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Angel

Angel’s iChip buzzes in her arm. She’s been waiting for this call for hours. Matthias, whispers the familiar artificial voice from the wire implanted along her auditory nerve. As if it would have been anyone else. She’d left the note in his office where he’d be sure to find it, taped to the bottle of illegal whiskey he kept in the bottom drawer of his desk, right behind the hard copy files nobody had looked at in years since his company went paperless.

“Answer,” she mutters. Her iChip recognizes her command and opens the connection. If she had the patience, she could have thought the word without speaking and the ‘chip would have done the rest, but she’s no good at mental commands; she has to whisper. “Hi, baby,” she says with forced cheer.

“Hello, Angel,” says Matthias. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing much.”

“We need to talk.”

“Yes, I got your note. Go ahead, I’m listening.”

“You’re not busy?”

“No, it’s fine.” She knows he’s not busy; she’s watching him through her targeting scope.

He thinks she’s a secretary.

Matthias’ world is a much smaller place than hers. He has a corner office in a large faceless corporation that produces nothing tangible, but has an impressive-sounding, hyphenated foreign name. He has his generous salary, medical insurance, 401(k), a gym membership he never uses, and keys to the executive shitter. He has a trophy wife he doesn’t love and a wandering eye for fit young ladies. He drinks that foul government-sanctioned swill that passes for beer, but only in the corporate bar, never in one of the speakeasies littered around the less-savory areas of the sprawling urban mass. Three hundred million people live on top of one another in the Greater Mountain Metropolis, gasping in the pollution-choked, rarefied air of the foothills, away from the shattered coastlines.

Matthias never has to worry about breathing bad air or rubbing shoulders with undesirable people; corporate men are protected and insured. He never gets spam in his head. He’s got a top-of-the-line ‘chip with wireless updates, free downloads, and all the bandwidth he could ever want. His skin never sees the sun for more than a few minutes at a time, and never without SPF 150 sunblock. He even wears glasses, making him hip and trendy. Anyone can get lasiked for the cost of a few days’ stay in a sleep tube. Meat clinics specialize in the procedure. Glasses show that he’s insured and wealthy enough have an optometrist correct his vision without surgery.

Angel first met him in his company’s sanctioned club. She’d been working a dead-end angle on a contract. She didn’t find her target that night. Instead she let Matthias pick her up and went back to his office to get laid. For the past three months, they’ve met at the corporate bar, or at a hotel nearby; never at his home, and never at hers. Too dangerous to do so, but for different reasons: his wife is always home, and Angel’s permanent address is In Transit.

He’s been a consistent source of stability in her life. In her job, her real job, stability is something to be treasured and cherished because of its rarity. But in the past couple of weeks, that stability has been missing. He’s been hurrying home right after work. Sometimes even leaving early, and that is something one never does in the corporate world.

Angel’s not used to being ignored. She doesn’t like it, so she sneaked into his office to leave that note, knowing he’d take his habitual 4:30 nip from the bottle and find it.

“Angel,” he says. “Listen, I’ve, uh, I’ve got something to tell you. About why I’ve, you know, not been around so much.”

“Go ahead, baby.”

“It’s my wife.”

“Does she know about us? Did you tell her?”

“No! God, no!”

“Then what?”

“We’ve . . . we’ve received a permit. We’re going to have a baby.”

“I’m happy for you.” Angel’s tone is anything but congratulatory. Her pulse starts to pound in her temples. She knows what’s coming.

“And, well, I can’t see you anymore.”

“Are you sure about that?”

The question seems to catch Matthias by surprise. He must have steeled himself for some great emotional turmoil, a scene right out of a daytime soap opera.

“Uh,” he hedges. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

“Pretty sure?”

“I’m sure,” he says at last. “It’s been fun, but it’s over now.”

“You know, I had a baby once, Matthias. I was fifteen and turning tricks to stay alive. My contracon failed and I got all big and fat and only the real perverts would still fuck me.” Her nose gets tight and her eyes threaten to tear up, but she won’t cry. She won’t allow it.

Assassins can’t afford to get emotional.

“If I’d had any sense, I’d have aborted her instead of raise her in the life I’d made for myself. But I carried her to term and had her in a shithole filled with roaches and Cambodian immigrants.”

“Oh,wow, that’s really, uh . . .”

“I couldn’t keep her. I was a strung-out, fifteen-year-old whore. No life for a kid. I left her at a fire station.” She wipes away an unwarranted, angry tear. She shouldn’t be this upset, but she hadn’t expected a baby to be his reason why. She’d have accepted a simple dumping. She’d even have understood if he’d needed to lie to her about finding some new young chippie. Ending the affair because he’d discovered the concepts of fidelity and responsibility felt like a cheap shot. “So if you’re looking for congratulations, you won’t get them from me.”

“Uh,” he says again. She can tell he’d rather be done with the conversation but doesn’t know how to extricate himself.

Not a problem. She’s already worked that part out on his behalf. She wipes her eyes and bends her eye to the targeting scope. “Hang on a minute.”

She’s in an abandoned floor in a high-rise near Matthias’ corporate building. When she’d first moved in, she’d cleared out the squatters through threats of violence and the occasional follow-through. In her line of work, she shouldn’t stay in any one place for more than a month or two. She’s pushed her luck sitting here for more than a third of a year, but work’s been hard to come by, and she can’t afford to stay someplace nicer.

She rests the rifle barrel against the windowsill. The sight gives her a clear view of Matthias. It strips away the polarizing effect of the window between her and him. She can see into the office where he should be working, and isn’t surprised to see he’s not. From the glimpse of the bouncing tits she can see on his monitor, he’s surfing flatscreen porn. Free stuff. He’s not even willing to pay for the good kind, the kind that uploads onto his ‘chip. Cheap fucker. Cheap shot.

