya swallowed, then flexed her ring finger. "Moggle, go catch the freak who's fdling! Quick!”

She cut the connection, hoping the ping hadn't been long enough to track.

Overhead, Moggl€stiny outline shot away from the ruin, rushing out toward the tumbling figure.
The two shapes met judt at the treetops, disappearing into the dense canopy.

"I hope that wasn't too late," Frizz murmured.

The sound of the meta-egting blades findly cut off, the last echoes fading into the screams of
unsettled birds. The congruction lifter pulled a few meters away from the ruins, then began to descend,
like ahuge pair of claws reaching down toward them.

Tdly was at the controls, with two unconscious inhumans aboard.

"Brought you some hoverbdl rigd" she shouted down. "They mugt have a magnetic line around
here to carry this scrap metd away. No more waking!™

"Um, that's great,” Aya cdled back up. "But did you see what happened with the third one?’

Tdly scanned the horizon. "That's funny. Where'd she go?'

Ayawaited another few seconds as the lifter descended, unsure how to explain what sheld done.

Frizz's Radicd Honesty spared her the trouble.

"She went soinning off,” he said. "Pagt the ruins magnetic fidd."

"Did shefdl?" Tdly asked.

Frizz shook his head. "No. We sent Moggle to catch her."

"Good thinking." Tdly smiled. "'l guess sometimes you dity kids aren't completely usdless.”

"Theres one problem," Frizz said. "Moggle was up there in the ruins with you, too far away to
hear us. We had to send aping.”

"You sent a ping?"

He nodded. "It was that or let her fdl."

Ayaswdlowed, bracing hersdf for an explosion of Cutter fury.

But Tdly's was voice cdm and cold. "You had to send your toy after me, didn't you? Did it
occur to you that a hovercam might have given me away? Or that | might not want everything | do put in
some brain-missing feed sory?"

"Sorry," Aya squeaked, dill expecting a burst of red-hot anger.

Tdly only sghed. "Okay, then we better get moving. They'll be on their way here soon.”

She kndt and began to grip the hoverbdl rigs from the two inhumans, tossing a pair of shin pads
down to Aya.

"Uh, Tdly?' Ayasad nervoudy. "We don't know how to use these”



"Jud set them to zero-g," Tdly snapped. "Il tow you.”

As they stragpped the pads on, Aya glanced a where Moggle and the inhumen had fdlen.
Nothing moved among the treetops except a few birds sattling back after the disruption. Aya wished she
could check through Moggl€e's viewpoint, just to seeif the inhuman and her hovercam had survived.

But Tdly probably wouldn't find that idea very happy-making.

Once Aya was suited up, Fizz booted the hoverbdl rig for her. An eerie weightlessness
overtook her body, as if invisble spirits had grasped her ams and legs. She took a step and found
hersdf wafting upward, the breeze gently pushing her dong.

"Quit playing around!” Tdly ordered. "Grab my hand.”

"But Mogglée's not back yet!"

"Doyou think | care? We have to go!"

"But can | ping Moggle to fallow us? Otherwise itll just wait herel”

"Dont worry, Ayala" Tdly sad, firmly grasping her wrigt. "Youll gill be red, even with no
hovercam weatching."

She grabbed Frizz's offered hand and pulled them both away into the air.

METAL

They shot through the air above the treetops, scanning the skies for any Sgn of pursuiit.

Tdly had been right: A skein of thick cables stretched across the jungle canopy, magnetic
purchase to carry iron sadvaged from the ruins—more than enough metd to carry them. Compared to
tons of scrap, three people in hoverbdl rigs were nothing.

But it was nervous-making, flying without a hoverboard. Eden Maru had made it look easy, but
Ayafdt wobbly in the lifter rig, like bdancing on invisble dtilts strapped to her limbs

More disorienting was Moggle's absence. Aya's second et of eyes was lost and alone, probably
damaged, fdling behind them every second.

And she didn't even have a button cam.

"Seethose ruins?’ Tdly said. "That's where Shay and Fausto should meet us.”

Ahead and to ther right, where a glimpse of ocean glimmered with sunlight, a huge tower rose
above the jungle, its summit dill lost in the dowly bresking clouds. More skeletd spires clustered around
it, dl of them in various stages of being dismantled. Even at this distance, Aya could see cascades of
gparks spraying out from meta-chewing blades.

Here above the jungle, Aya could see how far the rums stretched. She remembered that Rusty
cities had held populations of ten and twenty million, much bigger than anything in the modern world. And
the inhumans were taking it dl apart.

"What do they need dl this metd for?' Aya said.

Frizz turned to her. "Maybe thisis where they make those projectiles you found. They could ship
them by mag-lev to ther hollowed-out mountains.”

"Nice theory, Frizz-la, but | doubt it's that Smple” Tdly said. "David and | have been dl over the
planet. Everywhere we go, someone's been secretly tearing into the ruins, sdvaging them faster than the
ctiescan.”

"And it's dways the freaks?' Aya asked.

"Asfar aswe cantdl. A friend of ours saw them gripping the big ruins back near my home city
He's the one who told us about them.” Tdly looked back a Aya "Then he disappeared, like you
wouldve if we hadn't come dong.”

"That explans why everyone's scrambling for metd,” Frizz said. "Our city was even taking about
ripping the earth open to find whatever the Rudties Ieft in their mines™

Tdly gave hm a cold look. "If they try that, theyll be getting a vigt from the new Specid
Circumgtances.”



She paused for a moment, then suddenly pulled them to a hdt, dragging them lower into the
trees. They sank through dense layers of branches, through tangled vines and dicky expanses of
spiderweb.

"What's wrong?' Aya whispered.

"Someone heard your ping."

Aya stared up into the fragmented sky, but saw nothing.

The surface of Tdly's snesk suit began to dir, its mottled patches of green camouflage shifting
and dithering, as if bregking into separate pieces. Sowly the scaes began to spread, crawling across
Ayas coverdl. She looked at Frizz, and saw tha he too was being enveloped, the sneak suit spreading
out like a pair of scady wings.

"Thiswill hide your infrared,” Tdly whispered. "Just don't move."

A shadow moved in the jungle, blocking out the scattered shafts of sunlight filtering through the
leaves. Before the sneak suit covered her face, Aya glimpsed its source—a pair of hovercars passing
dowly overhead.

A cresking sound filled the jungle, cables sagging as the cars weight pressed againgt them. Birds
scattered, the air full of fluttering green wings for a moment. Aya could fed her hoverbdl rig trembling as
the magnetic currents built, her hair crackling.

The cars seemed to pause overhead, and Aya heard voices—probably fregks in hoverbdl rigs
giding dongsde, looking down into the jungle. She focused on the ground below, trying not to breathe.

But findly the shadows floated past, the cresking of the jungle dipping into the distance.

Long seconds after the sound had faded, Tdly released Aya and Frizz. Her suit folded around
her body again, divers of Tdly's skin showing as it restructured itsdf. Aya glimpsed rows of thin scars
linng her arms.

"That'swhy we can't use pings,” Tdly said.

"You know, they aso might have noticed you beeting up ther workers" Aya said, teking a
panful breath. Tdly's grasp had Ieft her feding like a crumpled piece of paper.

"Good point.” Tdly smiled. "But they know we're somewhere on thisline. We have to stay down
here until those cars are out of sght.”

They floated there, ligening to the congtant insect buzz of the jungle. Aya was growing more
comfortable in the hoverbdl rig. She practiced dirring the air like the inhumans did, drifting in the cool
treetop breezes.

Up herein the highest layer of the trees, the jungle was much less dismd. The vines sprouted
flowers, and shafts of sunlight caught the iridescence of insect wings A flock of pink-crested birds
fluttered just overhead. They squawked and fought over the best branches, baring white bdlies insde
green wings. One stared suspicioudy down at Aya, abright yelow beak between its beady eyes.

Maybe the jungle wasn't so bad after al—once you could float above the mud and dime. Of
course, its magnificence just made Aya fed even more cam-missng.

"Tdly-wa" Fizz sad softly. "May | ask you a question?’

"Can | stop you?'

"Probably not," he said. "Those cylinders Aya found, whét if they weren't redly weapons?'

"What ese could they be?' Aya asked.

Fizz paused for a moment, saring a the cables strung around them. "What if they were just
metd? That's whet thisis dl about, right?'

"But Frizz," Aya sad. "They had smat matter in them, remember? That proved they were
wespongd”

He shook his head. "Tha proved they had a guidance system. But what if they were
programmed to fly to thisidand?"

"Why would anyone bomb themselves!" Aya asked.

"They wouldn't have to am for the buildings,” he said.

"That's trug)" Tdly said. "Thisis an idand, after dl. The cylinders could fdl into the ocean. That
would cool them off after reentry, then you could salvage the metd.”



Frizz spun in midar to face her, his hands dirring the ferns around him. "You said the inhumans
were salvaging meta everywhere. So maybe the mass drivers are just away to get it dl here”

"Eader than smuggling it hdfway around the world," Tdly sad. "Maybe dl those empty
mountains we found had adreedy launched dl their metd.”

Fizz nodded. "That would explain why they were moving out of the place you found, Aya-chan.
They were dmost ready to send the cylinders here”

"HizzZ" Ayacried. "Why are you on her Sde?'

"It's not about Sdes™” He shrugged. "It's about what's true.”

"What's the matter, Ayala? Afraid your little story won't hold up?' Taly chuckled. "I wouldn't be
aurprised if you got it wrong. If you see everything through hovercams and feed stories, you wind up
blind to what's right in front of you."

Ayatried to answer, but found hersdf sputtering. She glared at Frizz.

He cleared histhroat. "Wdl, we dill haven't got a clue why they want dl this metd."

"They're naot building anything here)” Aya said. "All weve seen is a few factories and some
storage buildings™

Tdly pondered for a momernt.

"You heard what Udzir said about making sacrifices, right?* Aya said. "Didnt that sounded alittle

ominous to you?'

"He sad they wanted to save humanity” Tdly sghed. "Higtoricdly spesking, that can meen
anything from solar power to worldwide brain damage.”

"Or worldwide destruction!” Aya said.

"With the cities expanding like crazy, David and | have been tempted to do a little destruction
oursdves" Tdly shook her head. "Sometimesit looks like we're headed back to Rusty days.”

"But you can't be Rusty without metd,” Frizz said quietly.

Tdly looked at him. "Y ou think the inhumans are trying to dow down the expanson?'

Frizz shrugged. "Y ou need metd for buildings and mag-levs, after dl.”

"And without a sted grid, nothing hovers” Tdly said. "No cars, no boards, no new fancy floating

"But wouldn't everyone just start strip-mining again?' Aya asked.

"It's eesier to blow up amining robot than someone's mandon,” Taly said softly.

Ayaraised an eyebrow.

"If blowing up things was what you were inclined to do ... in specid circumstances™ Tally
shrugged. "If that's what the fresks are up to, | might even be on ther side. Once they stop kidngpping
people.”

Aya stared through the leaves at the cluster of towering ruins being taken apart, sunned by the
thought that Frizz and Tdly could be right.

If the mass drivers weren't weapons, that meant the world wasn't descending into a horrific new
age of warfare. If the freaks had figured out a way to stop the cities from ruining the wild, it meant that
some human beings redlly were sane, and that Toshi Banana and his kind could shut up for good.

But unfortunately it also meant one other thing: that a brain-missing fifteen-year-old named Aya
Fuse had completdly blown the biggest story since the mind-rain.

MAKE LIKE A MONKEY

They flew across the treetops, Aya and Frizz each holding one of Tdly's hands.

Brilliant flocks of birds burst up from the jungle as they passed, and wild monkeys screeched a
them from below. Tdly had to drag them into the trees to hide from hovercars again, down among a
shimmering cloud of butterflies whose radiant orange wings were bigger than Aya's hands.

But she hardly saw any of it.



The City Killer story had seemed s0 logicd: a whole mountain hollowed out, like some Rusty
commeand post from three centuries ago. A mass driver pointed at the sky, ready to launch cylinders full
of smart matter and stedl.

But what if shed gotten it wrong?

Aya tried to remember the exact moment when sheld become certain that no more proof was
needed.

When shed redized how famous a city-killing weapon would make her?

The grestest outrage was dways the biggest story, after dl. Sheld learned that from Toshi
Banana, with his earth-shattering derts about new diques and poodle hairstyles. That was why every
feed in the dity had jumped on her story without question. Of course they'd just as glefully jump on Aya
if she was proven wrong.

Regning as Sime Queen for a day would be nothing compared to that humiliaion. Maybe the
aty interface didn't care why people were taking about you—because you were tdented or merdy
beautiful, ingenious or just crazy, concerned about the planet or outraged over nothing at dl—but Aya
cared.

And she didn't want to be famous for afase darm.

