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For Malinda Lo, who told me from the beginning that everyone loves a bad boy who plays with knives


Taipei in an alternate near future.

Mei: without; pronounced “may.”

You: to have; pronounced “yo.”



CHΔPTER ONE

THE KIDNAPPING

I watched the two you girls from the corner of my eye as the crowds surged around me. Eleven o’clock on a balmy June evening and the Shilin Night Market in Taipei was spilling over with mei shoppers looking for a way to cool themselves. Stores lined both sides of the narrow street, and music blared in Mandarin, Taiwanese, and English. The road was closed to traffic, overtaken by vendors with carts selling noodles and oyster omelets, cold juices and shakes. Others spread their merchandise on the ground over blankets, hawking cheap toys and knickknacks.

I slouched lower on the plastic table, faded black boots planted on a stool beneath, taking in the stench of cigarette smoke, stale beer, and sweat. I flipped my butterfly knife rhythmically between my fingers, enjoying the feel of cold steel and the sound of blade and handles snapping in my hand.

Men glanced at me warily, touching the places where they hid their own weapons. Girls clustered closer as they edged past, chattering. One mei girl, barely fifteen, raised her kohl-smudged eyes from her heap of chua bing smothered in red beans and smiled at me, electric blue bangs brushing against her lashes. Most teens were maskless tonight, wanting to have fun and pretend that they led lives from some other era, when going barefaced was normal. Pretend that they breathed good air.

The mei girl’s friend elbowed her and loudly uttered something about delinquent mei boys hiding their faces behind face masks. She cast a pointed glare in my direction. They sashayed past, legs bare beneath short, ruffled skirts, the friend with her nose in the air. Smiling girl’s pink mouth was now pursed in a pout.

“Hey,” I called.

She half turned, careful not to spill her iced dessert. Her black brows were raised, widening her dark eyes. I winked at her, spinning my knife, then tossed it in the air before catching it in one swift motion. She blushed, and her giggle carried to me even as her friend tugged her away, disappearing into the throngs.

But I never lost sight of the two you girls bent over a round tub, trying to toss plastic balls into floating dishes. The prize was a koi—genetically engineered to never grow beyond two inches—in iridescent oranges, reds, and greens. Hell, they probably glowed in the dark. The girls were flanked by three bodyguards, beefy mei boys with muscular arms crossed against their bulging chests.

I had volunteered to do this, because if I were caught, I alone would be prosecuted. I would be the only one to be put to death. My friends would be safe. They all had family, or someone who loved them. I was the dispensable one, and I would give my life to protect them.

A you boy strutted toward the girls, his features obscured by his glass helmet from this distance. We called them “bowl heads” in derision, as their helmets looked like fishbowls. His sleek suit was black, with an indigo dragon breathing orange flames woven down one long sleeve. The suit ensured that he got the best oxygen available, that his temperature was regulated, that he was always plugged in to the you communication system. The taller girl in the white-and-silver suit ignored him, intent on winning a koi in a jar, but her petite friend nodded to the bodyguards, and the you boy swaggered through.

I snorted under my breath.

They chatted, probably pulling up info on their com sys, assessing weight, height, and genetic makeup even as they exchanged first names. This was what it meant to be you, to have. To be genetically cultivated as a perfect human specimen before birth—vaccinated and fortified, calibrated and optimized. To have an endless database of information instantly retrievable within a second of thinking the query and displayed in helmet. To have the best air, food, and water, ensuring the longest possible life spans as the world went to rot around them.

Me, I’m like the other 95 percent of the meis in this country—without. We want and are left wanting. I’d be lucky if I lived to forty. I’m almost halfway there.

The you boy fiddled with his collar, then took his helmet off, handing it to one of the bodyguards with studied nonchalance. He coughed for a long time into his sleeve, attempting to adjust to the filth we breathed every day. What a rebel. Without his helmet, I got a better look at him. His blond hair was chin-length, streaked in red, his features Asian. He looked about seventeen.