Too cheap for Angel any longer.

She’s loaded the gun first with an armor-piercing round to create a hole in the window, followed by the hollow-points. She aims, takes a slow, deep breath, and squeezes the trigger. The gun burps its load of eight rounds in quick succession. The window to his office shatters at the initial impact, followed by the dance of his body across the floor as the seven hollow-points punch fist-sized holes in his chest and blast his face into so much hamburger. Blood sprays decorate the walls and furniture like modern art.

She takes the ‘chip off hold. “I think we should see other people.”

All she hears is the hiss of an open connection, punctuated by the odd electronic warble as her ‘chip tries to translate the sounds of his death.

She breaks the gun down into its component pieces and stows each one into its place in a hard-shelled case. She sets the bleach bomb in the middle of the office suite she’s occupied. It will sanitize the room when it detonates and remove all traces of her existence down to the genetic level. They’re an expensive necessity for professional killers who want to remain employable. Most kills are just business; she pulls the trigger, she earns her fee. This one had been personal. Matthias’ revelation of his impending fatherhood had brought the half-formed memories of her baby girl to the surface and they hurt like hell.

Angel’s not used to feeling pain that doesn’t originate from a physical wound, and she hates it.

She can’t get lost in memories now though. Local law’s millimeter-wave radar may have tracked the bullets and the cops could already be converging upon the point of origin. She shuts the door to the office and heads down the hall for the elevators. Behind her, the bleach bomb detonates with a muffled thump. Dust shakes free from the walls and ceiling. If the cops have a decent CSI team, they may find some trace evidence of her, but nothing to lead them to her. She’s paid a lot of money to cutters to purge her information from every database they can find.

Her ‘chip notifies her of another incoming call. Hutchins. Her fixer. She hasn’t heard from him in six months.

“Hutch, where the fuck have you been?”

“Hello, Angel, nice to talk to you as well. What are you doing?”

“Working for free.”

“Ah. Do I want to know?”

“No.” She jimmies open the elevator door to expose the cables. Nothing moves within the shaft so she pokes her head out to check the elevator’s location. Six floors above her. Excellent. “What have you got, Hutch?”

“Work. Interested?”

“Shit, yeah.”

“You sound hungry.”

“No, just preoccupied. Listen, Hutch, I’m kind of in the middle of something. Can I call you back in five minutes?”

“You hang up, I go to the next name on my list.”

“Okay, let me hear it.” She fits a squeeze clamp around the cable.

“Rich guy up the Well. Looking to hire skilled muscle for a search-and-retrieval.”

“Go on.” The dark shaft yawns like an open mouth beneath her. She slips the safety loop around her wrist and cinches it tight. With the gun case hung over one shoulder, she steps off the edge and falls. The bearings in the clamp whine as air rushes past her, a falling Angel. She counts seconds. Someone else, someone afraid, might descend with a light or drop a flare to follow; but Angel knows her math and physics, because she studied in school when most girls were smoking crack in the bathrooms or blowing football players under the bleachers.

Time. She squeezes the clamp. It brakes her descent and she comes to a stop to dangle in the darkness like a black widow.

“What is that fucking noise, Sanchez?”

“My brilliant getaway plan.” She touches the lightbar at her throat, which creates a dim glow on the wall of the shaft. She timed her drop to near perfection; the door she wants is just above her.

“So you really are working? I never saw your name attached to any open jobs. Who’s footing the bill?”

“Just a little personal business. Paying my own way.” She pulls herself up hand-over-hand, using the clamp as a brace. Machinery stirs above and below her. Someone has called the elevator. She gets onto the floor just as the cable starts to move.

“Unbelievable. What a sad state of affairs the world is in when a brilliant professional like you can’t find work. You’re lucky to know me.”

“And you’re lucky I’m feeling pretty good about myself right now. I could get used to this working on my own terms business.”

“You ace someone?”

“Nobody important. You going to tell me the rest of this job or not?” Angel has landed on the first basement level. Since it’s late afternoon and nearly the end of the day shift, the floor is deserted. She ducks into a restroom to make herself look a little more corporate. This building was built before the Big Splash, maybe even before the turn of the century. It has lots of holes in security coverage between all the different small companies which inhabit it like a hillside honeycombed with rabbit warrens. Angel approves of shoddy security; it makes her job much easier.

“You haven’t said you’ll take it.”

“You haven’t said what it’s worth to me, Hutch. Come on, it’s been six months, not forever. I haven’t forgotten how the game goes.” She checks her brown hair for streaks of grease and finds none. She works it into a French braid and clips it with a silver and turquoise clip she bought from a roadside Navajo stand after a job in Santa Fe.

“Client isn’t offering specifics, but he’s Orbital, and that means old money. Pre-Splash money.”

“No specifics? I call bullshit on that.” Angel pulls a short skirt from a pocket of her cargo pants and smooths it out on the counter. She shucks out of the cargoes and drops them. The skirt goes back on over her slender hips to show off her taut legs, tanned and smooth from repeated chemical depilation.

“He wants a team.”

“How big a team? And to do what?” Her jacket is reversible. Turned inside out, it’s a practical, conservative business suit coat. She buttons it at the waist and adjusts the collar of her undershirt. “Hutch, how the fuck am I supposed to put together a team when I don’t know what it’s for?”

“That’s up to him and you, I suppose. You in or out?”

“I have to accept this contract sight unseen?”

“In or out, Angel? Or should I call someone else?”