They spent the next few hours navigating the network of cables, hiding from congtruction lifters
and hovercars, backtracking when they reached dead ends.

It wasn't the most happy-making trip. Moggle's absence nagged her like a congtant toothache,
and the thick, humid air fdt like soup in Ayas lungs Sweat soaked her Ranger coverdl.

When Aya complained that she and Frizz hadn't eaten since the night before, Tdly produced
emergency bars from the pockets of her sneak suit. While they ate, Taly found and munched her way
through a bunch of tiny bananas, entirdy green and inedible-looking. Apparently her Specid stomach
could digest anything.

They made gradua progress toward the cluster of skyscrapers. A steady stream of lifters laden
with scrap flowed outward from the spires, marking the route.

With only afew kilometers to go, Tdly pulled Aya and Fizz down into the jungle.

"We have to stay out of sght the rest of the way."

Aya groaned. "Does that mean we have to walk agan?'

"I don't have time for your mud-crawling,”" Tdly said. "Just keep those rigs in zero-g mode, and
day close to the cables”

Tdly gave them both a firm push deeper into the jungle, until the danting afternoon sun
disappeared behind the tangle of vines and branches.

"Arent you going to tow us?' Aya asked.

Tdly snorted. "It's alittle too crowded down here to hold hands. Just make like a monkey."

To demondtirate, she grabbed a nearby branch and pulled hard, sending hersdf shooting away
through the dense vegetation. Reaching out to snag a passing tree trunk, she swung hersdf to a hdlt.

"See? It's easy when you're weghtless.”

Aya shared a sddong glance with Frizz, then sghed and looked around for a handhold. A
nearby stem of bamboo |ooked strong enough. But as she air-swam closer, Aya spotted a creature with
about a million legs crawling dong it. She reached out gingerly avoiding the crawly thing, and gave the
bamboo atug.

The effort propdlled her a few meters before the heavy tropica ar eased her to a hdt besde a
lichen-wrapped tree trunk. She twisted hersdlf sdeways and kicked out & it, and was rewarded with a
much longer glide through the tangled forest.

It was a srange sensation—though the hoverbdl rig carried her weight, Aya 4ill had plenty of
meass and inertia. Getting hersaf moving took red effort, especidly through the humid air. But once shed
built up speed, coming to a stop—or even changing direction—yproved just as tricky.

It didn't help that every surface seemed to be dimy or sticky or covered with insects, or that dl



the vegetation was dill water-laden from the storm. Every time Aya plunged through a growth of ferns,
she shook loose a clothes-soaking spray. But gradudly she got the hang of it, her brain learning to juggle
the tasks of spotting clear paths through the obstacle course, checking ahead for the next object to push
off from, and avoiding sticky spiderwebs and water-dumping ferns.

Gliding through the dense canopy, Ayamarveled a how rich and intertwined the jungle was, how
much more complicated than some ten-minute feed story. She wondered how hard becoming a Ranger
would be. At least then she'd be doing something useful, protecting something beautiful instead of girring
up fake calamities for a bunch of bored extras.

After hdf an hour of pulling hersdf from vine to trunk to branch, Aya redized she was being
watched.

A troop of red-faced monkeys perched in the trees nearby, dlently observing as she and Fizz
crashed through the ferns and vines. Aya couldn't blame them for their perplexed expressons. She was
panfully aware of the eons of evolution that separated her from them, her lack of smian reflexes and...

Prehensile toes.

Aya grabbed hold of the next vine to bring hersdf to a hdlt.

"You okay?' Fizz asked, diding to a stop beside her.

She nodded. "Yeeh. But | think | just figured out their crazy body mods.”

"The inhumans?' he asked, then laughed. "You mean you could actudly concentrate while
awvinging dong like a ..." He tralled off, looking at the tiny faces watching them through the leaves. "A
monkey."

She nodded again. One of the monkeys dangled from its fet, long toes curled around a branch
like fingers.

"Bven Hiro noticed,” she said. "Back when we were hiding and waiting for Tdly-wa...the fresks
are like monkeys."

"What are you two gossiping about?' Taly caled impatiently from ahead. "We're dmogt there!”

Aya redlized they'd been tdking in Japanese, and she gave a little bow. "Sorry, Tdly-wa. But |
think we figured out something. If you're getting around in a jungle wearing zero-g rigs, another pair of
handsis a lot more useful than feet.”

"Like the freaks?' Tdly thought for a moment, drifting closer in her rig. "l guess it makes sense
having more fingers, if you're never going to touch the ground.”

"So maybe they're collecting metd for a huge grid,” Aya said. "You think they want people to
gve up aties and livein jungles, like some sort of hovering monkeys?'

"And go backward five million years?' Tdly raised an eyebrow. "That's a pretty radica way to
get dong with nature.”

"Radicd iswhat the mind-rain isdl about, Tdly-wa" Frizz said.

Tdly sghed. "Why does everyone dways say thet like it's my fault?'

Frizz looked at her and shrugged. "Wdll, you started it."

"Dont blame me. | didn't tel everyone in the world to go crazy!"

"But didn't you expect some weird quff to hgppen?’ Aya asked.

Tdly rolled her eyes. "l didnt expect anyone to change ther feet into extra hands. Or let
hovercams follow them dl day. Or get brain surge just so they could tdl the truth!”

Frizz shook his head. "But we logt so much in the Prettytime—all the foundations were gone. So
we're stuck meking it up as we go dong!”

Tdly laughed. "So what dseis new, Frizz? Life doesn't come with an indruction manud. So don't
tdl me that humanity being logic-missang is my fault." She spun hersdf around and pointed up through the
trees. "Anyway, we're dmog at those skyscrapers. Shay and Fausto are probably dready there”

Above them, the skeletd spires glinted with afternoon sunlight through the trees. The upper
reaches were swarmed with congtruction lifters, and the screech of meta-chewing blades echoed down
from them.



"Butif we can't use pings, how do we find them?" Aya asked.
Tdly shrugged. "We make it up as we go dong.”

THE PILE

The jungle was clear-cut around the base of the spires, but the ancient Rusty streets were heaped
with lattices of salvaged stedl.

The pile reminded Aya of a game littlies played: You dropped a bunch of chopsticks onto the
floor, then tried to pick up one without moving the others. But instead of chopsticks, these were huge
metd beams, encrusted with ancient concrete and rusted cables.

There was no 9gn of the freaks down here a ground leve. The deconstruction crews were dl up
inthe spires, cutting more metd for the pile.

"Seethe talest one?' Tdly pointed. "Stay under cover till we get there."

"You mean crawl through this?" Aya glanced at Frizz. "But | heard that some ruins have Rusy
skeletonsin them.”

Tdly laughed. "That's up north. Down herein the tropics, the jungle eats everything." She pushed
off into the pile, threading her way through the rubble and sted!.

"Oh, lovdly," Aya said, then followed.

Shesking through the chopped-up buildings was a little like moving through jungle. The rain had
left the girders wet and dippery, and lichen grew on ther rusty sides.

Hard sted was less forgiving than ferns and bark, though. As they floated after Taly, scraping
past girders and jagged chunks of concrete, Aya and Frizz collected scratches like they were cravling
through a thornbush.

"Remind me to drink some tetanus meds when we get home" Fizz sad, ingpecting a bloody
scrape across his pam.

"What's tetanus?' Aya asked.

"It's a disease you get from rugt.”

"Rug gives you diseases?’ Aya cried, pulling her hands away from the ancient sted beam before
her. "No wonder the Rudties died out."

"Shh!" Tdly hissed. " Something's coming."

Shadows flickered around them: a large object passing overhead.

Through the tangle of metd Aya glimpsad its clawed shape—a heavy congtruction lifter carrying
agiant severed piece of skyscraper, like the sted rib cage of some long-dead giant in a predator's jaws.
Thefreshly cut edges sparkled in the sunlight.

"I wonder where they plan to put that down,” Frizz said softly.

Thelifter came to a hdt directly overhead, and Aya fdt a shudder pass through the pile. Girders
shimmered around her, the magnetic fidds sraining under tons of ancient metdl.

Suddenly the trembling stopped...

"Uhoh," Frizz said.

The chunk of skyscraper dropped from the lifter's claws.

Aya grabbed the nearest beam and pulled hard, scrambling away.

The fdling iron skeleton struck home above her, metd pounding and shrieking, the whole heap
rninging with the collison. A shower of rust and pulverized concrete rained down on Aya, clouds of
eye-singing dust hillowing from above. She saw el beams bending around her, twiding under the
weight of the new addition.

"Ayd" she heard Frizz call.

She turned—his formd jacket was caught in a cluster of ancient cables, their twisted points like
fishhooks through the slk. As he struggled to pull hisarms out, the deeves flipped indde out, trgpping his
haends ingde.



Aya spun around and pushed back toward him, reaching out to grasp his shoulders. She pulled
as hard as she could—and with a shredding sound, Frizz ripped free, the jacket tearing into ribbons.

Above, the stedl skeleton was dill stling, raining debris down on ther heads. The iron lattice
sagged around them, flakes of ancient rust erupting from ancient beams as they bent into new shapes.

They shot ahead, flying hdf-blind through the pulverized concrete and rugt, the beams squeezing
tighter around them. Through the clouds Aya saw Tdly waiting, her back braced agang a sted bar as
long as she was tdl—it was set between two girders, like a toothpick holding open a giant's jaw...

And bending dowly under the pressure.

"Come on!" Tdly cried.

Ayakicked hard at the nearest beam, and she and Frizz flew past Tdly.

Tdly jumped after them, abandoning the sted bar, which skidded to one side, squeding like
fingernalls scraping metd. It bent and twisted, then dipped free, bouncing back into the center of the pile.

Thewhole vast structure crumpled, a host of jagged metd teeth gnashing down on the place Frizz
and Aya had just vacated. The new addition dowly rocked itsdf to a hdt on the pile, grinding more
concrete dust into the air.

The three of them floated into the ordered lattice of the talest tower.

"Whog" Ayamurmured. "That was close.”

"You're welcome," Tdly said, rubbing her shoulders.

Aya remembered the awe shed fdt fird laying eyes on Tdly. It wasnt just her
srength—somehow she'd sensed the dynamics of the pile and braced a piece of iron in jugt the right
place, gving Frizz the long seconds he needed to escape.

Tdly redly was specid, even if Moggle hadn't been here to get the shot.

Ayagave alow bow. "Thank you, Taly-sama."

Frizz just stared into the crumpled pile, stunned into slence. His face was ghost white with dust,
like an actor wearing rice powder.

"No problem.” Tdly nodded gpprovingly. "Y ou two managed to keep your heads."

"Bardy." Aya glanced up & the departing congtruction lifter. "Were they trying to kill us?'

"They didn't even see us” Tdly said.

"You saved me, Aya" Frizz said softly.

"It wasn't just me...," she started, but Frizz took her shoulders and pulled her into a kiss. His lips
tasted of concrete dust and swest.

When they pulled apart, Aya glanced at Tdly, who rolled her eyes.

"Good to see that you two are okay.”

"Werefine" Ayaamiled a Frizz, then glanced at a scrape on her elbow. "Except I'm gaing to get
that Rudty disease.”

"Reax. Shay's got meds for anything." Tdly glanced upward. "And here she comes.”

Ayalooked up into the reaches of the skeletd tower. The ruin stretched as high as she could see,
shafts of sunlight cutting straight through its crumbling walls. She heard the faraway echoes of metd being
cut, and heard debris filtering down through the empty, broken floors.

As she stared, shapes began to shimmer againg the darkness, like ripplesin the air. They took on
humen form as they descended, surrounding Aya, Tdly, and Frizz. They were sanding on hoverboards,
the riding surfaces wrapped entirdy in camouflage.

One shimmering arm pulled a snesk it hood away, reveding Shay's face.

"Wow. You three look like crap!”

"How'd you get here?' Hiro said, pulling off his own hood. "In a rock grinder?'

"Jugt about.” Aya pointed back at the dill groaning pile. "We amog got crushed under that. ..."

She paused. There were five of the sneak-suited figures Hiro, Ren, Fausto and Shay...and
someone e,

A boy pulled his hood off, reveding a scarred and ugly face.

"You found us," Tdly said softly.

He shrugged. "It was a little tricky, after you escaped earlier than planned. But | figured you'd



come to the usud place.”
Tdly turned to Aya and Frizz, a amile bresking across her face.
"Thisis David. He's here to rescue us”

THE USUAL PLACE

It was David who'd brought the hoverboards. He'd aso brought red city-made food, and the ar
was dready full of durping sounds and the scent of sdf-heating meds.