He pulled a cigarette from a sleeve pocket and lit it, inhaling deeply, tilting his head to blow the smoke out. He leaned toward the petite you girl, his expression flirtatious. I watched as the taller girl threw them a glance, then turned back toward the tub. She was broad-shouldered yet slender, her suit decorated in neon pink lines with a jeweled Hello Kitty sewn above her heart. Real gemstones, no doubt. The way she tensed her shoulders told me she wasn’t pleased by the you boy’s intrusion.

I’d been studying the suits for my task. Victor had gotten his hands on all the relevant info. “You don’t want the more square helmets,” he had said, showing me images on the screen. “That’s an older model from two years ago. Any embellishment like jewels would be real. Nothing but the best for Jin’s suits. So the shinier the suit, the richer the you.”

Although the shorter girl’s purple suit was more eye-catching, the taller girl had probably $100K worth of diamonds stitched to her chest.

I tucked the knife away and retrieved two small items from a pouch strapped to my side. I wore a sleeveless black tee and black jeans to match. Not only did I blend in, but it allowed me to move with ease. I jumped off the table and stretched my arms overhead, flexing my shoulders.

Now or never.

I cut a quick path through the crowds, moving diagonally, thumping into others as they scurried out of my way. Steam rose from the pot of the chou doufu vendor stirring her spicy broth, and my eyes watered from the scent. I was behind the bodyguards within a minute. Their massive backs blocked me from my target. I tapped the middle one on his shoulder. He twisted, fists clenched.

“Move,” I said.

“What?”

I cocked my elbow and punched him hard in the nose, breaking it. The oaf roared, covering his face as blood spurted. I barreled past him and slammed into the you boy, who was gaping, bug-eyed. The other two bodyguards swiped at me with clumsy hands. I leaped out of the way, but not before one of them managed to grab my mask, pulling it off so it hung at my neck.

No matter. Grinning at him, I smashed the vial I held to the ground. Noxious smoke billowed around us. The bodyguards and boy dropped like sacks of rice within five seconds. Bet that you boy would regret taking off his helmet tomorrow morning. The petite girl screamed shrilly beside me as passersby shouted, but everyone steered clear of the fumes.

I lunged for the tall girl, pulling her tight to my chest, and plunged the syringe into her hand, the only exposed part of her body. The needle hissed as it dispensed the sleep-spell drug. She sank against me and I hefted her over my shoulder, dashing into the dark alley behind us, finally allowing myself to take a breath when I cleared the smoke. She wasn’t heavy, but all cumbersome limbs.

“Eh, you!” a man shouted, his running footsteps echoing behind me.

I cursed and spun around the corner into a black alley. My pursuer followed immediately. I stuck out my foot, and he tripped over it, thumping hard onto the uneven pavement.

I ran without looking back, gripping the girl tightly by her legs, the streets’ layout etched in my mind. The distant din of the night market reached me, accompanied by the shriek of police sirens as they inched their way through the crowds. No one followed. I burst onto the main street at the far end of the market, hailing a taxi. It screeched to a stop, spewing foul exhaust. I slipped my mask back on before yanking open the door. “Take me to the end of the bus line,” I said.

The driver nodded, raising an eyebrow as I gently lay my hostage on the backseat. “She drank too much,” I muttered. “I tried to warn her.”

He flicked a cigarette butt out the window before merging back into traffic. “Those you girls have everything, but they always want more.”

I stared out the open window as the driver zipped through the streets with expertise, honking at pedestrians and mopeds alike. “You her bodyguard?” he asked, catching my eye in the rearview mirror.

I shook my head.

“Ah, her boy toy, then.” He grinned. “Whatever pays the bills, right?”

Right. My friends and I had decided the best way to gain info on Jin Corp was to get suited, infiltrating the yous by becoming one of them. Victor was perfect for the task—with his charm and good looks, he’d fit right in. But we needed funding. And who better to fund us than those who had a few hundred million to spare?

Neon signs flickered in a kaleidoscope of colors, washing my vision in reds and blues, oranges and greens. I kept a hand on the you girl’s arm, so she wouldn’t tumble over with the taxi driver’s sudden braking. Her glass helmet reflected the lights around us, and I couldn’t make out her features. I swallowed, suddenly afraid. There was no going back now. I jerked my face away, loosening my grip when I realized I was squeezing her arm.