She needs the money. No work in six months and no prospects for the future doesn’t bode well for a professional killer. “All right, I’m in.” She kicks off her soft, split-toe jika-tabi shoes and removes some strap heels from the utility compartment in her gun case, along with a bottle of white fluid.

“Please hold while I contact the hiring party. My standard fee applies, of course.”

“Refresh my memory.” She pours the bottle over her cargo pants and shoes. The fluid breaks down chemical bonds in the fabric. Soon all that will remain of them is a puddle of black muck; nothing that can be traced back to her.

“Ten percent finder’s fee, fifteen percent of the overhead, five percent of the payoff. Same as always.”

“Last I heard, robbery was still a felony, Hutch.”

“So is murder, Sanchez.”

“Point taken.” She applies makeup to her eyes and finishes off her look with a pair of glasses. They give her the appearance of a young corporate clone: professional, beautiful, intellectual.

A minute later, Hutch returns to the line. “Hiring party says you’re acceptable. I’ll ‘chip in the details and the usual contract. He wants to meet you and your team.”

“Fine.” She examines her appearance for anything out of place, and then makes the smile she’s spent hours practicing, the one that gets her noticed as a pretty face and nothing else.

“What about the team?”

“I’m sure I’ll figure it out, Hutch. I always do.”
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Haiwee

Haiwee sips tea and prepares to deal with the day’s business, such as it is. It’s sad; once she was one of the great cutters of the industry. A data surgeon. You wanted code run, a database hacked, to crash a system? You needed the best. You needed Haiwee Cameahwait, The Dove, once the top dog in the game. From her little cabin on the Shoshone Reservation, she’d ruled the electronic world. Most people these days have iChips. Anyone could buy a basic model at a Meat-Mart and self-install it with a spray-on topical anesthetic. Not Haiwee. She’s got half a supercomputer crammed inside her skull and the other half in her deck.

Now one’s gathering dust and the other’s rusty, and she’s not sure which is which.

It was the drugs that did it. Most cutters suffer critical wetware crashes from the drugs. When she raced the light across the sky back in the day, she needed every edge she could get. Haiwee’s poison of choice had been a cocktail of custom-designed nerve accelerants and sensory enhancers. It powered up her brain to match almost any system move for move, even a Turing Artificial Intelligence.

But the brain isn’t meant to run that hot. Overclocking it causes mental and physiological side effects. Although she’s been off the booster for three years, she still has the occasional blackout; and there are still the dreams, from which she wakes screaming amid sheets soaked in her own sweat and piss. Booster artifacts will haunt her body for the rest of her life: tremors, digestive upsets, and numb spots on her face. Worst of all is the occasional terrifying failure of her respiratory system; sometimes she just stops breathing and has to fight to remember how.

Once Haiwee’s cutting reflexes were shot, all she had left was her knowledge. Nowadays she can make a decent living wage with it, but she used to bring in six- and seven-figure paychecks in her prime. Not anymore.

Washed up at twenty-two.

She’s got a steady job now which she loathes with such vitriol she doesn’t have the vocabulary to describe just how bad it is. She’s the webmaster for a virtual watersports porn site. She tries not to think about the depths of depravity some people have attained. It turns her stomach, but she can’t avoid it. She runs the website, which means among other disagreeable aspects, she has to deal with the site’s email. She deletes almost all of these unopened. Experience has taught her that webmasters for porn sites often get sent explicit messages. That wouldn’t bother her so much, but since she’s running a watersports website, she’d rather not see certain images first thing in the morning.

She’s left with two messages, real honest-to-God technical support requests. The first addresses a glitch in one of the virtual rooms that could take some time to fix. It’s dull coding work, but it’s better than sitting in her tiny hut, her hands shaking, measuring time by the growth of hair on her legs in between shavings. She can spend the morning repairing it. The second is a video email of a man describing a problem he’s encountered trying to log in. He then leers and a stream of urine sprays upward to shower the camera. She closes the message.

Then she writes code to divert his login information to a kiddie porn site, uploads a few gigabytes of explicit childsex videos from a site in Singapore onto his hard drive, rewrites his registry to show regular access of said videos and prevent their deletion, and sends his personal information to his local vice squad. Serves the fucker right.

She’s about to start tackling the first problem when her instant messenger icon flashes. She doesn’t have any chat buddies and suspects it to be an old-fashioned spambot, but something catches her eye.

JSIHrep1087: Hello? I’m looking for The Dove.

JSIHrep1087: Are you there?

JSIHrep1087: I have a job for you if you’re interested.

Haiwee wonders who could know her identity, or rather, who she used to be. She wonders if it might be one of the cutters she used to run with online, but the handle is unfamiliar.

Dove: I’m here. Who are you?

JSIHrep1087: You probably wouldn’t remember me. I worked for a startup back in ’44. We hired you to cut some data from a competitor.

Dove: I was pretty busy in ’44. Do you have voice or vid? I hate typing.

JSIHrep1087: No, I’m sorry. I’m at work.

Dove: Very naughty of you.

JSIHrep1087: I have work for you if you’re interested.

Dove: What kind of work?

JSIHrep1087: I’m an ad exec for this new company, Joined Service Industries of Houston. We do whole-building maintenance contracts.

Dove: And...?

JSIHrep1087: I want a spam.

Dove: So does everybody. And everybody writes them. Why me?

JSIHrep1087: This is different. I need one that can override iChip blockers to reach the entire GMM region. We’ve got an IPO coming up and if we can get even one percent of people to buy in, we’ll be billionaires.

Dove: You know the standard response rate for spams is something like 0.0037%?

JSIHrep1087: Yes, if they’re localized. I’m talking about hitting 300 million people in one shot.