Ayaand the others were hdfway up the Rusty skyscraper, on a modly intact floor. The nearest
decongruction crew was a hundred meters above, their metd-chewing blades whining in the
background. But there was no chance of beng discovered: David's rescue equipment included lots of
sneek quits. Ayas fdt as smooth as slk pgamas againg her skin, though the outer scales were stedl-hard
to the touch. Everyone was dmogt invishle from the neck down, bodies blending into the haf-missing
wadls, heads floaing eerily asthey ate.

"David followed us here" Tdly explained between bites of CurryNoods. "In case we couldn't
break out on our own."

Aya looked a David. She remembered him from mind-rain class, of course. His name was
mentioned in Tdly's famous manifesto, when shed declared her plan to save the world. During the
Prettytime held been one of the Smokies, a group who'd lived in the wild, fighting the evil Specids and
hdping runaways from the cities. So it was naturd that Taly would want him around, now that she lived
inthe wild too. But Aya couldn't figure out why he was wearing an ugly mask.

"Like anyone could keep you three locked up," David said. "My red job was to bring extra
equipment and a hovercar.”

"Any trouble tracking us?' Tdly asked.

David shook his head. "Never more than fifty klicks behind you. The plan wouldve worked
perfectly if you hadn't decided to jump out.” He glanced at Frizz.

"It's okay," Hiro said, durping his own noodles. "'l dready explaned Radical Honesty to them.”

"What isit with you dity kids and surgery?' David muttered.

"But how did you find each other?' Aya asked. "I thought we couldn't use pings™"

"When | got into town, these ruins looked like they had burning flares on top." David laughed,
looking out through the crumbling wal at sparks faling past. "I thought it was you Sgnding me!™

"That's how we got in touch with David in the old days," Shay explained.

"After | figured out what the sparks were, | waited here anyway,” David said. "Jud in case you
decided to come to the usud place.”

"You dways know where to find me" Tdly said with a soft amile

Ayafrowned. "Onething | don't get, David. Why are you in disguise?’

"Why are you dill wearing...?" Aya began. "Oh, that's not smart plastic? You're redly an ugy?'

David rolled his eyes, and Shay said quietly, "David's never had any surge at dl. But | wouldn't
use the word ugly—Tadly might eat you."

"I just figured he was a Cuiter, but with...,"” she began, but found hersdf slenced by Tdly's
degth-threatening Stare.

Ayawent back to durping her PadThal, wishing she'd paid more atention in mind-rain higtory.

David pointed at a shiny sadlite dish on the floor. "We're set up to cdl in hdp if you want, Tally.
That antennais focused on a comm satellite, and it tranamits as straight as a laser—no one dsewill hear a
thing."

Everyone looked at Taly, who paused, chopsticks hdfway to her mouth.

"I don't want any help yet," she said. "We dill don't know what the inhumans are up to. And I'm
darting to think Ayalas City Killer story might be afdse darm.”



Thar stares turned to Aya, who was chewing a mouthful of noodles. She swalowed them dowly,
hoping Tdly would keep going. It seemed amillion times more shaming to explain the mistake hersdf.

"Yesh," Ayafindly said. "The mass drivers might not be weapons.”

"Wha ese would they be?' Hiro asked.

"A way to dow down the dities”" Tdly said. "To grip the world of metd and send it here. No
more cheap metd, no more expanson.”

"Youve got to be kidding!" Shay cried. "Y ou mean these weirdos are on our Sde?'

"It makes sense” Fausto said. "They could even get rid of the metd permanently—just shoot it
into orbit. Those cylinders don't have to come down.”

Hiro let out a disgusted sigh. ™Y ou mean you got this story wrong, Aya?'

"I got it wrong?" Aya cried. "You and Ren were the ones who came up with the city killer anglel”

"But it was your gory, Aya" Hiro said. "We just gave you an ideal”

"But before you guys started taking about reentry speeds and TNT, | just wanted to kick the Sy
Girls meg-lev surfing!"

Frizz frowned. "I thought you said you weren't going to kick that?'

"Would you randoms be quiet?" Tdly said, her voice suddenly full of razors. "You want those
freaks up there to hear us?'

Ayafdl dlent, gaing a Hiro. It was bad enough that every feed in the cty would blame this
bogus story on her; she didnt need her own brother piling on. She glanced & Fizz, hoping he
understood what she'd mearnt.

"Dont forget, we aren't sure of anything yet," Tdly said. "They could be building a hundred mass
driversright here, getting ready to bombard every dty in the world. We may have to blow something up,
after dl.”

"We're dmog a the equator,” Fausto said.

"The equator?’ Taly shook her head. "What does that have to do with it?"

"The closer you are to the equator, the faster the Earths spinning—more centrifuga force."
Fausto made a whirling motion over his head. "Like a pre-Rusty ding—the longer it is, the more
momentum it gives the stone. Right here's the best place to shoot something into orbit.”

"So maybe there are mass drivers herd” Aya sad. Maybe her gtory hadn't been totdly
truth-missing. ..

"Don't get too excited, Aya-chan.” Ren stood up and crossed to the largest opening inthewall. "'l
haven't see any mountains on thisidand.”

"The nearest ones | saw were more than a hundred klicks north," David said.

"If you drill a mass driver sheft a sea leve, your projectile starts too low," said Ren. "And on a
tropica idand you'd have to worry about flooding. It'd be a nightmare”

Ayasdghed. Thisidand wasn't the best place to destroy the world from, and it was guilty-making
how that fact filled her with sadness. If only the inhumans had been up to something world-threatening
here...

"So why are they salvaging these ruins?' Hizz paused, ligening for a moment to the shriek of
saws echoing through the ruin. "And why are they on a schedule? In the hovercar, Udzir told us that
they'd let us go soon.”

"When did he say that?' Tdly asked.

"Oh," Frizz sad. "l think that was when we were spesking Japanese.”

"Thanks for tdling mel" Tdly shook her head. "Here I've spent dl day babystting you two, while
these freaks are getting ready to ... do whatever!”

She stood up, sngpping for her hoverboard. The other Cutters and David scrambled to thelr feet.

"Good," Shay said. "I've had enough stting around.”

Ayastood. "Yeah, let's go get some answers.”

Tdly turned to her. "Where do you think you're going?"

"Um, with you?"'

"Forget it. You four are daying right here.”



"Here?' Aya cried. She had a story to rekick! "But what if you don't come back? Or if the fresks
find us?"

"In those snesk suits they'll never see you." David pointed at the satdlite dish. "And if we're dill
gone a sundown tomorrow, you can cdl for hep.”

Tdly stepped onto her hoverboard. Its riding surface shimmered for a moment, then faded into
the background. The four of them pulled on their hoods, and soon they were little more than ripplesin the
ar.

"See you later, randomd!” Shay's voice said from nowhere,

Thefour shapes rose up, dipping without another word through the gaps in the broken wall.

"Wait, Tdly-wa..." Ayas cry traled off.

"They're dready gone" Frizz said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

Aya shook him off and went to the crumbling wal of the skyscraper, looking out across the
jungle. The sun had set over the trees, and in the distance the inhumans hoverport was coming dight. The
outlines of storehouses and factories glowed againg the blackness of the jungle.

All the answers were right there in front of her. All she had to do was go get them.

Ayalooked down at her own hand, dmost perfectly invigblein her snesk suit glove...

"Aya-chan," Hiro asked, "are you thinking of doing something brain-missng?'

"No." She st her jaw. "I'm thinking that | don't care what Tdly Y oungblood says. Thisis ill my
gory."

DO-OVER

"Youre nuts" Hiro said.

"Look out there" she said. "The freaks base in't that far away. And we've got snesk suitd™

"But the Cutters took dl the hoverboards,” Ren said. "Are we supposed to walk there?'

"Wadl..." Ayafrowned, looking at the floor. "Weve got enough pieces of hoverbdl rig for three
of us. We can move pretty fast in those"

"You want to float through the jungle a night?" Fizz said. "It was tricky enough when we could
el

Ren nodded. "There are wild animads down there, Ayachan. And poisonous snakes and
iders”

Aya groaned. Why was everyone suddenly so backbone-missng?

"You're just sef-shaming because you got the story wrong,” Hiro said.

"That's not why I'm—," Aya darted, then glanced a Frizz. "Okay, it's totally shaming. But
therés ill a story here, and we're dill kickers, right?'

"I'm actudly more of a dique founder,” Frizz muttered.

"Doesnt matter how big agtory itis” Ren said. "We don't even have a...." He paused, daring at
her. "Um, where's Moggle?'

"Of coursel" Aya cried. "Moggle could tow me in a hoverbdl rig, maybe two of us. Then we
could fly over the jungle, above dl the vines and poisonous uff!”

"But it's dill back at thet ruin," Frizz said.

"You logt Moggle!" Hiro cried. "Again?"

Aya shook her head. "Moggle isnt logt, okay? Just waiting a this rum we found. We have to
send aping.”

"Brain-missing for two reasons," Hiro said. "One, if we send a ping, the freaks will swoop down
and capture us. Two, a ping won't travel more than a kilometer here. Theré's no dty interface to repeat
it—jud jungle”

"Hesright, Aya" Ren said, soreading his hands. "There's nothing we can do but wait for Tdly."

Ayasighed, snking to the floor.



If she couldn't rekick the story somehow, sheld be remembered forever as the ugly who'd blown
the biggest story since the mind-rain, a usdess kicker who'd needed Tdly Youngblood to find the red
facts.

The name Aya Fuse would forever be synonymous with truth-missing.

She looked up. For some reason, Frizz was making alow growling sound through his teeth.

"Areyou okay?' she asked.

"It's nothing..." He flinched. "1 mean, practically nothing.”"

Ayarecognized his pained expression, and smiled. "Y ou've got an idea, haven't you?'

He shook his head, biting hislip. "Too dangeroud”

"Come on!" she pleaded. "Tdl me"

"Linear transmission!" Frizz blurted out, pointing to the satellite dish that David had left behind.
He rubbed his temples. "We just need to point that in the right direction.”

Ren nodded dowly. "Like David said, the freaks will never hear athing."

The sun was down, and the horizon was dotted with worklights and sprays of cutting sparks. The
firs cool breeze of the day was wafting in from the sea, bringing the smdls of sat and brine.

"That looks like the place," Frizz said, pointing into the darkness. "Two towers in a cdlearing, one
twice as tdl as the other.”

"But the inhumans are there again." Aya watched the sparks tumbling from the tdler spire. "Won't
they hear us?"

Ren looked at the satdlite dish. "The tranamission will only hit a amdl area, and those workers
have a building to chop up. Why would they be ligening for random radio noise?*

"I guess 0." Aya twitched her fingers nervoudy, playing with her sneak suit's controls. The scales
shifted, a texture like tree bark flickering across her body. Her hoverbdl rig was completely hidden
benesth the suit.

"See that heavy lifter?" Ren pointed at a mechine leaving the ruin. "If Moggle follows that cable
ling then turns there, itll be herein twenty minutes.”

Aya shook her head, remembering dl the random twigts and turns Taly had taken on the way
here. Down in the treetops the network of cables had been invigble But from this height, the lifters and
hovercars flying to and fro reveded its shape, like a glowing, moving map spread across the darkness.

"l stay here and guide Moggle while you wait down there” Ren pointed to where the pile of
scrap Soilled into the jungle. "Take your hoods off, and I'll tdl Moggle to look for a couple of heads
gowing ininfrared.”

"Theréell be three of us" Hiro sad.

Ayaturned to face him. "Sorry, Hiro. But Moggle can't tow three people.”

"You forget: | actudly know how to fly in a hoverbdl rig. | don't need to be towed." Hiro drifted
into the air, soinning around once to demondtrate. "And I'm not going to let my little Sster upstage me
twicein one week."

She amiled. "Glad to have you dong, Hiro."

Ren caried the sadlite dish to the outer wal and knelt, baancing it on a pile of rubble. He
caefully amed the metd parabola at the distant ruin.

A flicker of lights blossomed across its controls, but Ren kept his stare focused on the horizon.
He adjusted the dish intiny increments, probing the darkness with its invisble beam.

Long minutes passed that way, Ren's fingers moving the dish as dowly as a minute hand. There
was no sound in the room but the metal saws overhead.

"I dill can't believe we got the story wrong,” Hiro murmured.

Ayaamiled. "Thanks for saying we, Hiro. But you were right—it was my fault.”

He grunted. "Y ou're just lucky to get a do-over.”

"Maybe ..."

"No, definitdy,” Ren said, saring into the flickering controls. "l findly got an answer!™



"IsMoggle okay?' Aya asked.

"Looks fine from here. The batteries are even recharged—must have found a sunny spot!™

Ayafdt a gmile growing on her face. She had a hovercam again.

"Let's get moving," Hiro said. He glided to a hole in the floor and dove through, dipping out of
sght. Frizz followed, pushing with his hands to propd himsdf downward.

Before she dropped, Ayaturned to Ren. "Youll be okay dl done?'