She was unresponsive, her chest barely rising with each breath. She’d be out until tomorrow morning at least.

The taxi slammed to a stop, and I threw my arms around the girl to keep her from falling onto the floor.

“Here we are, end of the line,” the driver said.

I handed him the cashcard tied to a fake identity and bank account Lingyi had set up. “Thanks,” I said. “Add five for tip.”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes creasing with deep lines, and saluted me. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

I got out and lifted the girl from the seat, kicking the door shut with my foot. The driver blared his horn twice before tearing off. It was almost midnight, and I needed to be within Yangmingshan as soon as possible. The end of the bus line was near the mountain’s base. I shifted the girl so her head rested against my shoulder, her helmet smooth and cold against my cheek, and started my long climb home.

The half-moon was wan, obscured by clouds and pollution. The Vox on my wrist provided scant light, but I navigated the muddied roads without trouble, stopping twice to catch my breath. Each time I laid my captive down, setting her head on my thigh, not knowing how else to place her. She seemed inhuman encased in her glass helmet. Alien. The neon pink lines of her suit glowed in the dark, and her exposed, soft hands lay limp at her sides.

How had we drifted so far from what it meant to be human? I could remove her helmet, but it seemed too much of a violation. I smiled sardonically at the irony.

I rose, throwing the girl over my shoulder. She no longer felt light—it was like hauling an elephant, and my arms were dead weights. Finally, I spotted the outcropping of jagged stones marking where I should turn off the path. Darkness enveloped me as I picked my way between thick brush and massive trees. Three years ago, mudslides after a bad typhoon season were followed immediately by a massive earthquake that swallowed teahouses, roads, and homes alike. Half of Yangmingshan went up in flames. Survivors fled, and due to the economic depression and rumors of the mountain being cursed, no investors ever bothered to rebuild.

Now the once-scenic getaway was deserted, lush, and wild, its only occupants the dead in overturned graves. And me. If anyone else lived on Yangmingshan, our paths never crossed.

I counted my steps, legs trembling with the effort. Near my four hundredth, I spotted the first garden light, glowing like a flower spirit. I had planted them for the last fifty steps leading home. Each light was solar-powered. Sweat stung my eyes, but I was too close to stop. The heavy wooden door to the laboratory clicked open by my voice command, and I stumbled inside, laying the girl on the cot in the small office that served as my bedroom.

I slumped to the floor, arms draped over raised knees, and sat there until I caught my breath.

Leaving her, I stripped and washed myself in the makeshift shower, wishing I had cold water instead of the lukewarm spray that pattered over me. Every muscle shook as I soaped myself, before drying off and pulling on some shorts. The front door could be activated by my voice alone, but I took no chances and rummaged through the green metal desk, finding the key that I needed. I locked us in, then slipped the key on a string and tied it around my neck.

I didn’t even look in on the you girl again before crashing onto the worn sofa in the main room, falling immediately into an exhausted sleep.

•  •  •

Something prickled my consciousness awake; it wasn’t the brightness of day. My eyes snapped open to find the you girl peering at me, her bowl head not an inch away from my nose. I glimpsed her face for the first time. She’d had little work done that I could see: eyes halfway between almond-shaped and slender, a rounded nose, and a full mouth. Her eyes were a light brown, like the watered-down coffee I’d buy with fake cream. Her fingers were extended tentatively above my throat. The back of her hand was bruised where I had jabbed her with the needle. She jumped back when she saw that I had woken. I looked down and remembered the key, then cursed myself for not putting on any clothes the previous night.

“It was only a precaution,” I said, my voice cracking. I cleared my throat and sat up. “You wouldn’t have been able to get out even if you’d gotten it.”

She stood over me, appearing even leaner in the daylight, all long lines and sharp angles.

“The back door’s blocked,” she said in perfect, educated Mandarin.

Her voice surprised me. Rich, like dark chocolate—more womanly than she looked.

“Mudslide,” I said.

She nodded and drew her other hand from behind her back, revealing a pair of dull scissors I kept in the desk. “I could have killed you in your sleep.”