Dove: Can’t fault you for thinking small.

In spite of her avowed disgust with all forms of spam, she has to admit she’s interested in this challenge. iChip encryption is supposed to be impossible to break. According to the company’s press releases, the fastest supercomputers in the world working in tandem would need longer than the projected lifespan of the Universe to crack encryption through random brute force calculation.

But Haiwee is no supercomputer. She’s better. She’s got instincts, something a computer can never have.

JSIHrep1087: Are you interested?

Dove: What’s the paycheck?

JSIHrep1087: Well, there’s the problem. We’re a startup; we don’t have any money per se.

Dove: Goodbye.

JSIHrep1087: Wait, don’t go.

Dove: Better make it good.

JSIHrep1087: Okay. We’re prepared to offer you fifteen percent of the shares.

Dove: All the work it’ll take to crack iChip encryption and you offer me shares? And only fifteen percent? Fuck you.

JSIHrep1087: I can go as high as twenty percent.

Dove: Twenty-two.

JSIHrep1087: I can’t go over twenty.

Dove: When do you need it?

Dove: You still there? When do you need this cut done?

JSIHrep1087: That’s the other problem. We need it by tomorrow. I just got authorization to contact you and issue a contract.

Dove: Tomorrow will cost you twenty-two percent.

JSIHrep1087: All right. I’ll probably lose my job for this.

Dove: Not if I make you a billionaire.

JSIHrep1087: I’m sending you the contract now.

Dove: And the stock certificates. I’ll check them for authenticity before I code a single line.

JSIHrep1087: Remember, the more people you reach, the more you’re likely to make on this job.

Dove: Thank you, Captain Obvious. Now fuck off. I have work to do.

Haiwee scans the files uploaded from JSIHrep1087 with extreme caution, suspecting a virus, Black Ice, or other nastiness. Her custom ‘ware finds eleven coding errors, six bugs, and one broken link, but nothing which could be construed as intentional malignancy.

The contract is basic and standard. It compensates her for undefined consulting services, which should insulate her from some legal ramifications. The payment terms are straightforward. The percentage of shares will not give her a controlling interest in Joined Service Industries of Houston, but she figures she’ll be the second- or third-largest stockholder. If she does her work well, she might be able to parlay that into a strong majority position. Not that she has much interest in hanging onto stock in the volatility of the modern market. She prefers to keep her portfolio more liquid and stable. Lunar real estate. Mineral rights. Coastal reclamation and salvage.

It used to be when she needed money, she could just create it.

JSIH looks like a mundane, run-of-the-mill organization, but they have big aspirations to spread throughout Texas and the rest of the country as well. Houston wasn’t hit as hard in the Big Splash as some of the other southern towns, even though the main part of town now sits under ten feet of water from the expanded Gulf of Mexico. Where much of the rest of the country degraded into lawlessness in the chaos following the Splash, Texas prospered. If the government hadn’t already relocated to the Denver area, the Texas Triangle of Houston, Dallas/Fort Worth, and San Antonio would have been a suitable alternative.

Haiwee’s no ham-fisted savage banging away at random keys. She’s got the right tool for this particular job. It took her four years to write this program. It won’t run on any computer anywhere in the world except the one right here in her little hut. People with far more book education than her have been developing computers that function using quantum mechanics. They’re supposed to reduce the time of calculation from millennia to seconds, except for one small problem: the engineers can’t get them to work.

When she first learned of such a thing, Haiwee thought that was a neat idea. She took a large problem and broke it into numerous smaller ones, solved the important ones, deleted the rest, and created the world’s first quantum code cutter. It doesn’t run as fast as the machines under development in Berlin and Moscow will when they’re spun up to speed.

But hers works, and theirs don’t.

She used it when she was paid to fix the ‘44 presidential election. Not that it was difficult. Less than one percent of the population voted then anyway. People were more concerned about where their next meal was coming from than who was running a government that couldn’t keep the lights on.

She gets to work on the first digit of the hash. Times are tough, money’s tight, and she’s sick of dealing with piss fanatics.

An hour later she’s broken eighteen digits. Two hours and it’s forty-three.

She sets her system to work on automatic and takes a break. She disconnects the hard line from the port behind her left ear and sets down the blackout goggles which minimize the visual and auditory clutter of the real world. This gives her a full sensory experience of the data piped directly into her brain’s optic and audio centers from the hard line.

After awhile, she needs a break and goes for a walk. She wanders along the dusty ground of the Res and enjoys the feeling of the sunshine on her face despite the chill breeze which makes her nose and ears ache. When she was younger, deep in the throes of the booster, she couldn’t bear the rays to even touch her skin, and preferred to spend her days cloistered in her hut with the shades drawn. The Res, nestled in central western Wyoming, is the same as it’s always been, unaffected by The Splash, the collapse of the U.S. economy, and the mass exodus from the coastlines. It’s still dirty and dusty. Stray dogs wander around on the prowl for scraps of garbage under rusted-out vehicles which haven’t run in fifty years.

Haiwee hates it here, but she’s afraid of what lies beyond. For twenty-two years, she’s never ventured farther than Casper, where she received looks of distaste and heard the muttered epithets. Red nigger. Plughead.

She returns to her hut. Her program has unlocked another digit on its own. Progress, but not fast enough to suit her. She jacks back in and places the goggles over her eyes and ears. Now she can really make the numbers dance for her.

By morning, she’s drained her meager stock of tea. She’s worn out; she hasn’t pulled an all-night cut since she was seventeen, but she’s managed something only a couple dozen others in the world could. She’s hacked the encryption of the iChip. It makes her feel giddy and powerful.