"Sure. Just don't leave me here too long." He patted the satdlite dish. "If no one makes it back in
twenty-four hours, I'm kicking this to the whole world."

NIGHT FLIGHT

They descended through the iron skeleton of the tower, floating past ruined floors in darkness,
like divers exploring an ancient shipwreck. The whine of cutting blades faded above, the darkness
growing around Aya

With Moggle on its way here, findly she could make up for dl those cam-missing hours flying
over the jungle. Not that nature shots were ever famous-making—quite the opposite. Like Miki had said,
the point of fame was to be obvious, and so much of the jungle was hidden.

But Aya wanted to remember its quiet magnificence nonetheless.

"Through there?" Hiro asked when she landed a ground level. He was pointing to the pile of
ged and rubble.

"Yegh, but wait aminute" Aya said. "A lifter's coming down."

They stayed in the shadows, watching until the construction lifter dropped itsload of scrap. Metd
shrieked and bent, grinding concrete rubble into dust as the new addition settled onto the pile.

"Okay, quick," Frizz said. "Before another one comes.”

Hiro was dready shoating ahead, dipping into the twisted maze without a glance backward. Aya
vowed to learn how to use a hoverbdl rig properly some day. Hoating in zero-g mode was fagter than
crawling, but way too dow when bone-crushing piles of sted were being thrown around.

It seemed to take forever, making her way through the rubble. As the spires fdl behind, stray
cables dinging to the girders grabbed at Aya from the darkness—only the sneak suit's armor protected
her from countless tetanus-infecting scratches. And she couldn't help imegining another lifter overhead,
bringing a giant mass of scrap to squash them dl.

FHndly the jungle grew closer. Vines had crept into the snarl of meta around her, and the buzz of
insects drowned out the distant cutting saws. Aya could barely see, but the shrill cries of birds guided her
to the edge of the pile.

"Whoga" Frizz's voice came from absolute blackness. "It's totdly different at night.”

It was true—the jungle was transformed. The oppressve heat had lifted, and the darkness
echoed with a hundred unidentifiable noises. The ar was laden with the rich andl of night-flowering
plants, and haf-glimpsed shadows darted across the stars.

"Rull off your hoods," Hiro said. "Moggl€e's expecting three of usin infrared.”

Aya pulled her hood off, and a buzzing svarm immediady gathered. The cloud was so dense
that her firgd sartled breath drew bugs into her mouth. She spat them out. "These mosquitoes are
crazy-meking!"

A dgpping sound came from Frizz's direction. "Well have to take mdaria meds when we get
home" he said.

"What's mdaia?' Aya asked.

"A disesse you get from mosquito bites”

"Gah! |Is there anything in thisjungle that doesn't give you diseases?’

"Hey, Fizz," Hirés voice cdled from the darkness. "How do you know dl this Suff, anyway?'

"When | was sudying brain surge, | took a few medicd classes. Maybe I'll be a doctor once



Radicd Honesty gets old.”

"It's already old," Hiro sad.

"A doctor?' Aya swatted at abuzzing near her ear. "l didn't know that.”

Frizz chuckled. "Even with Radicd Honesty, there's alot you don't know about me”

"Wait a second!" Hiro hissed. "Do you hear thet?"

They fdl slent, and a sound came through the buzzing jungle. Something tentative and wary was
dithering among the vines, satting the branches above them creaking.

It dowly grew closer.

"Um...hdlo?" Aya called softly.

Reflected garlight glinted through the tangled vines— Aya recognized the familiar pattern of
lenses bobbing happily in the air.

"Hey, for once you didn't blind mel" Aya said, and fet a amile growing on her face,

Shefindly had a hovercam again.

They flew so fast that even the mosquitoes couldn't catch them.

Aya had one arm wrapped around Moggle and the other around Frizz, their bodies pressed tight
together. The hovercam towed them across the treetops, following the cable network toward the
inhumans base. Hiro flev dongsde, visble only in the flesting moments when his snesk auit blotted out
gars from the sky.

Suspended above the black sea of the jungle, the fierce wind sreaming down her body, the
journey was dmost like mag-lev surfing. But this was better than any train— the magnetic currents were
invighle and slent, so Aya could hear the cdls of birds and bats and unknown creatures whipping past
on ather side.

She wondered where the Sy Girls were now. Probably 4ill in hiding, waiting for their unwanted
fame to fade. She missed them, and in a funny way, Tdly Youngblood had reminded her of La—or
whatever her name was now. La was a war with face ranks and merits, Tdly struggled with the Specid
wiring in her head. Both wanted to disappear, yet they kept doing things that were bound to make them
famous

And both of them were borderline sanity-chdlenged. Aya remembered the desth glare shed
received for cdling David an ugly. What else was she supposed to cdl him? Beautiful?

Did Tdly like hm? But she said she hadn't kissed anyone since...

"Aya?' Hiro's voice came from beside her. "We're getting close.”

Aya scanned the dark horizon, and saw hovercars and heavy lifters in dl directions, thar lights
converging on the inhumans base.

Hiro flickered momentarily into view, his sky-black hand waving for them to drop down into the
canopy.

They descended, Moggle dowing, the darkness of the jungle wrgpping around them. Aya
tightened her hood as they did to a hdt, not wanting any bugs cregping in.

"See thet lifter?' Hiro said.

Behind them, a heavy lifter was approaching, aload of scrap inits jaws. The jungle creaked and
moaned, complaining as tons of meta pressed down on the cables strewn across the canopy. Uneasy
cries and fluttering wings stirred the humid, scented air.

"It's pretty hard to miss" Aya said. Clouds of insects danced in its skirt of floodlights, and she
wondered if Moggle's camo pant was as invisblemaking as the snesk suits. "Maybe we should go
farther down.”

"No," Hiro said. "We should fallow it in."

"Follow it?'

"Whatever they're up to, it's about the metd, right? Let's see where they're taking that scrap.”

Ayawatched the machings steady approach. Massve girders dangled from its jaws, dong with
wires and pipes— dl the metd guts of Rusty buildings. It looked like some huge beast finishing up a



messy medl.
"Okay," Frizz sad. "But even in snesk suits, well have to be careful.”

"No problem,” Hiro said. "See how the floodlights are dl around the edge, pointing outward? If
we float dong underneath, well be right in the middle of them.”

Ayanodded. "And they'll blind anyone who looks up at us™

Asthejungle gradudly filled with danting shadows, Aya pulled hersdf closer to the nearest tree
trunk. She fdt her sneak sLit mimicking the rough bark. The cables sagged around her, branches bending
and cresking, Ayass lifter rig trembling in the magnetic currents.

Asits jaws passed over ther heads, her throat tightened. Concrete dugt filtered down, and Aya
had to remind hersdf tha the inhumans wouldn't randomly drop scrap into the jungle.

At leadt, she hoped they wouldn't.

Fndly the bank of floodlights was directly above them.

"Now!" Hiro said, shooting upward.

Aya grabbed Moggle. "Come on, Fizz"

The hovercam pulled them gtraight up, and for amoment Aya found hersdf blinded. But seconds
later she and Frizz had reached the darkness of the lifter's underside. The floodlights pointed outward in
dl directions, buzzing with energy and rippling the cool night air with hest.

"Great view, huh?' Hiro said.

Ayalooked down into the glowing jungle below them.

Flocks of birds scattered from the lifters approach; clouds of insects thronged in its path, their
wings iridescent blues and oranges, and the gleaming eyes of awestruck nocturnd creatures gazed up a
the strange mechine flying overhead.

"I hope you're shooting, Moggle," she breathed.

"Thereitis" Frizz sad.

Ahead of them, a bright line on the horizon, the inhumans base was only a few kilometers away.

MASS PRODUCTION

Thejunglefdl away, ending in a clear-cut line, the magnetic network coming to an abrupt end.

There was no more need for cables—the hard-packed dirt was spiked with huge pieces of stedl.
Eveay few meters, girders had been driven hdfway into the ground, like crooked candles in an endless
birthday cake.

"Look & that hover grid," Frizz said. "Tak about having metd to waste!"

"It's so crude," Hiro said. "Those girders are dill rusty, like they were pulled sraight from the
runs"

Aya frowned. So far they'd seen no paths or hovertrals, just drainage ditches hdf full of runoff
from that morning's storm. "This whole place looks like they got here afew days ago.”

"Or like they're about to leave," Hiro said.

"Shhl" Fizz pointed down.

Aninhuman moved below, pushing hersdf from one girder to the next, like a bird gliding between
branches.

"She mug be new," Hiro whispered. "See how she has to push hersdf around? That's not good
hoverbal technique. She's in zero-g mode, like you two."

"I don't know," Aya said. The woman's flight looked graceful to her, like some long-practiced
piece of choreography. "I saw a bunch of fresks from up in the hovercar, and they were dl getting
around that way."

Hiro snorted. "Why wear hoverbal rigsif you're not going to use them properly?'

"Good question,” Frizz said softly.

The heavy lifter turned away, following a row of low buildings dl identical except for the camo



patterns moattling their rooftops.

Ayafdt warmth riang from them. Ther tops were rippling, she redized, hillowing like salls.

"They're just big tents,” Frizz whispered.

"So this place redly istemporary,” Hiro said. "It's not adity at dl.”

The heavy lifter did to a hdlt, its jaws directly over a huge pile of scrap. Smadler lifting drones
were darting in and out, carrying Sngle girders and tangles of cable away.

At some unheard Sgnd, the little drones dl scattered a once.

"Look out below," Frizz said.

The lifter's jaws opened, and the mass of scrap tumbled down onto the pile. Meta crashed
agang metd in an angry chorus, glinting in the floodlights as it bent and settled. The lifter began to rotate
over thar heads, facing back toward the jungle.

"Thisis where we get off," Aya said. " See anyone around?"

"Anything this dangerous is probably automated,” Hiro said. "Besdes, we're wearing snesk suits.
Jugt st your rigs alittle above zero weight, so you stay close to the ground.”

He dropped, his outline obvious in the floodlights.

"Hiro, be careful!" Fizz hissed.

Aya adjusted her rig. "Come on, Moggle."

She pushed off from the lifter's underside, floating down to land softly beside the pile. The three
of them crouched there, sneak uits blending into the tangle of scrap as the heavy lifter glided back
toward the jungle. The edge of its floodlights drifted away, leaving them in darkness.

"See?' Hiro sad. "There's no worklights here. It's dl automatic.”

He dtarted to glide toward the factory buildings

"Hira!" Aya cdled. "Those little ones are coming back!"

The smdler lifting drones they'd seen from above were approaching from dl directions, headed
toward the pile of scrap. They looked like giant floating hands, each metd finger aslong as Aya.

One was coming right for Hiro, the fingers opening. ..

He shot higher into the air, and it floated right under him, till reaching toward the pile.

"Hey, look," Hiro said. "They can't see mel”

He did afew midair jumping jacks, his sneak suit a hovering whirlwind as another drone passed
undernegath.

Frizz laughed. "They mugt only seeininfrared. We're totdly invisble”

Aya frowned. Invisble or not, Hiro was enjoying his sneak suit way too much. The large tents
weren't far away, and they'd dready seen one inhumean out here in the dark.

Another of the lifting drones glided up beside Aya, ignoring her and reaching into the pile. Moggle
jumped away from its grasp, but the drone was too sngleminded to notice, picking through the tangle
until its huge fingers found a girder. They closed on it and pulled, dragging dong a snarl of cables that
amog swept Ayafrom her feet.

"Hey, watch it!" she said. The drone ignored her, hauling the girder away toward the low tents.

"Come on," Fizz said, pulling her away in a bounding, near-zero-g step. "Those things could fly
right into you and not even know it."

Aya nodded. "l guess being invishle is sort of dangerous.”

Another long legp took them to the edge of the nearest tent, where Hiro and Moggle waited,
peering through the gap between canvas and dirt.

Thetent covered a pit, about ten meters deep and brightly lit. Rusted girders were everywhere,
dinting in the worklights. An inhuman wearing a breathing mask floated overhead, spraying some sort of
goo onto a pile of scrap—Ilike the foam from afire extinguisher, but Slvery and seething.

The goo began to bubble, the meta writhing and twiging. Rust and chunks of concrete spat out,
clouds of dust hissng into the air.

"Hey, Aya" Hiro whispered. "Remember that redly boring story you kicked about recyding a
year ago?"

"Yesh." Ayas nose caught a smel like approaching rain. "Those must be nanos—like smart



matter, but not as smart. You can purify old sted with them, or combineit into stronger dloys."

"Nanos can aso eat whole buildingsif you're not careful,”" Hiro said. "That's why they're working
inapit, in case they get out of control.”

"S0o the freaks could use nanos as weapons, right?* Aya said.

Hiro snorted. "Whatever makes my little Sster happy.”