“You would have had to try hard.” I rose, reaching for a clean shirt draped over the back of a wooden chair. It was black, like most of my clothes. “Those scissors are from another century.” I pulled on the shirt, then some blue jeans, and scrubbed a hand through my dyed blond hair, suddenly self-conscious. I had taken off my mask the night before, assuming I would wake up before she did. Now it was pointless, but seeing each other face-to-face like this felt odd. We’d become a society that barely showed our faces to strangers anymore.

Now what?

We stared at each other for a long moment. If she were a feline, her tail would be thrashing.

“How much do you want?” she asked.

I reached for the scissors, and she let go without protest but said, “They were still sharp enough to stab you in the throat.”

I paused, surprised by her boldness. Maybe if I hadn’t woken when I did, I’d be bleeding out on the sofa right now. Game over.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed, and she shook her head.

“I know you must be thirsty. The sleep spell will do that to you.” I crossed the spare chamber to the corner kitchen and pulled the refrigerator door open, grabbing a bottle of fancy you water, purified and enriched with gods knew what. A case of it cost more than most mei folks’ weekly salary. “Here.” I offered it to her.

She sat down in the wooden chair, turning the bottle in her hand, examining it.

“It’s not tainted,” I said. “The seal’s unbroken.”

She raised her eyes. “How do I drink it?”

Ah.

“Haven’t you ever taken—”

“No. Never in unregulated space.”

“The air isn’t as polluted up here,” I lied.

“I can’t call anyone in helmet.”

“No.” I knew the first thing she’d try upon waking was to call for help. “I’ve jammed the signals.”

She blinked several times, and her nostrils flared.

I glanced away, tamping down my sympathy.

The girl fidgeted with her suit collar, finally lifting her helmet. It came off with a low hiss. Her ponytail sprang free, black and uncolored. The scent of strawberries filled the air, and I took a step back, caught off guard. I had expected you girls to be scentless at best or to smell clinical at worst, like some specimen kept too long in a jar.

Not like fresh, sweet strawberries.

Her eyes truly watered now as she breathed our polluted air for the first time in her life. She doubled over, coughing. I grabbed the bottle from her hand and twisted it open. “Drink.”

She did so, sucking down the water as if it would save her life. Finally, she wiped her mouth with a handkerchief that had been tucked in her sleeve, then pressed it against her eyes. “How do you live breathing this every day?” she asked in a weak voice.

“We don’t have to live for very long,” I replied.

She dropped her handkerchief and stared at me with red-rimmed eyes. “That’s not funny,” she said.

I smiled. “I wasn’t trying to be.” I sat back down on the old sofa, so there was some distance between us.

She was pretty in a way I wasn’t used to. Not like most you girls bowing to the latest beauty trends, indulging in temporary body modifications from reshaping their noses to plumping their lips, or hips, or rears, depending on what was in. You boys kept pace with pec implants and by buying new, chiseled jawlines. But fads came and went, and the yous altered their looks as often as the seasons. The meis, lacking the funds for such drastic changes, resorted to painting their faces in bright colors, using semipermanent tattoos, and dyeing their hair.

Taipei’s youth had become chameleons. If we couldn’t change the dirty smog that smothered our city, we could at least control how we appeared, each metamorphosis more colorful and extravagant than the last.

She finished her water and cast a wary glance my way. “What’s your name?”

“Seriously?” I laughed.

She lifted her shoulders. “I’d guess you’re one year older than I am. Eighteen. Born in the Year of the Horse.” She nodded at the black clothes strewn on the few pieces of furniture in the room. “Dark Horse, I’ll call you.”

I almost smiled but instead pulled out my butterfly knife and began the familiar pattern of flipping it between my fingers and spinning it in my hand. It helped me to think. She tensed, clutching her thighs. She was afraid I might take advantage of her. I wouldn’t, and I had to fight the urge to reassure her, to explain.

“Why so Ro?” Her throaty voice broke my reverie.

Why so Romeo?

She didn’t mean Romeo as in romantic; she meant Romeo as tragic.