She uploads the code. When JSIH launches their IPO, they can hit the entire iChip network with a spam that will run rampant over blocking software. Satisfied that she’s done her job, Haiwee unplugs. She treats herself to a shower after inserting the waterproof plug fillers to keep from accidentally short-circuiting her brain. Afterward, she dives naked into her bed and dreams of cold metal and hot breath on her shoulder.

The next morning JSIH’s spam goes out. Haiwee doesn’t notice; her chipset is immune. She handles her daily business for the watersports site and wonders if JSIH will see any kind of return on their risk. Even if they fail, as she suspects they will, she still cracked the iChip. The Dove isn’t dead yet, and the cutter community is full of buzz about her. She stays aloof and ignores the public calls for her to reveal herself. Finally she succumbs to the call of her bed.

A voice call jars her from her sleep.

“‘Lo,” she mumbles around a tongue thick with dried saliva.

“I’m looking for The Dove,” says a masculine voice.

“Fuck off. I’m asleep.”

“My name is Hutchins. I’m a headhunter. I’ve got a job for you if you’re interested.”

“I said I was asleep.”

“You’re the one who blew the iChip blockers earlier today.” He’s not asking the question; he already knows. It’s not a surprise to her. She left her signature on the code. For old times’ sake, she told herself. What she does wonder is how he tracked her down.

She asks him.

“It’s my job to locate information.”

“Bullshit.”

“Look, you may have been hot shit five years ago, kid, but you’re old news now. I got cutters on my payroll who can locate anyone in the world in six hours. Even you.”

“None of them could do what I did yesterday and you know it.”

“And that’s why I’m calling you. I’ve got another job for you if you’re interested. Apparently you managed to save someone’s life with that cut you did for JSIH yesterday, and he feels pretty strongly about that and convinced his boss to hire you.”

“For what?”

“Tell you what . . . Let me connect you with the primary interested party and you can work out the details with her.”

“All right. Hook me up.”

She hears a click of a transferred connection.

“Haiwee Cameahwait?”

“Yeah.”

“My name is Angel, and I’ve got an offer for you.”
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Camaro

Camaro knows he’s in over his head.

It was supposed to be a simple courier job, the kind he’s done a hundred times. This time, the package is small, so he’s taken the monowheel instead of the van. The monowheel is better for a quick getaway if he needs to make one, and he thinks that’s looking pretty likely at this point. The seller is tweaking fierce, with the jittery, wild-eyed look of the habitual caffeine user. Bruises of exhaustion ring her sunken eyes and Camaro wonders how long it’s been since she slept. Her small flat stinks of roasted beans and flavored oils.

He watches as she fills a liter bag with the dark beans from three different bins. He shifts his weight back and forth between his feet. This goes against the rules. Couriers aren’t supposed to make the pickup where the seller keeps the merchandise. Anybody can get that data with the right combination of chemicals and brutality. Camaro understands plausible deniability; if he doesn’t know what the authorities want, he can’t tell them.

The seller vacuum-seals the bag and hands it to Camaro with shaking hands. “Sumatra, Kona, and Tanzanian Peaberry blend. My best. Plenty more where that came from if they like it.”

“I’m just the driver.” He takes the bag despite his misgivings. Caffeine has been a controlled substance since before he was born.

Camaro avoids all booze, caffeine, injectables, and pills. He’s afraid to take anything which might mess up his reflexes. He doesn’t want to wind up like Johnny Cheetah, a meth-head who came out second-best to a bridge abutment sixteen hours into a cross-country delivery; or Gracious, kited on K-Rex, who redlined it through a speed trap and earned herself a footnote in the newsfeeds: shot while trying to escape. By the standards of the business, Camaro is already a veteran. He’s been a courier since he hit his first adolescent growth spurt four years ago and could reach the pedals. Fourteen, fifteen . . . those had been good years. He’d bought the monowheel, the van, and ‘chip interfaces for both of them.

Those golden years are behind him now, and he’s stuck in a perpetual cycle of gray- and black-market transactions. Jobs are few and far between and he’s been forced to accept the kind of work that he’d have turned his nose up at two years ago, like running coffee. He’ll be lucky if the FACTs don’t catch up to him this time; that’s the Department of Firearms, Alcohol, Caffeine, and Tobacco. The goddamned Feds.

“You want a toke for the road? Get your blood up?” asks the seller, holding out a shot glass filled with a dark fluid that makes Camaro’s nostrils twitch.

“No thanks.” He should drop the package right there on the floor and walk. Forget the money; but the van needs propane and tires, and the monowheel needs a basic maintenance overhaul and a fresh battery. He’s sick of eating goddamn rice noodles every day; he’s lost four kilos this year already, and he was slender to begin with. Now he looks like those kids on the United Catholic Church graphics, starving in exotic places like India, Portugal, and Florida.

A couple of street kids are admiring his monowheel as he leaves the flat. Perhaps they’re thinking about trying to steal it, but he’s got a top-of-the-line security system coded to his own ‘chip. Anyone else tries to start it and the gyros that keep it upright and stable shift and tip it over.

The monowheel is a tire just over six feet tall and nine inches wide, filled with impact-resistant foam. The saddle perches low on the inside of the wheel, just over the battery and motors. He pops the glovebox in front of the saddle and sets the package inside it. The ‘chipped electronics and flatscreen inside the wheel activate as he grasps the vertical handlebars.

He only has to go across town with the delivery, although across town has a different meaning when town covers some hundred thousand square miles. For this delivery, he needs to cover about twenty miles to reach the drop site. The GPS plots his route on the flatscreen and he pulls away from the curb.