"I'm just saying, they're not exactly meking sushi down there she mumbled. "I hope youre
getting some shots, Moggle.”

The inhumean air-swam toward a rusted girder that alifting drone had just dragged in. He gaveit a
gpray of the slvery nanos, and another wave of heat billowed from the tent.

The drone glided away from the wriggling mass, heading toward the pile of scrap that had
dready been treated. The bubbling nanos were gradudly subsiding, leaving a shiny lump of stedl. The
drone closed its huge fingers around the metd and dragged it out of the tent.

"Let's see wha happens next," Hiro said.

Benesth the next tent was another pit, a pile of purified steel lumpsat one end. At the other sat a
dozen curved shapes made of thin, crisscrossing lines, like skeletons made of wire,

"Nano-frames," Hiro said.

Aya nodded. "Those werein your hole-in-the-wall story, right?'

"Yegh, but | kicked that ages ago." He paused for a second, and they watched a lifting drone
drag alump of metd across the pit. Another hovering inhuman guided its progress, making gestures with
hisfingers.

"That looks like fun," Aya said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Moggle was shooting.
"See how that drone follows whatever his hand does?’

The nano-frame was glowing now, turning bright white. It was about fifteen meters long, with
avdling curves like the hull of a boat.

"Nano-frames are the patterns ingde holesin the wall,” Hiro explained.

"Huh" Fizz said. "1 dways wondered about that.”

The chunk of metal indde the nano-frame began to turn red, its edges softening like a mdting ice
cube's. A wave of heat spilled out from the tent.

Ayasquinted, her eyes stinging. It fdt like standing too close to afire.

"Whog" Fizz said. "How come my wall never gets this hot?'

"Because you never made anything that big,” Hiro said.

The metd was moving now, flowing across the nanoframe like a viscous liquid, taking on its
shape. It filled the spaces between the wires, like skin covering a skeleton. When it had stretched across
the entire frame, the sted began to cool back into a solid. The inhuman was adready guiding the lifting
drone, nudging ancther lump of metd onto the next nano-frame.

"S0 heré's a question,” Frizz said. "What do dl these shapes make when you put them together?”

Aya looked at the jumble of pieces. All were gently curved, but she couldn't figure out how they
went together.

"They look like boat hulls™ she said.

Hiro snorted. "Ah, the popular solid sted canoe.”

"I said like boats" Aya said.

"Therés no point guessng,” Fizz said. "Let's keep moving till we get to the end.”

The next tent was much larger, as wide as a soccer fidd.

The pit beneeth it was a least forty meters deep, full of finished metd shapes and tangles of
crcuitry. Severa inhumans floated insde, each manipulating a pair of hand-shaped lifting drones. The air
was full of danking and hissng as hot metd collided and fused.

As she crept dong the tent, Aya saw how the syslem worked. Each inhuman added one new



piece, then passed it down, hardly pausing before setting to work on the next.

"An assembly line" Frizz said. "Like an old Rusty factory."

"Except much bigger,” Hiro said. "Thanks to those drone hands."

Aya nodded, remembering the Rudy term for this mass production. Instead of making things
only when people needed them, like holesin the wall did, Rusty factories had churned out vast quantities
of stuff—the whole world in a giant competition to use up resources as quickly as possible.

The fird hundred years of mass production had created more widgets and toys than the rest of
higtory put together, but had also covered the planet with junk and sucked its resources dry. Worsg, it
was the ultimate way to turn people into extras—stting dl day performing the same task again and again,
each worker aminuscule part of the whole machine. Anonymous and invishle.

As they neared the end of the tent, the shape of the assembled pieces gradudly became clear.
One finished piece stood there, dmogt astdl as the pit was deep, with curved sides swdling gently in the
middle. It was deek and aerodynamic, the top tapered to a sharp point. Hight control surfaces stuck out
from its Sdes, likefins on a shark.

Ayaremembered this higtory lesson too—no one could forget it—and redized that the inhumans
plans didn't redly need mass drivers, or smart matter, or anything more advanced than classc Rusty
technology.

The anvful thing that stood before her was a missle— an old-fashioned dity killer, pure and
smple

And every few minutes, another one was coming off the assembly line

MISSILE

"Huh" Aya murmured. "l was actudly right."

Hiro nodded dowly. "Somehow, | wish you weren't.”

"But this doesn't make any sense)” Frizz said. "Why build dl those mass drivers and then use
old-fashioned missles?'

"Maybe chunks of fdling sted weren't evil enough for them,” Hiro said. "Think of dl the uff
Rugty missiles carried. Nanos, bio-warfare bugs, even nukes.”
Aya swalowed. "So this isnt aout usng up metd, or even knocking down a few cities. It's
about ..."

"Killing everyone," Hiro finished.

"So they drip the ruins dl over the world, shoot the metd here, then launch it right back at us?'
Frizz shook his head. "It that a little complicated?!

"You heard Fausto," Hiro said. "The equator's the easest place to launch from."

Aya nodded, feding a wave of guilty relief. Her story was true, except sheld been too optimistic.
Nukes, nanos, bugs—whatever these missles were carrying had to be a hundred times worse than faling
metdl.

"But it only took a dngle Rusty missleto kill a whole city,” Frizz said. "Why are they building so

many?'

"Humenity survived the ail plague* Aya said, shivering. "Maybe they want to make sure they kill
everyone thistime.”

"We have to warn Tdly," Hiro said.

"How?' Aya asked. " She's probably more than a kilometer away. And the freaks will caich usiif
we even try to ping her."

"Then we have to go back to the ruin, use that tranamitter to kick this place to the whole world.”

"But Tdly sad to wat!"

"She thought the freaks might be on her sde" Hiro said. "But it looks like they're not on
anyone's sde”



Frizz shook his head. "But what if we're wrong? Do you want to make the same mistake twice,
Aya?'

He was saring at her, Hiro too, like she was responsible for the whole world's safety. But it was
dill her story, she supposed. Right or wrong, history would remember Aya Fuse as the one who'd kicked
it.

She sghed. "Okay. Before we do anything, let's make absolutely sure. We have to take a closer
look."

Down in the pit, three lifting drones had gathered around the newly constructed missle
Stretching out their metd fingers, they gently tipped it over onto its side, carrying it out of the factory and
into the night.

Aya scanned the darkness, but saw nothing except for the crooked shapes of girders thruging
from the ground. "No on€'s around.”

"Those drones mugt be automatic,” Hiro said. His night-black hand stretched out a finger. "Look
where they're headed.”

In the distance was a tdler building. A lot more solid than the tents, it was shrouded in darkness.

Hiro glided ahead, and Aya and Fizz took hold of Moggle. The hovercam towed them through
the girders, saying low to the ground.

"It's kind of weird how few people welve seen,” Fizz said.

"Mosquitoes, | guess,” Aya said. "If we weren't in these suits, we'd have been eaten right now."

"Maybe so. But you'd think anyone planning to nuke the world wouldnt mind usng a little bug
Foray."

Aya remembered what sheld seen from the hovercar— lots of inhumans braving the wind and
rain, pushing their way through the girders. But on this dill night no one was outside. Were they dl busy
meaking weapons?

As they neared the darkened building, the lifting drones dowly angled the missle upright again.
Two huge doors swung open, reveding a vast space within. Orange worklights spilled out across the
hard-packed dirt.

The drones carried the missle insde.

The three of them floated to the edge of the huge doorway and peered in.

"Nothing but a bunch of parts” Hiro said softly. "No people, asfar as| can see”

The doors began to swing closed.

"What do we do?' Fizz asked.

"We have to get a closer look at that thing,” Aya said. She crept dong behind one dowly dosing
door, Frizz and Hiro following. They dipped insde just before the doors met, the boom echoing through
the building.

"Great," Fizz whispered. "Were stuck in here now."

Themissle stood before them, the three lifting drones il attached to it.

Dozens of tiny platforms hovered in the air, like serving drones at a party, but motionless. They
carried ingruments and tools, dectronic parts, and objects that Aya found completdy mysterious.

"Shoot those," she told Moggle.

"Thismug be the next step in the assembly ling™ Hiro said. "Where they do dl the detailed work
by hand.”

"So where are they?' Fizz asked. "We haven't seen anyone since that last tent.”

"I guess that's allittle nervous-making,” Hiro said.

A hissng noisefilled the room.

Frizz nodded. "Definitdy nervous-making."

Aya looked up—flakes were fdling from the sky, like snow, but softly glowing. Near the calling a
swvarm of tiny drones hovered, spraying out gleaming white clouds.

She caught a snowflake, watching it mdt into a softly glowing white spot on her pam. Through
the sneak-suit glove, she couldn't tdl if it was warm or cold.

"Maybe it's some kind of fire-fighting foam,” Hiro said.



Aya frowned. "But nothing's on fire

"Maybe they're really safety conscious,” Hiro muttered.

"I don't think it's about safety,” Frizz said. "Look at ud"

Ayaturned to Frizz, and her eyes widened. Glowing spots had appeared dl over his sneak suit.
She watched another flake hit his shoulder, mdting into a soft white mark. Luminous flecks covered her
own ams.

"Y ou're both totdly visble" Hiro looked down a himsdf. "Me too!™

Frizz shook his head. "They knew we were wearing sneak suitd”

"That means they know where we are..." Ayas voice faded. The three lifting drones had drifted
away from the missle They turned as one, floaing closer through the arr.

Their huge fingers were opening wide. ..

HANDS

"Moggle” Ayacried. "I need you!"

Hiro was dready zooming toward the caling. One of the drones swerved to follow him, the other
two coming sraight for Aya and Frizz.

"Jump!" Frizz grabbed her hand and pushed off hard from the ground.

They shot into the ar, pinning wildy around each other, like a par of hoverbdls tied together.
The snow swirled around them in a glowing blizzard.

"Let go ... now!" FHizz shouted.

His hand dipped from her grasp, and they shot away in opposite directions—the two drones flew
between them, both missng by centimeters.

Tumbling head over heds, Aya saw an expanse of wal coming toward her. She bent her knees,
kicking with both feet as hard as she could. The metal boomed and shivered with the impact as she
bounced away.

"Moggle, herd" Aya screamed again.

The hovercam twisted through the ar below her, its black camo paint speckled with white dots.
It whedled and turned uncertainly, asif the glowing flakes had affected its vison.

"Thisway!" she shouted. "Follow my voicel"

A lifting drone was headed toward her, its fingers opening, reaching for her...

Moggle barreled into Aya like a punch in the ssomach, shoving her out of its grasp.

She doubled over with a grunt, ams wrgpping around the hovercam, fingers scrambling for
purchase on its smooth sides. The giant hand veered to follow, but its bulk was dow-turning, designed
for carrying heavy weights, not chasing people.

"Climb! Quick!" Aya cried.

The hovercam obeyed, jerking her up toward the cailing. The pursuing drones fingers crushed the
ar beneeth her dangling fest.

Hiro passed her on the way down, diving with both hands pressed together. His sneak suit was
coated with white now, a Hiro-shaped congtdlation of sparkles. Another of the drones followed close
behind him, leaving whirlwinds of glowing snow inits wake.

"Hizz?' she cdled, looking around. He was somersaulting through the air, a giant hand only
meters behind him.

"Tha way, Moggle" she cried. The hovercam shuddered in her ams, twiding in random
directions, dmogt pulling itsdf from her grasp, then headed straight for the celing. "No, not up!"

She heard Frizz ary out below, and looked down. HeEd bounced off a wadl, sraght into the
outstretched fingers of the drone. As he struggled, the hand closed around him.

"Hird!" she ydled. "You have to hep Fizz!"

"I cant!" he cdled back, hisarms and legs twitching wildly. " Something's wrong with my rig!"



"Down, Moggle" Aya screamed with frugtration. "Now!"

Hndly the hovercam obeyed, pulling her into a sudden dive. Ayas feet flaled behind her, one
ankle danging againg the pursuing drone's meta palm, and spots of red pain washed over her vison.
When she could see again, Moggle was il diving, headed right for the floor.

"Not so fadt!"

But the hovercam was suddenly a hunk of lifdess metd in her hands. It had lost power
completely, pulling her down like an anchor toward the hard dirt floor.

"Moggle" she shouted. "Wake up!"

There was no response, and Aya let go. She tried to soin around and get her feet under her,
reedying to kick hersdf into the ar once more. But somehow she wasn't weightless anymore, the pads of
her hoverbdl rig as dead as Moggle.

Momentum carried her down, faster and faster. The ground rose up like a huge fig, and a thud

went through her body.
And for along moment Aya was svimming in a sea of blackness...

AN OLD FRIEND

Something hard and huge pressed againgt her, squashing her lungs—the ground, she redized. She
was lying on hard-packed dirt, no longer weightless, every breath hurting like a knife between her ribs.