I took in my surroundings through her eyes. I lived in an abandoned laboratory that used to belong to Yangmingshan University, an experimental “home” run on sustainable energy. Back when some thought we could still salvage our planet by “going green.” We might have, if enough people had cared. But they hadn’t. The rich were too rich, the poor were too poor, and the middle class—let’s be honest—were only poor people with bigger houses, driving better cars. Now that the majority of us didn’t live past our forties, we cared even less.

My current home consisted of just three rooms: the office, a bathroom, and this main chamber, which included the small kitchen. It held a large, round dining table with a couple of mismatched stools, the ragged turquoise-and-yellow sofa that was at least four decades old, a metal desk, and the wooden chair she sat in. Large windows flanked the southern wall, revealing a thicket of jungle beyond.

I tossed my knife three times, savoring the snick and snap of the blade and handles, before shrugging. “It’s easier to kidnap in black.”

Bad joke. I think her eyes actually smoldered.

I jumped up and grabbed my ancient MacPlus from the desk, opening it. “Put your helmet back on,” I said.

“Why?”

“You’re calling your family.”

She did as I asked, securing her helmet, then took such a deep, full breath, her breasts swelled against her suit. I pretended not to notice.

“You have one minute.” I tapped the necessary commands into my laptop and nodded at her.

We waited in tense silence, but their was no response to the call request.

“My father’s not picking up,” she finally said.

How was that possible? His daughter had been kidnapped.

“Call your mom, then,” I ordered.

Her mother accepted the call immediately. Thank gods.

“Ma!” Her voice changed, sounding younger, helpless.

Although her helmet had darkened slightly, I still glimpsed the tears brightening her eyes, seeing her mother’s face in the glass.

I could follow the entire conversation from her one-sided replies.

“Mei you, Mei you. Wo mei shi.” No, he hasn’t tortured or raped me.

She clasped her hands in front of her face, fingers trembling as if she could keep her mother’s image there.

“Tell her I want three hundred million,” I said.

Her pupils dilated, then shrank, and she saw me again.

“Now!”

“Ta yao san yi,” she whispered.

“Put it in this account.” I gave her the cashcard number for the ghost account that had been set up, and she recited it. “You have two hours.”

“You liang ge xiao shi,” she repeated.

Her mom began asking frantic questions.

Who is he? “Wo bu zhi dao.”

Where are you? “Bu zhi dao!”

I typed a command and severed her connection.

She leaned forward, disoriented, almost falling off of the chair, then tugged her helmet off, throwing it to the ground. It bounced on the bamboo rug and spun twice before I snatched it up.

“Shit!”

She had pulled her legs into her chest on the chair, burying her face between her knees. Her shoulders heaved. When she lifted her head, her pale face was mottled.

“What if you had broken it?” I carefully placed her helmet on the dining table.

“Three hundred million? Are you serious?”

She had some nerve. I’d admire her for it, if her entitlement didn’t piss me off so much. “What? You probably have twice that waiting for you in your trust fund.” The yous didn’t lead the lives that they did without having a few billion to spare.

“What do you want with it?” she asked, crossing her arms, assessing me.

“What do you want with it?” I countered.

We stared at each another, both our breaths coming too quickly. Hers because she was unused to our foul air; mine because I was rattled. Damn this you girl.

“How does my family know to trust you?” she demanded. “That you won’t kill me anyway?”

“You know how it works.” There was an unspoken rule between kidnappers and their targets. The victims always paid in full, and the criminals never killed anyone. Not yet, anyway. But then, no one had ever asked for three hundred million before. That wasn’t my problem. And if I were a betting man, the ransom would be in the ghost account within the hour.

“Can I use your bathroom?” she asked.

I nodded toward the door and she disappeared within, shutting it behind her. I took the moment of privacy to pace the room and analyze my situation. I’d give her family two hours to hustle up the funds. Once cleared, I could deliver the girl back to the night market.

The shower had been running for some time, and I went to the bathroom door, which didn’t lock. “The window’s too small to crawl through,” I shouted. “And the drop to the other side will break your legs, if not your neck.”

The water turned off after another minute. She came out, looking exactly the same and still smelling of strawberries.

“Do you need a towel?” I asked, hiding a smirk behind the last apple I had found in the refrigerator drawer.