The sound of the wheel’s tread on rough pavement overpowers the quiet electric motors as he guides the wheel toward the Slab: twenty-four lanes of smooth white concrete stretching for three hundred miles in either direction. Only the outermost six lanes have speed limits. The others demand the use of safe and prudent speed. For Camaro, safe and prudent meant being perpetually broke-ass. Time is money and he has little patience for safety and even less for prudence.

He steers the wheel past traffic on the nearest on-ramp and races up the breakdown lane, watching out for dead animals, dead cars, and dead people. He weaves the ‘wheel through the congestion of the slow lanes and ducks in between slower cars, torquing the handlebars left and right to control the humming gyros and adding his own body lean as well. Then he sees his opportunity and dives between a tractor towing six trailers and a doddering old ’31 Honda to achieve the open speed lanes.

Camaro has no time for people who operate out of their element. He’s carrying hot contraband, a fortune in caffeine, and there isn’t a jury out there who’d acquit him. Not that he’d ever make it as far as a trial. Shot while trying to escape is the standard mode of operation for FACT agents. The sooner he unloads this coffee, the better. He opens the throttle wide and the speedometer readout blurs up to two hundred miles per hour. At this rate, he’ll only be on the Slab for a few minutes and avoid the usage tolls. It’s the first job he’ll make any decent amount of money in weeks, and he’s got bills to pay.

He blazes past the cars, trucks, and trikes in the slower lanes. The speed gives him the delicious sensation of traveling the wrong way up the highway.

Camaro finds his designated exit and descends into the insanity of old highways and side streets peppered with stoplights. He’s in a part of town that was old well before the Splash. This place is an amalgamation of filth, bad roads, and suspicious people in wide-brimmed floppy hats, worn to protect themselves from the effects of the high-altitude sun. He sees many unconcealed pistols and sub-machine guns and knows the law might never come to this part of the city except with full tactical backup.

At least nobody takes a shot at him as he reaches his destination. He keeps the ‘wheel on hot standby, ready to leave at a moment’s notice. He feels skittish and jittery, as if he’d taken up the seller on her offer of an espresso-to-go, and tries to glance in every direction at once.

A young woman leaves the building next to him, wearing a halter top and shorts more properly described as a frayed denim thong. She smiles and winks at him as she swings her hips with intimate familiarity. He grins back; he can’t help it.

A cold circle of steel touches him just behind his ear. He freezes.

“Eyes front, scab,” breathes a voice redolent of stale cola and tacos. “Hands up.”

Camaro raises his hands and remains still. “Easy, dude. I’m unarmed.”

“You some kind of dumbshit? Got no clint? Nobody come down to the Points without a clint.”

“I’m just here to make a delivery, that’s all.”

“What you got?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Twice Dice is twice as nice.”

Camaro breathes a sigh of relief. This is the buyer. “It’s for you. I need to disarm the security system to open the box.”

The owner of the voice and gun steps back, staying out of Camaro’s field of vision. “No bullshit. Unload and fuck off.”

Camaro reaches forward with both hands; one touches his console to activate his aft fisheye camera, the other pops the latch on the glovebox. The inset window of his flatscreen now shows a distorted image of Twice Dice: dark-skinned, bald under his floppy hat, eyes the color of a sunset during a bad pollution day. The roasted coffee odor is strong enough to overcome the stench of raw sewage choking the South Platte to the west.

Twice Dice’s nostrils flare and the tip of his cheap taped-up pistol wavers.

“I know you’re waiting for this,” says Camaro. This is the crucial part of the transaction. Right now, Twice Dice has all the power but doesn’t realize it. He could pull that trigger, put a fresh hole in Camaro’s head, and walk away with the coffee. The seller keeps her courier fee and the nearest meat clinic gets a supply of new parts. “All you have to do is ‘chip the delivery and it’s yours.”

“Ain’t got no fucking ‘chip.”

Camaro sighs. The man might as well be a Neanderthal. “Okay, then I need your thumbprint. Watch out.” He touches a spot on his console and a thumbprint scanner unfolds and extends toward Twice Dice.

“What the fuck?” His gun sways between Camaro and the innocuous thumbprint scanner.

“Easy, dude. It’s my delivery receipt. Proof. Thumb it, you get your coffee, everybody’s happy.”

“I don’t know, man. I ain’t sure . . .”

“Just thumb it. Right there on the pad. Easy.”

Green laser light dances across the package of coffee. The light spreads out and runs up Camaro’s arm to flicker in his eye. It leaves behind a reddish spot in his vision. His retina has been scanned.

He’s been IDed.

“Oh fuck me,” whispers Camaro.

Men in armored black jumpsuits rush in on them like vultures upon carrion. They emerge from nearby buildings, alleys, and even out of the river culvert, armed with short-barreled carbines, portable laser scanners, and bad attitudes. Twice Dice yelps in fear and drops his gun.

“FACT Agents! Do not move! We are authorized to use pre-emptive force in halting the commission of a crime per Section One-Ninety-Six of the Federal Controlled Substances Act!”

They’ve been busted by the Department of Firearms, Alcohol, Caffeine, and Tobacco.

Behind him, a gun spits out a full clip’s worth of bullets. Twice Dice staggers and falls, his head and torso laid to waste. Shot while trying to escape. It’ll be Camaro’s turn next. He steels himself as hands reach for him.

THIS IS NOT A FLY BY NIGHT COMPANY! IT HAS REAL PATENTED PRODUCTS!! PULL THE TRIGGER ON JSIH AND BUY BUY BUY BEFORE THE PRICE SKYROCKETS!!

The spam hits everyone in the area like a kick in the nuts as it runs rampant over iChip security software. The FACT agents reel and stagger, but Camaro has reflexes honed by years of running in the fast lanes. He launches the monowheel forward and accelerates so hard he almost overwhelms the gyros.