Ay

She opened her eyes, turned panfully over. A featurdess face looked down at her, nothing but
gray contours where amouth and eyes should be, flecked with glowing white dots ... a snesk-suit mask.

"Hizz?' she said, then let out a gasp. Taking hurt too, it turned out. "What happened?’

"Looks like they caught us."

"Oh, right.” The last few minutes came back to Aya as she took a shuddering bresth, cataloging
dl the places she hurt: ribs, shoulders, left ankle. She fdt her sneak it flickering with random textures,
damaged from the fal. But its armor had probably saved her from much worse injuries. "Are you two
okay?'

"Werefine" Hiro said. "You fdl pretty hard, though."

"No kidding," she grunted. "l think something went wrong with Moggle."

Frizz nodded. "Hire's suit went out too."

"Your hovercam is undamaged,”" a strange voice said in English.

Aya pulled hersdf up, looking around for whoever had spoken.

But there was no one in 9ght but Frizz and Hiro.

From down here on the floor of the huge orange-lit building, the unfinished missle towered
overhead like a skyscraper. The three lifting drones lay on the dirt floor around them, their giant fingersin
the air like the legs of dead spiders.

The glowing snow had stopped fdling, but the ground shimmered softly, as did Frizz's and Hiro's
sneak auits and her own arms and hands. They'd gone from invisble to sparkling like fireflies

"The freaks jammed the magneticsin here)" Hiro whispered. "We're not weghtless anymore.”

"So | noticed,” she said. After dl day floating in the hoverbdl rig, Aya fdt like she weighed a
thousand kilograms.

"Our gpologies for any injuries” came the strange voice again. "But we know how dangerous you
can be”

Ayablinked, findly discovering the source of the words—it was lying right there on the ground,
less than a meter away.

"Moggle?" she said oftly.

"Forgive us for meking modifications to your hovercam,” Moggle sad in its weird and
unexpected new voice. "We found it damaged in the jungle. While making repairs, we inddled this voice



chip."

Aya groaned, remembering her reunion with Moggle out by the ruins. For once it hadn't flashed
its blinding night-lights, which wasn't like Moggle &t dl.

"We hoped you would rgoin your hovercam," the voice continued. "And we would have a
chance to talk with you directly."

"Y ou've been waiching usthiswhole time” Aya cried.

"Our agpologies for our deception, and for your injuries. It was necessary to disable you
temporarily and bring you into a controlled environment.”

"Controlled environment?' Aya snorted. ™Y ou mean a prison?'

"Of course not!" Mogglée's new voice said. "We are honored to have you here. Our colleague
offers her profound thanks, by the way. Y our hovercam saved her life when she fdl from the ruins”

"Yegh, thisis some thanks." Aya sat up straighter, pain shooting through her.

"If you dlow us to explain, we think you'l discover that our ams and yours are complementary.”

Aya laughed. "Sorry, but our ams don't include blowing up the world!"

The voice paused, then answered, "It is unfortunate, but certain foolish children have mided you.
Perhaps youll ligen to an old friend.”

Ayafrowned. An old friend? Who did they think she was? And why were they taking to her in
English, anyway?

A rumble passed through the building, the huge doors parting a bare diver. Through the opening,
Ayasaw severa inhumans hovering nervoudy, needle fingers at the ready.

In front of them was a strange-looking man, with wild har and bizarre ragged clothes. He dipped
through the doors, which hurriedly closed behind him.

Aya blinked—shed never seen anyone s0 ugly. His skin was sunburned and his features
crooked. The beaming smile he gave her was unbdlievably snaggle-toothed.

He laughed and said in English, "'l knew you would come for me, Y oung Blood!"

"Um, | don't think weve met," Ayasaid. "And what did you just cal me?'

"Your voiceis..." He stepped closer, sharp eyes flicking among the three of them. "If you would
show your face, Young Blood."

A short, painful laugh escaped Aya. "You think I'm...?"

"She's not Taly Youngblood!" Fizz exploded. He turned to Aya "The fresks think were
Cutters

Frizz reached up to pull his hood off. Aya did the same, and after a moment's hestation, Hiro
sighed and followed suit.

The man stared at the three of them, dumbfounded.

"See?' Ayasad. "l redly don't think weve met.” She gave as deep a bow as her injured ribs
dlowed. "My nameis Aya Fuse."

"But you...," the man sputtered, fingering his own dirty, ragged garment. "You wear the Sayshd
clothing, and the floating ones said you had come to rescue me. But your faces are not Sayshd!"

"Indeed,” Moggle's new voice agreed. "We seem to have made an error.”

Ayanodded dowly. "We aren't Cutters, but were friends of Tdly."

"Young Blood isan old friend of mine as wdl!" The strange man smiled and clapped her on the
shoulder. "My nameis Andrew Simpson Smith."

TWO BIRDS WITH ONE STONE

Things were gtarting to make sense. Sort of.

Soon after their hovercar had limped home on autopilot, the freaks must have redized tha Tdly
Y oungblood had arrived. Who else but Specids would have jumped out over the jungle? And Frizz, after
al, had announced Tdly's name to Udzir. That explained why the inhumans had let Aya, Frizz, and Hiro



roam their camp, too afraid to confront them, waiting until they were trapped before atacking. In the
snesk suits they'd looked exactly like Cutters.

But there was one thing Aya couldn't figure oui. ..

"How do you know Taly? And what are you doing here?'

Andrew Smpson Smith smiled proudly. "Young Blood fdl from the sky near my village, three
and ahdf years ago.”

"Shefdl from the ky," Aya repeated. "Near your village?'

Andrew nodded. "It is very far from here. Among the little men.”

"The litle men?' Aya asked, looking closer a him. Had his teeth been surged to be that
crooked? His dothing had scruffy bits of fur dinging to it, like something made of dead animds. "Are you
insome kind of dique that does pre-Rusty re-creations?”’

Confuson clouded his face. "I don't understand. Perhaps you do not speak the gods language as
wdl as1?' He leaned closer. "Many of the floating ones al'so speak it poorly.”

Ayasghed, deciding to stick to smple English. "Are you from Tdly's city?'

"My people live in the wild,"” Andrew said firmly. "But now we know the ways of magnets and
other magic. We hdp Young Blood watch the cities, to make sure they don't injure the Earth. That is
how | met the floaing ones.”

Aya nodded dowly. "She sad she had a friend who got kidnapped by the freaks. That's you,
right?’

"Yes" He added softly, "The floating ones don't like to be spied on.”

Moggle spoke up again. "Andrew, perhaps you can explan what you've learned about us™

Ayarolled her eyes at the hovercam. Did the inhumans think that this pre-Rusty-looking oddball
could convince her of anything?

But the man was nodding sagely. "Do you know about the shape of the world, Aya?'

"Um, pardon me?'

"Itisnot flat, asit appears. But round, like abdl."

Hiro barked out an astonished laugh, but Frizz bowed and said, "Y es, weve heard this before.”

"You are wise, then" Andrew squatted next to where Moggle lay on the ground, placing one
dirty finger againg its curved, camo-black skin. "All of us live on the surface of this bdl. More dl the
time—more people, more cities, lesswild."

"We know." Frizz squatted next to him. "We cdl that the expangon.”

"Expandon.” Andrew nodded. "The gods word for making bigger. But the ball of the world does
not get bigger.”

"Yegh," Frizz said. "We're kind of stuck with what we've got.”

Andrew amiled. "That is where the floating ones are clever. What if we build anew city...here™

Hisfinger wavered inthe air, afew centimeters from Moggle's skin.

Fizz was dlent for afew moments, then said, "In space?"

Andrew nodded dowly, spreading out his hands as if warming them over Mogglée's surface.
"Thereis a steady place over our heads, cdled orbit. A ring that fits around the world."

"I don't believeit," Hiro said softly.

Andrew chuckled. "It ishard at firg, | know. But | learned from Y oung Blood that the world has
no edge, no end. You mug learn to see beyond the little men.”

"Thelittle men?" asked Hiro.

Frizz looked up at the towering metd shape above them. "Turns out you were right, Aya, back
when we saw them making thisthing. You said it looked like a ship!"

Aya looked up at the missle, or ship, or whatever it was. She shook her head. "But it looks
exactly like one of those Rusty wegpongd!”

"The Rugties had more than one dream,” the inhuman voice said.

Aya redlized the sound hadn't come from Moggle, and she turned around. Udzir and two other
inhumans floated above her.

"After the firg crude dty killers were invented," he continued, "they were redesgned to send



people into space. Death and hope in one machine”

"That's what thisisdl about?' she asked softly. " Space?’

"That'swhy you're dl so lamein hoverbdl rigd" Hiro cried. "Y ou're not usng them to get around
quicker— you're usng them to practice for zero-g!"

"So you do bdievein orbit!" Andrew said happily. "It is a place where everyone fload™

Aya closed her eyes, remembering her own trip through the jungle. "And that's why you'e dl
surged up like freaks. In zero-g there's no point in having feet. So you've dl got extra hands.”

Udair frowned, sMimming in the air. "We aren't 'fresks,’ Aya Fuse. Every change weve made
adapts us better to our future home. We're the fird extraterrestrial people” He bowed. "We cdl
ourselves Extras.”

Aya barely managed to difle her laughter.

"l assure you," Udzr sad firmly "we are completely serious about our new home."

"Sorry it'sjus that inmy dty 'extra means...well, never mind."

"Soyou are on the same Sde as Tdly," Fizz said. "All that metd'’s leaving Earth for good.”

Udzir nodded. "Two birds with one stone. We can dow the expansion here on Earth and redirect
it into space. It'stime for humanity to leave our home, before we destroy it."

"You're going to stay in orbit?" Frizz asked. "Not go to some other plangt?’

"Permanent orbital habitats" Udzr said. "Close enough to Earth to lift more supplies with mass
drivers, near enough the sun for plenty of solar power. And miniaiure ecosystems to recycle our water
and oxygen."

"The Rudties never managed to save themsdves thisway," another of the Extras said. "They were
overwhemed by their own numbers and ther wars. But humanity is smdler and more united now—we
have another chance.”

"Unless Tdly Youngblood and the Cutters stop us™ Udzir added, turning to Aya. "A possbility
we have you to thank for."

"Me?" Aya sad. "Why didn't you just tdl everyone wha you were doing? If you hadn't been
hiding here and kidnapping people, | bet Taly-wawould totaly be on your Sde”

"We have great respect for Tdly Youngblood," Udzir said. "But we couldn't reved our plans. Do
you think the cities would let us strip the old ruins of meta? Or build a fleet of ships that could be easly
turned into city killers?'

"You better ping Tdly now and explain," Fizz said. "She's probably dready here. And if she
sees those ships, shell think the same thing we did!”

"She has not ligened to us so far,” Udzir said. "We hope that you will try, Aya Fuse.”

Aya nodded dowly, her last doubts fdling away. The Extras weren't trying to destroy the world;
they were trying to save it. The zero-g rigs, ther monkey toes, the spaceship towering over hee—findly
the whole story fit together.

The biggest story snce the mind-rain...

"l try," she said. "But one condition. Give me back my hovercam.”

"I should have known," Udzir Sghed.

He waved his hand, and Aya fdt her limbs lighten, her hoverbdl rig coming back to life Hiro
floated up into the air, and Moggle rose uncertainly from the floor.

"Isthat redly you?' she asked.

Moggle's night-lights flashed.

She gmiled, blinking away spots and booting her eye-screen. "Tdly-wa? Are you around? I've
got some news for you."

There was no response.

Aya shook her head. "She mug be farther than a klick away. Can you boost my sgnd?'

"We can try," Udzir said. "But if your ping goes out through our network, Taly may not beieve
that it'sredly ..." Hisvoice faded.

Outsde, a low rumbling sound was sailling through the night, like distant thunder. Aya fdt it
through the soles of her feet, and the walls of the building shivered around them. She heard the squed of



afaraway dam.
"That sounds like Young Blood,” Andrew said softly, and Aya nodded.
Tdly was findly blowing something up.

CONFLAGRATION

"Come on, Aya" Hiro said, reaching down for her. "I'm the fastest person here.”

She nodded, grabbing his gloved hand and shouting, "Moggle, bring Fizz!"

The huge doors were aready svinging wider, and Hiro pulled her off her feet, shooting toward
the opening. Ayas injured ribs burned with pain, her feet flaling behind her.

"Sow down!" she gasped.

"Sorry, little sgter,” he said. "But we don't have time.”

He shot out into the night and through a sweeping turn, leaving Aya gasping as her ribs creaked
indde her.

"Maybe you should go ahead,” she grunted. "Youll get there faster without me.”

"Your Englishis better than mine. And Tdly will lisen to you!"

"But she hates me! Or thinks I'm an idiot, anyway."