“No, thank you,” she said coolly, then proceeded to drink the vitapak I handed her with dainty sips. “Don’t you have any solid foods to eat?”

“Does this look like a five-star you establishment to you?” I asked. “I’ve only got liquids.” Because I couldn’t afford anything more. “Although . . .” Suddenly remembering, I opened a kitchen cabinet. “I do have two rousong bao from the bakery.”

I gave her one of the buns. “Don’t blame me if you get a stomachache,” I said, taking a big bite out of mine.

She stared at it for a long time, finally trying a nibble and chewing slowly before swallowing. Then she sat very still, as if waiting to die. I finished mine and brushed off my hands. “Well?” I was still hungry.

She took a full bite the next time, challenging me with a lift of her chin. “It’s good,” she said. She glanced out the expansive windows. “Are we on Yangmingshan?” she asked.

“No,” I lied. “Is that the only mountain you know in Taiwan?”

“I haven’t traveled much out of Taipei.” Her face took on an expression that looked like yearning as she gazed into the trees. “Can we go outside?”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. “No.”

“I’ve never been in the mountains before. I won’t run away.”

“You’d get lost. And die.”

She walked to the giant window and pressed herself against it. I wondered what it was like, never having been in the mountains or seen the jungle so close—never to have gone outdoors without a glass bowl over your head.

“All right. Your helmet stays inside. If you’re willing to breathe the air, we can step out for a while.” It was a risk, but so was our entire plan. I was no kidnapper or thief—even if kidnapping and stealing were exactly what I was doing. I hadn’t gotten this far worrying over risks.

She turned, silhouetted by the afternoon light, and actually smiled. The most natural thing was to smile back. I ducked my head and turned. There was nothing natural about this.

“Come on. Stay close.” The heavy door clicked open with my voice command. “I’ve got cucumbers and tomatoes to harvest anyway.”

“What?”

I grabbed her hand, feeling the softness of her skin in my own rough palm. She jerked her arm back, startled, but my grip didn’t loosen. “Do you want to see or not?” I asked.

She nodded, jaw tense, two bright spots on her cheekbones.

I led her along the edge of the house, sweeping aside giant fronds and leaves, past a dozen massive cisterns that collected rainwater. The smell of wet earth filled my senses. We picked our way through the shaded dirt path and veered into a small clearing, where the view of the sky was unobstructed. The sun burned above us, a blistering orb tinged in orange.

The sky used to be blue. This was what my research on the undernet told me, some sites even displaying actual photographs from another time—a pale blue skyline punctuated by skyscrapers or in a deeper hue over a calm sea, so two shades of blue melded like some old painting by a landscape artist. My mind kept returning to this image, the crisp purity of it. Unapologetic and true.

But what could you believe from reading the undernet? Images were more easily manipulated than a you boy’s face. I didn’t know anyone who had ever seen a blue sky. It wasn’t until I had read a novel—published over a century ago—where the author described something in sky blue, that I let myself believe it, feeling wonder and joy and grief all at once.

I never did finish that book.

I suddenly felt the pressure of the you girl’s hand clutching mine. Her flushed face was turned up, eyes squinted against the dull sunlight. She coughed into her sleeve, and when she finally stopped, her breaths came quick and shallow. It was late afternoon, the summer day’s humid heat oppressive.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She turned to me, eyes gleaming, and said, “I’ve never seen the sky like this before.”

“You mean without your helmet?”

“And so wide. It’s always a dirty brown over Taipei,” she said.

The skies above us were tinged gray with pollution, but not the opaque brown that’s so often seen directly over the city. I led her into my small garden. Cucumbers dangled from a bamboo trellis I had made, nestled within their giant dark green leaves. We stepped between the tomato plants, their fruits small and marred. I stooped down, and she crouched with me as I selected a tomato, dusting it off, then taking a bite. More tangy than sweet. She stared as if I had plucked a rat off the ground and eaten that instead.

“The sky used to be blue,” I said, after I finished the tomato.

“That’s what my grandfather says.”

Grandfather. I’d never met my grandparents, didn’t even know their names. My paternal grandparents were long dead before I was born. As for my maternal grandparents, they lived in America, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

“He’s seen it, then?” I tried to keep my voice from rising. “With his own eyes?”