A hail of bullets follows him. One buries itself in his GPS receiver and several more punch into the tire around him. If it was pneumatic, he would have been catapulted into the nearest building, but the tire’s foam filling can handle the damage without collapsing. The ruined GPS is more of a problem, though; he’s never been to this part of the city before. He leans hard around a corner and he’s lost.

He touches a button on the console and detonates a small bleach bomb inside the glovebox. Sharp-smelling foam burps around the edges of the box as the bomb goes to work. He disables the ‘wheel’s automatic balancing in order to take manual control over the gyroscopes.

He’s going to need it, because two SCREAMERs have just squealed around the corner after him. He can’t remember what the acronym stands for; Self-Contained Robotic Enforcement Something Something Something. They’re robotic monowheels; petite versions of his but armed like combat cyborgs, and fast as shit.

Camaro’s never had the misfortune to face SCREAMERs before. They’re capable of 250 mph, have twice as many gyros as his ‘wheel, and are driven by top-notch processors. The only advantage humans have over them is the ability to innovate off the cuff. Inspiration is a trait programmers haven’t managed to put into Turing processors yet.

The SCREAMERs close on him like he’s standing still. He whips the ‘wheel around a corner and encounters a multi-car pileup with a growing crowd of onlookers spread across the street. He torques the gyros and leans the ‘wheel way over. Still nowhere to go. He sees a sloping a Mitsubishi sports car and runs the monowheel right up its front to leave busted carbon fiber and glass in his wake.

The ‘wheel sails through the air and stays upright only by Camaro’s deft control of the gyroscopes. He grips the saddle with his knees. He’s in for a massive jolt at the landing. Behind him, one of the SCREAMERs follows his leap. Instead of remaining upright, it tilts onto its side, using its aerodynamic shape to fly further and faster, gaining on him.

The other SCREAMER plows straight through the accumulated crowd and automobile wreckage on the road below. People scream as the lens-shaped machine races through their midst.

The ‘wheel hits and almost flings Camaro off the saddle. The impact shorts out the flatscreen. The SCREAMER that had followed his parabolic arc bounces down right beside him. A port in its side opens and Camaro squeezes the brakes just in time. A burst of flame erupts from the SCREAMER just in front of him as a micro-missile blasts across open air to blow the hell out of a dumpster. The SCREAMER brakes hard and its interior gerbils around and around.

The other one approaches with meter-long tines crackling with electricity extended to electrocute him and destroy his ‘wheel’s processor. Camaro redlines the motor, weaves around streetlamps and sees an on-ramp.

Highway!

He speeds up the breakdown lane, just as he realizes all the cars are facing him.

He’s going the wrong way down the highway.

Okay, he can do this; he’s always wanted to.

The SCREAMERs slide back and forth from lane to lane in pursuit, streaking past headlights and horns.

Camaro could make better time running along the median, but he’s got to keep the robot interceptors from getting a clear shot at him. He weaves left and dodges right, zipping around cars and trucks like they’re standing still. Then he miscalculates a swerve and runs the ‘wheel right up the front of a minivan. He yelps in terror as he gerbils all the way around, three hundred and sixty degrees inside the wheel as it hurtles through space like a vertical frisbee. A ribbon of sheet metal races up to meet him before he hits the road and he realizes in shock he’s landed atop a road train. Before he can react, the ‘wheel bumps across the gap between trailers. Then again. Once more. The third bump knocks him off a straight line and he rolls off the side of the fourth trailer to bounce back down to the road. He catches the eyes of a hot chick in a pink Chinese sports car, her mouth open in shock as he flashes past her.

He has to get off this road. He can’t see the SCREAMERs, but he can hear their whine nearby. Spotting a break in the concrete barrier lining the road, he makes for it. The monowheel has developed a funny wobble and he’s afraid all the rough landings might have compromised the structure of the circle. If the frame bends at the speed he’s going, the entire ‘wheel will tear itself to pieces, and him along with it.

The ‘wheel drops a few more meters and he realizes he’s rolled it right into a drain culvert of some sort. A few centimeters of water trickle along the half pipe; it flashes into mist as he skids through it. At last he catches a break. One of the SCREAMERs loses its tread on the wet cement and side-plants into the wall of the culvert. It flips along like a tossed coin and sheds parts as it tumbles.

Camaro pours on the speed as he tries to outrace the remaining interceptor by rolling back and forth across the culvert like a skatepunk. The SCREAMER unfolds a rack and fires another micro-missile at him. He catches the flare out of the corner of his eye and whips the ‘wheel across to the other side just in time. It’s only a matter of seconds before the Turing processor calculates his location and he takes a missile up the ass.

The SCREAMER fires once more and he angles the ‘wheel to one side to race blind up the curved side of the culvert. He’s going airborne once more.

The monowheel sails up in a high arc and over four lanes of traffic to completely clear the highway. The remaining SCREAMER follows right behind, so close Camaro can smell its overheated capacitors. A building of steel and glass looms before him and he has a half a second to shut his eyes and clench his teeth together before the ‘wheel smashes right through a window. The SCREAMER isn’t so lucky. It catches the steel crossbeam between floors and explodes into a brilliant orange and black fireball.

The ‘wheel skids and slips along gray carpet as it flashes through a cubicle farm. The inhabitants shriek at the apparition that has transformed their safe monotony into an anarchy of destruction. Camaro giggles in spite of himself. He squeezes down on the brakes.

Nothing happens.