He laughed. "I doubt that, Aya. And shéll have to believe you on this one—you wouldn't change
your mind about the freaks unless you were pogtive.”

"Because it means my story was totdly truth-missng?' she cried.

"Exactly," he said, then pointed with his free hand. "Uh-oh."

The horizon before them flickered with a series of flashes, the ramble of detonations ariving
severd tardy seconds later. Digant clouds of smoke rose into the air, flickering red from fires on the
ground below. It looked dmogt like a party mansion, but the rumbling thunder was much deeper than the
crackle of safety fireworks.

"I guess that's where the Extras ships are" Hiro said.

Aya could only grunt. Hiro was weaving through the floating forms of Extras who'd spilled out
into the night, pulling her one way and then the other. Her wrigt twisted in his hand, and her ribs screamed
with every turn.

Hovercars rose into the air around them. A few flew past overheed, lifting fans girring the air,
screaming toward the flashes on the horizon.

"This could get messy," Hiro said. "Itll turn into a beattle if we can't stop her soon.”

Aya nodded, flexing her ring finger. "Taly-wa It's me”

"Were dill too far away,” he cried, dropping closer to the girders thrusting up from the ground.
Aya could fed them whipping past, the magnets in Hiro's rig pushing off from their metal, each burst of
speed threatening to wrench her shoulder from its socket.

The buildings and factory tents fdl behind them—Hiro was dragging her across a broad,
clear-cut plain, empty except for the girders.

"Look!" Hiro's free hand pointed downward. Huge burn marks darkened the earth, and a
charred amdl filled Ayas nose.

"They mugt have tested the rockets here" she ydled.

"I hope that means were getting closal™

The ar itdf trembled around them now—Aya fdt the explosons rumbling through her body.
The flashes threw long shadows from the girders, and hdf the night Sky was shrouded in smoke.

"Aya?' Frizz's voice sounded in her ear. "Moggle and | are right behind you." He paused. "Wdl,
maybe not right behind you—Hiro's flying like crazy. But we're coming as fast as we can.”

"Okay, Frizz. Just make sure that Moggle gets some good—crap!”

Hiro was pulling her into a sudden dimb, wrenching apart her wounded ribs. A black expanse of
wal stretched out before them, as wide as Aya could see. They skimmed over its top, then suddenly



were flying across what looked like a burning expanse of jungle canopy, treetops waving wildy in the
goreading flames...

But thiswasn't jungle &t al, Ayaredlized. An endless camouflage net stretched out benegth them,
textured with vines and flowering ferns, as detalled as a vat snesk auit. The flanes were red,
though—shesets of them roared across the dark expanse, an eye-watering windstorm of heat and smoke
golling up into the air.

Where the camouflage had dready burned away, Aya saw the tops of the Extras ships thrusting
through the camouflage, as black as ashes, the needle sharpness of ther nose cones melted.

She and Hiro soared higher above the nearest flames, carried for long seconds by the momentum
of their dimb— but soon began to fdl.

"Sneak suit!" she cried, scrambling with her free hand to pull on her hood. She saw Hiro reaching
up to do the same.

They descended into the fire, skimming among the meta shipsin ashdlow dive, clouds of smoke
churning in their wake. The bailing ar burned Ayas lungs, and she smdled her own stray hairs bursting
into flame. Even through the sneak suit's armor, her skin blistered from the heat.

But Hiro was dready pulling her out again, hover-bouncing up from the forest of sted and flame.
She looked around—there were hundreds of them, a vast fleet of ships stretching indl directions.

A dozen of the Extras cars hovered over the conflagration, soraying firefighting foam in dl
directions. But new fires were burding into life much faster then they could put them ouit.

A boom thundered across the fidd, shuddering through Ayas body. She saw the shock wave
spreading, a growing circle of railing smoke and flame. At its center was the wreckage of one ship, a
tower of sted ripped and twisted from within, dowly tipping over...

It crashed to the ground with a metd shriek, sailling a fresh sheet of flame across the ground. The
burning rocket fud wrapped around the base of the next ship, traveling up its sde like alit and cravling
fuse

Ayatore her eyes away and flexed her finger, shouting, "Tdly!"

The name rasped from her smokefilled lungs, barely audible. But a moment later a fant answer
came through the roaring tumult..." Aya?"

"Tdly-wa" she croaked. "It's me"

"Why aren't you back at the ruin? It's dangerous herel™

Aya coughed. "'l noticed!"

Hiro and she were descending again, like arock skipping across water, plunging back down into
the sea of smoke and flame,

"You have to stop!" she said quickly. "l was wrong about—"

The fire enveloped Aya again, s=tting her coughing. She could see nothing but smoke and the
dark shapes of the Extras ships surrounding them. Her snesk suit was diffening around her skin, its
armored surface bresking down in the heet.

"Where are you, Aya?' Tdly's voice sad, the sgnd stronger now.

Ayafdt Hiro's grip tighten, and he pulled her up out of the smoke once more.

"Hying over the shipd"

"What ships?'

Aya coughed again, curang hersdf for being bran-misang. "The missles! I'm right over them.
But they're not redly missled”

"Are you sanity-chdlenged?' Tdly shouted. "Get out of therel”

"I think she's thisway," Hiro said, yanking Ayainto a shoulder-wrenching turn. They wheded just
above the nose cones of the ships, leve and steady, Hiro's hover-bouncing findly under control.

Ancther desfening boom erupted, closer thistime, knocking Ayas breath out of her. She logt her
grip on Hiro's hand, and shot away from him into an amless, weaving course in zero-g, buffeted by the
windstorms of the raging inferno and the ships magnetic fidds.

"You have to stop, Tdly!" Aya ydled, angling her hands like a mag-lev-surfing Sy Girl, guiding
hersdf back toward Hiro. "Wait until we reach you, and I'll explain.”



"Some of these missles are dready fuded!” Tdly said. "They could start launching the moment
we let up!"

"But they're not missled They're shipd Stop blowing things up and let me explain!™

"Forget it!" Tdly shouted. "If even one of those missles launches, a whole city dies. Get out of
there now!"

Hiro came sweeping toward Aya, reaching for her, but she twisted away and he shot past
empty-handed.

"If you don't promise to stop, I'm gtaying right here" she said flaly. "And you can blow us up
too!"

"I can't sacrifice whole dities for you," Tdly said. "And | know you, Ayala—youll save your
own skin. Y ou have ten seconds.”

"I'm not budging!" she ydled.

"l doubt thet."

Hiro had turned around and was cutting back toward her, reaching out his hand again. Aya
sobbed with frustration— who would bdlieve that a truth-danting ugly like her would sacrifice hersdf?

"I'm here too," came another voice. "And I'm not leaving."

"Hizz?' Tdly said. "Have you all gone bran-missng?'

"The Extras aren't trying to kill anyone" he said firmly.

"But what if youre wrong?" Tdly yeled.

"I'm certain,” Fizz sad. "And you know | cant lie, Tdly."

Hiro grabbed Ayas hand, pulling her up and away from the flames. She twisted in his grasp,
searching for Frizz. There he was—clutching Moggle near the center of the fidd, his glowing sneak suit
bardy visble againg the inferno.

"Tdly, please," she sobbed. "He meansiit!"

Tdly let out along Sgh, then said, "Start moving, Ayala. Y ou have two minutes to convince me.”

A dngleflare rose on the horizon, and Hiro headed toward it.

REKICKING IT

Two snesk-suited forms were wating a the jungles edge, perched on the high wal that
surrounded the Extras fleet.

Tdly pulled off her hood as they landed, her black eyes gligening in the light of the inferno.
"Fausto and Shay are waiting for a Sgnd from us. Ninety seconds from now they'll launch more bombs,
unless| tdl them otherwise. So start explaining.”

Ayaswdlowed. "The Extras ... | mean the fresks, aren't what we thought.”

"Then what are dl those misslesfor?' David said, pulling off his own hood.

"They aren't missles" Aya said. "They're ships™

Tdly frowned. " Ships?"

"It dl fits, Taly-wa. You just have to ligen! Them taking the metd from the whole world! And
they float inthe ar! Thar extra hands.. . because they don't need feet up there™

Hiro grabbed her hand and muttered, "Aya, dow down."”

"Or a least make sense)” Tdly said. "You've only got seventy seconds Ieft.”

Aya closed her eyes, trying to put the story together in her head. More pieces were coming
together now, dl the threads she'd been fallowing since her fird steps into the hollow mountain back at
home.

"When | tested that cylinder for my story, the smart matter was programmed to guideit up ... but
not back down. And remember what Fausto said? How mass drivers would be perfect to shoot the
cylindersinto orbit permanently? That's exactly what the freaks are doing. Except they don't want to get
rid of the world's resources—they want to use them up there."



"Use them for what?' Tdly asked.

"Tolive Your friend Andrew explained it to us They're going to build orbitd habitats out of dl
that metd and smart matter. The whole point of the mass driversisto launch their raw materias.”

"All the mountains we found were empty,” David said dowly. "Because the metd's aready gone
up?'

Aya nodded, pointing out across the burning fidd. "And these are dl ships, rockets to take
people up. Mass drivers would kill you if you tried to ride one at full speed—the Sy Girls said so. That's
why this base is here a the equator, the easiest place to get into orbit.”

"And the hoverbd| rigs they wear,” Hiro said in maddeningly dow English. "They are practicing
for zero-g."

"In orbit, where an extra pair of hands are more useful than feet,” David said. He turned to Tdly.
"Twenty-five seconds left.”

Ayawatched suspicion settle on Taly's crud pretty features. According to Frizz, Tdly had never
fixed the wiring in her head. Sheld been designed to have contempt for anyone who wasn't Specid, to
think that humeanity was aways trying to destroy the world. What if her brain surge wouldn't dlow her to
See what the Extras were redly planning?

Like Udzr had said, rockets were death and hope in one machine—it was dl how you saw
them. Aya wasn't even Specia, and sheéld been confused before Andrew had explained, convinced by
her upbringing and her own story-danting that the Extras threatened the world.

Once youd told yoursdf a story enough times, it was so easy to keep on bdieving it.

Tdly shook her head, her eyes shut tight. "If we let up, even for a few minutes, they could launch
enough of these things to wreck the planet.”

David put a hand on her shoulder. "But why would they? Even the Rugties managed not to do
that. Maybe they built the missles and amed them ..."

Tdly opened her eyes. "But they never pushed the button. Shay! Fausto!”

"Yeah, we heard,” Shay's voice pinged. "No more bombs today."

Ayalet out along, shuddering breath.

Tdly turned to look out across the Extras fleet, her festures softening. The camouflage netting
was dill burning, and every ship looked charred and blackened. But only a handful had been completely
destroyed, toppled on their sides, burning rocket fud spilling from them like rivers of fire in the darkness.

There were 4ill hundreds of the ships standing, maybe thousands. Enough to lift a whole city into
the sky.
"Okay, Cutters," Tdly said, exhaugtion in her voice. "Maybe we should give them a hand with
these fires™"

"Why not?" Shay said. "Hghting firesis dmog as fun as garting them!”

Tdly pulled her hood back over her face, then stepped onto her waiting board. Her sneak suit
switched to bright orange, like a firefighter's coverdl, and she shot out across the burning fied.

Aya saw two more hoverboards rigng from the forest of metd shapes. They joined the Extras
hovercars, atacking the burning leftovers of camouflage netting with burdts of foam, spraying any ships
that were dangeroudy close to the blazing spills of rocket fud.

"They cleared the jungle here" David said. "Once that camo netting's gone, the fire won't have
much fud." He pulled his hood from his face. "Stll, you two stay here. You look fried enough for one
night."

Aya nodded wordlessy. Her sneak suit crackled when she moved, the scales fused solid, and its
coloring was stuck for good on the red-tinged gray of smoke and flame.

"Tdl Tdly thiswasn't her fault," Ayasaid to David. "We thought the same thing."

He turned toward her, and shrugged. "It's no wonder. We were dl brought up in the world the
Rustles dmogt destroyed. It's hard to remember that they did more than fight each other. But thanks."

"For what? For danting the truth, so you al came here expecting world-killing mongters?'

"No. For hdping Tdly rewire hersdf a litle more”" David lifted into the ar, his hoverboard
shooting out across the firestorm.



"You did pretty good, Aya-chan,” Hiro said.

She looked up a her brother. "Are you kidding?'

He shook his head. "I'm serious. You findly learned how to kick a story without going over
time"

Ayalet out a short laugh, which sent a fresh wave of pan rippling across her ribs. She groaned,
rubbing her sdes. Her right shoulder was sprained and twisted from being towed here a hoverbal
speeds, and her wrigt fdt like someone had squashed it in a sushi maker.

"Look," Hiro said.

Moggle was making its way across the smoldering ruin of the camo netting with Frizz in tow, the
smoke swirling around them.