His amusement evaporates as the ‘wheel crashes through the opposite side of the building in another shower of leaded glass. Everything short-circuits and one of the gyroscopes breaks from its cage in a blur to decapitate a bronze statue on the building’s front lawn. The ‘wheel folds on impact and launches Camaro from the seat. His crash suit airbags deploy and turn him into a human-sized beach ball. He tumbles and fetches up against a concrete barrier around a decorative fountain.

The suit deflates. He’s dizzy and feels ill, but his brain sings with success. He’s escaped from SCREAMERs, raced a highway against traffic, and survived flying through a building all in a few minutes’ time.

He’s going to be famous.

“Holy shit,” says a voice.

Camaro turns to look and sees a hot young corporate babe with short skirt, dark jacket, braided hair, glasses and a briefcase. She kneels down next to him. Her pert nose wrinkles at the smell of road grime and sweat. “Are you all right?”

Camaro smiles. “Did you see what I just did?”

“Yes I did.” She holds out a hand and helps him to his feet.

He tears away the deflated airbags. “Camaro Cortez. Courier extraordinaire. Tell everyone you know.”

“A courier,” she says. “Are you any good?”

“The best.”

She smiles. “I’m Angel. You want a job?”
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​Chapter 4
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Troubleshooters

“This can’t be right,” says Angel as she looks at the dirty hovels where dirty children play with a dirty soccer ball in the dirt. “No self-respecting cutter would spit here, much less live.” She hates being away from the city. Nature is so . . . unnatural. No straight lines. No polish. Nothing but bugs and plants with spines that make you itch. Oh, and dirt.

When she first saw Camaro’s beat-up van with its propane engine and dented sides Angel offered to spring for a cab, but Camaro wouldn’t hear of it. After his escapades on the highway, she wasn’t sure she wanted to ride with him behind the wheel, but didn’t have any choice because she doesn’t drive. Driving and firearms are a bad combination.

Camaro squints through the sun-glare on the van’s windshield at the Reservation. “It’s not so bad. The kids are happy. I don’t see any guns.” He glances sidelong at Angel. “Except yours, of course.”

Angel looks down. She’s brought her favorite automatic shotgun, an electromag needler, and her sniper rifle in its case. They sit on the floor in between the seats. Her solid-state caseless .52 semiauto with the xenon sight is strapped to her leg. A police-issue .38 hangs underneath her left armpit and an unobtrusive .22 holdout nestles in top of her boot.

“What?” she says, defensive. “I like to plan ahead.”

“Good to know in case we have to fight our way past the entire Sioux Nation.”

“Shit happens,” says Angel. “I’d rather be prepared. Look, there it is.”

They look upon a run-down hut with tarpaper roof and corrugated patches over the walls. A handwritten number is scrawled on a piece of wood nailed over the door.

Camaro stops the van. “Why don’t you leave the hardware in the van? These are a peace-loving people.”

“I’m peace-loving,” says Angel. “Being heavily-armed encourages other people to stay peaceful.”

“You’re psychotic.”

“Says the boy who drove his monowheel through a building yesterday.”

“Look, at least leave the obvious ones, okay? There are kids around here.”

“You think any of them are packing?”

Camaro looks askance at Angel, like she’s not quite human. She looks back at him like he’s crazy. “Tell you what,” he says after a moment. “I’ll go talk to The Dove, you stay here and guard the van. How about that?”

“How about you shut up?” Nevertheless, Angel unstraps the pistol from her leg and sets it in between the seats along with the other guns. She zips up her coat enough to conceal the service pistol under it. “Good enough?”

“I guess so.”

“You better lock the van. Any of my stuff goes missing, it’s coming out of your percentage.”

“Okay.”

Angel climbs out and stands on the unpaved ground like it might shift on her at any moment. A chill wind carrying a threat of snow blows across the Reservation, and makes Angel long for a hot bath in a posh hotel somewhere away from all this dirt. Her eyes fall upon a little girl with black hair spilling out from under a wool rag hat. The child could be the same age as her daughter would have been. She raises one tentative hand and waves at Angel. Angel looks away; she doesn’t wave at kids.

Camaro locks the van and arms the security system. “Satisfied?”

“Better than nothing.”

They knock on the door. A moment later it opens and they see Haiwee as she blinks into the cold sunlight. She looks like a waif with short black stubble instead of hair, pale skin with a hint of sunburn, and plugs glinting on her scalp.

“Haiwee Cameahwait?” Angel does her best not to mangle the Shoshone surname.

“That’s me. Angel Sanchez?”

“Yeah.”

“Come inside.”

Angel and Camaro follow her into the one-room hut. It has the recently-cleaned feel about it, as if Haiwee had made an effort to prepare for guests. The bed is made, the floor is swept, the dishes are done.

“Camaro Cortez, courier extraordinaire.” Camaro extends his hand. “You wrote that JSIH spam that hit the GMM yesterday?”

“No. I just wrote the cut that made it possible.”

“Either way, it saved my life, and I wanted to thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” says Haiwee, mystified. “I’d like to hear how that happened.”

“You can on the drive back to town,” says Angel. “Business first. I’ve got a hot search-and-retrieval contract here, and I want a cutter on my team.”

“Who for, and searching and retrieving what?”

“Wilford M. Whitecastle. You’ve heard of him, of course.”

They all have. The Whitecastles are one of the oldest families to have pulled up stakes on Mother Earth and moved into the heavens above. Orbital people. Big-time money. The Whitecastles have been in orbit for more than thirty years. They’d been rich when they started. Now, after three decades of running their orbital industry and construction companies, Whitecastle is synonymous with unreachable wealth. While the rest of humanity scrabbles in the dirt for food and clean water, the Whitecastles have their eyes on the stars and their fingers in everything else.
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