"Areyou okay?' she pinged.

"A little Snged,” Fizz said. "But we got some awesome shots.”

Aya shook her head, for once not caring if any of this was recorded. At lagt dl the threads of the
last two weeks made sense, the truth assembling itsdf like an Extras ship out of scattered bits of scrap. It
was ardief, no longer having to struggle with unwiddy facts and her own total lack of Radica Honesty.

As Fizz landed and took her gently into his arms, a brain-cadming hum traveled through Ayas
battered body, like a perfect edit fdling into place.

Sheld findly gotten this story right.

THOUSAND FACES

"Remind me again why 1'm doing this”

"To show your support.” Aya adjusted the sparkles on Tdly's gown, then took a step back to
admire them. "Y ou're the most famous person in the world, Taly-wa. If you tdl everyone you're behind
the Extras, they'll get alot more recruits.”

"And less hasde for dl that metd they grabbed,” Fausto added. He adjusted his necktie. "And
for kidngpping everyone who saw them.”

"Aus Tdly-wa" Shay said, draightening her hair. "We haven't been to a party in ages!”

Tdly just grunted, looking at hersdf doubtfully in Ayas huge wallscreen. Her bdl gown was
rippling smart matter and velvet, as black as night and shimmering like sarlight. Perfect for the Thousand
Faces Party.

"Dont look so glum,” Shay said. "You used to wear quff like that dl thetime"

"Y esh, back when | was a bubblehead.”

Aya tried to picture Tdly perpetudly happy and clueess, and shook her head. Even in the bal
gown, Tdly was dill atota Cuitter, her face and bare arms laced with flagh tattoos and scars.

"You know," Aya said softly, "theres ill time to fix those if you want.”

"No chance" Tdly ran one finger down her am. "They remind me of things | dont want to
forget.”

"You look beautiful,” David said. He was wearing one of Hiro's antique slk jackets, having
proclamed that anything from a hole in the wal made him nervous. He'd been jumpy since he and Tdly
hed arrived from Singapore that afternoon, asif the dity was too cramped for him.

Ayas apartment was alittle crowded tonight. All nine of them were here—Aya, Fizz, Hiro, and
Ren; Andrew, David, and the three Cutters—everyone who'd featured in the Leaving Home story. It had
kicked two days ago, and dl of them were in the top one thousand. Nowhere but Shuffle Manson had
enough security to keep the paparazzi cams a bay.

At lesst there was room for everyone here. Upon her return home, Aya had found her gpartment
twice as big as when shed I€ft, expanding in proportion to her fame. Maybe face rank wasn't everything,
but there were some advantages to being the third-mogt-famous person in the city.

"I dill don't see why we have to go to this supid party,” Tdly said. "Couldn't I do some kind of



feed announcement?'
Ayafrowned. "Tha won't be any fun. And it won't help the Extras nearly as much.”
"Pus" David said, "we sort of owe them for a couple of dozen spaceships.”
"l guess.” Tdly gave her bdl gown one last gum stare.
Shay chuckled. "They're just lucky we didn't use nanos.

When they stepped outside, swarms of hovercams were waiting.

"Okay," Tdly sad. "I officdly hate this city.”

Aya took a deep breath, but couldn't find it in hersdf to argue. It was getting annoying, being
followed everywhere, condantly pinged and cam-swarmed, her hardyle imitated by littlies, her nose
mocked on dammer feeds. Sometimes Aya wondered if sheld ever get any privacy again.

Even her own hovercam made her a little nervous these days. Ren had taken it gpart and
removed the Extras mods, but Ayadill had nightmares full of betraya and swarms of talking Moggles.

But it was useless pretending not to enjoy her single-digit face rank. After dl, here she was with
her famous friends, dl headed toward Nana Love's party, a smile on her face and Moggle in tow to
capture every second.

"So how do we get through those things?' Tdly asked.

"Glitter bombs?' Fausto suggested.

"Nanod" Shay cried.

"None of the abovel" Aya said. "You don't dways have to blow guff up, Taly-wa. In this city
you've got a reputation bubble.”

"A what?'

"Jug start walking, and they'll give you room.”

Tdly took a few steps forward, and the wall of hovercams curved away from Shuffle Mansons
fifty-meter boundary. David took her arm and pulled Tdly farther dong, and soon they were headed into
the night, an dmogt perfect sphere of hovercams surrounding them.

"Thisisvery strange," Andrew Simpson Smith said. "Are dl cities like this?!

"Not redly," Tdly answered. "After the mind-rain, this one went particularly brain-missng.”

"The reputation economy it bran-missng!" Hiro sad. Hed been practicing English with
Andrew Simpson Smith over the last few days, and enjoyed spouting long sentences. "Wanting to be
famous motivates people, which makes the world more interesting!”

Tdly snorted. "I've seen that motivation a work, Hiro. It leads to some truth-danting, too.”

Aya sghed, wondering when Tdly was going to let it go. Most of the feeds had dready gotten
over the mitakes in her City Killer story. They had better things to kick, now that Aya Fuse had given
them a new future to speculate about, a whole new kind of Extra.

And, unlike certain people, she hadn't blown anything up.

Nana Love's mandon was filled with astonishing sghts.

The NeoFoodies were there in force, showing off their new aerogd, both edible and smart. It
floated overhead, changing forms and flavors as the night went on, contesting with the hovercams for
valugble airspace.

The surge-monkeys were dl playing Extra, with wide eyes and pale skin, though most stopped
ghort of prehendle toes. Hoverbal rigs set to zero-g were fashion-making too, though Hiro kept
muttering about how everyone could use some training.

Glittercams, newly invented for this party, were everywhere. Hovering a eye levd like nosey
fireflies, each recorded only a few pixes from which dty inteface assembled a continuous
image—everyone in the city could navigate through the party as if they'd sent ther own invisble
hovercam.

Of course, it wasn't long before the glittercams had annoyed Tdly. She swatted a handful to the



ground, and the rest retreated into a respectful reputation bubble. Before long Taly had vanished into the
recesses of Nana Love's manson, the other Cuttersin tow.

"Good evening, Aya," afamiliar voice said in English.

Aya looked up to find Udzir floating next to Moggle, dressed in a formd sari and holding a
champagne glassin one set of curved toes.

She bowed, hiding her expresson. The Exiras dill gave her the creeps, even after Udzir had
explained their surge in detail. The Extras pae skin was to hep produce vitamin D from the barest diver
of sunlight. Even the wide-set eyes made sense—the first orbital habitats would be so cramped that
normd depth perception wasn't necessary.

Stll, the overdl effect was unsettling.

"I hope you're enjoying the party,” she said.

"Indeed. It was kind of you to arrange an invitation."

"It wasn't me" Ayasaid. Asthe new face of extraterrestrid humanity, Udzir's fame was top one
hundred. Everyone joked that he was the only Extrawho wasn't, drictly spesking, an extra at al.

"One way or another, Aya, my presence here is thanks to your story." He performed a little
midar bow. "You have helped our cause immensdy.”

"I'm just glad things got cleared up before Tdly-sama toasted your whole fleet.”

"Asarewe" he sad. "Though asit turns out, the drama of our rescue has proved more vauable
then the shipswe lost. A dtrange thing, fame”

"That's for sure. Getting many recruits?'

"Indeed." He glanced over Aya's shoulder. "Even a few tonight.”

"Hey, Nosey."

Ayaturned, and her mouth fdl open. "La? How did you...?"

"Get in here?' La asked, then amiled. "Same as you: with an invitation.”

Aya blinked. She hadn't thought to check the Sy Girls face ranks lady, but of course with a
whole new verson of the story kicking...

"Nine hundred and fifty-seven," La supplied. "Since you were about to ask.”

"Oh. You mug be hating that."

La shrugged. "It won't matter much in orbit." She glanced up at Udzir, who had turned to tak to
someone ese. "l just hope Mr. Big Face Alien redizes that there's no time for fame on the new frontier.”

Ayalaughed, then pictured La with four hands and fish eyes. She shuddered, banishing the image
from her mind. "I'm giill sorry about snesking dl those shots of you."

"And I'm sorry for shooting you out of a mass driver." La paused. "Wait a minute—no, I'm not.
That was fun."

Ayalaughed again. "l guessit was. So how are the Sy Girls?'

"Probably dl watching this party on their wallscreens.”

Aya frowned. "Redly? But the Thousand Faces doesn't exactly seem like a Sy Girl kind of
thing."

La shrugged, then glanced up at Moggle and leaned in closer. " So, you want alead on a story?"

"A gory?' Aya asked. She hadn't thought much about what to kick next. After the end of the
world and the birth of a new frontier, everything seemed anticlimactic. She gill wondered sometimes
about becoming a Ranger. "I guess™

"Okay, but you have to promise you won' tdl anyone before they cut the cake."

Aya raised an eyebrow. One of the traditions of the Thousand Faces Party was Nana Love
saving a huge pink cake at the stroke of midnight. All the big faces gathered around it when she did,
sharing their dices of fame.

"Um, okay."

La waved avay a few glittercams, then pressed her lips dmost agang Ayas ear, her voice
dropping to the barest whisper. "I injected the cake with this smart matter that Eden cooked up. It's
goreading as we speak, making the sugar kind of ... undable.”

"Unstable?"



"Shhi" La giggled. "When Nana cuts it, itll sort of explode. Not in a lethd way...just in a
cake-spreading way."

Ayas jaw dropped as she tried to imagine the city's illudrious faces covered with pink frogting.
"But that's..."

"Pure genius? | agree” La sad, turning away with a amile. "Just remember that you promised,
Nosey. You owe me one kept secret.”

Aya pinged for Frizz's location, then went to find him on the upstairs bacony. He was aone,
looking out over the darkened privacy gardens.

"l have an ethicd quedtion for you, Fizz."

He turned to her, his manga eyes dlittering with the safety fireworks overhead. "An ethica
dilemma? At this party?'

She looked around: no glittercams sparkled in the air, and Moggle was the only hovercam in
gght. Nana Love's garden was off-limits to cams tonight, which was probably why the balcony was
empty.

"What if you were a kicker, Frizz, and you knew something was going to happen &, say, a
party? And it might be hogt-shaming—definitely shaming—but you'd promised not to tdl anyone?'

"Hmm," he said. "It's only embarrassment we're talking about, right?'

"Yegh, but quite alot."

He shrugged. "Probably 1'd keep my promise.”

She 9ghed, saing across the aty a the windows flickering with feed light—everyone weatching
the Thousand Faces on their wallscreens. "Sometimes | wish | could tdl you secrets.”

"Maybe you can soon.”

Aya frowned. "What do you mean?'

"I've been thinking about what Tdly said, how I'm awimp for not tdling the truth on my own."
He pointed as histemple. "Maybe Radical Honesty is getting alittle old.”

"But the diques bigger than ever now!" she said.

"Exactly. They don't need me anymore."

Aya blinked, trying to imagine Frizz without his mortifying outbursts. "I don't know, Frizz-chan. |
kind of need you around to keep me honest.”

His arm wrapped around her shoulders, drawing her closer. "Dont worry. Il dill be here. And
I'm not giving up on honesty, just Radical Honesty."

She leaned her weight againgt him. "But if you're not compelled to tdl the truth, how will 1 know
you dill like my big nose? I'm not fixing it, you know. Tally-wa made me promise.”

"Yegh, she told me about that. But don't worry, a little brain surge won't change my mind. Not
about you."

They stayed there on the balcony for along time, ligening to the ebb and flow of laughter and
mudcingde.

It was dtrange, hovering at the edges of the party. As long as she could remember, Aya had
watched the Thousand Faces unfolding on the feeds, imegining herself as one of the anointed few. But
now that she was redly here, dl she wanted was to be aone with Frizz, saring at the city over the empty
expanse of Nana Love's camr-missang gardens, immensdy happy that no one else wanted privacy tonight.

The tumuit behind her was just a party, after dl. Generations of bubbleheads had occupied this
very manson, weaning pretty much the same clothes, modly saying the same things. Glittercams and face
ranks didn't change that. ..

A soft thump came from below, and Aya looked down.

It was David, ralling to his feet. He must have jumped out of one of the windows.

Tdly Y oungblood was right behind him, descending as gracefully as a cherry blossom, her hands



and feet darting out and catching windowslls and sashes to dow her fdl. She landed softly, dipped her
am through David's, and they made their way into the garden.

Frizz leaned closer. "I was wondering about those two."

"You heard what she said, though,” Aya whispered. "No one since ..."

But Tdly was leaning againgt David, pulling him deeper into the darkness, their shoulders pressed
together in the cool night air.

"Moggle, are you getting this?' Aya began, then shook her head. "Never mind."

She turned to Frizz, leading him from the ba cony with aamile

"Come on, it's dmost midnight. Let's go watch them cut the cake.”
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