“He thinks so. But he was very young.” She ran her fingertips over the ridges and bumps of an orange tomato. “He says it feels like a dream when he remembers it.”

Sweat beaded at her temples, and there was a sheen of perspiration above her upper lip. I swiped my arm across my forehead. “I can’t believe how hot it gets,” she said, licking her mouth.

I mirrored her without thinking, tasting the salt on my tongue. “This is what summers are like in Taiwan when you’re not wearing an air-conditioned suit,” I replied and grabbed the woven basket near my feet.

“I’ll help you,” she said.

We spent the next twenty minutes in silence, filling the basket with imperfect tomatoes and cucumbers. The mountain breeze rustled the leaves around us, and the birds sang deep within the jungle’s thicket. When we were done, the you girl’s lips were leached of color, and wisps of black hair that had escaped from her ponytail clung to her damp neck.

Her breaths still came too fast, like a frightened hare’s. “I think we should go back inside,” I said, lifting the basket.

She rose with me. “I want to try one.”

I angled the basket, and her hand grazed over the tomatoes and cucumbers, touching them as if they were gems instead of meager crops. She finally selected an oblong tomato, redder than the others, and brushed a thumb over its skin before taking a bite. She immediately made a face and shuddered.

I laughed. “No good?”

“It’s more sour than I’ve ever tasted.”

I smirked. No doubt, she’d only ever had perfectly grown specimens. We walked back toward the house, and she appeared thoughtful as she finished the fruit.

“I like that it tastes . . . earthy,” she finally said. I saw her eyes sweep our surroundings as we approached the front of the lab.

The door unlocked with my voice and we stepped back inside the relative coolness of the building. I set the basket on the dining table and nodded at her helmet beside it. “You should put it back on.”

“Later,” she murmured and walked back toward the windows, gazing outward.

I sat on a stool and tapped a few quick commands into my laptop. The funds had transferred in full. I let out a breath, releasing the tension I had held ever since stealing this you girl. Three hundred million had been a gamble, but a gamble worth taking. It was enough for Victor to suit up as a you boy and pretend to be one of them, to infiltrate their closed and elite society. We’d destroy them from within.

We wanted blue skies again.

“What are you going to do with the money?” She turned, her hands clasped in front of her.

I jumped at the sound of her voice and shut the MacPlus. “I don’t know. Redecorate?”

She gave me a leveled look, and I broke away first, taking in the chamber I had called home for the past year. I’d have to leave immediately. I would miss this place.

“I’d suggest a new wardrobe first, Dark Horse.”

I laughed despite myself. “What’s your name, then?”

“Seriously?” She raised her eyebrows in mockery.

I shrugged. “What does it matter now?” I did like her. I wanted to know.

“Daiyu,” she replied.

“From the novel?”

She smiled in surprise, and it made her truly beautiful. “You’ve read it?”

I read voraciously, most often from the undernet, but had found an actual copy of Dream of the Red Chamber stuffed and forgotten in the desk drawer of a junk shop. The owner had given it to me for free, waving me off without a glance. Books weren’t worth the paper they were printed on.

“Flowers in my eyes and birdsong in my ears,” she murmured to herself.

I’d read the book enough times to recognize the line, from a poem that the hero Baoyu used when thinking of the heroine, Daiyu’s namesake.

“Augment my loss and mock my bitter tears,” I replied.

She glanced toward me, eyes gleaming from the pollution—or fear, I didn’t know. “You have read it.”

It was a favorite of mine. But she didn’t need to know that. Instead, I said, “You don’t look the tragic heroine to me.”

“Don’t I?” She had been leaning against the glass and straightened now, squaring her shoulders. But not before I caught a glimpse of wistfulness in her eyes. Of longing. What more could a you girl possibly want when she already had everything?

“We better go,” I said. “I need to return you to your family, and it’ll be dark soon.”

Daiyu lifted her helmet and adjusted her collar before fitting it over her head. And in an instant she was something other to me, something less human. It was hard to believe there was an almost-normal girl beneath the glass. A smart one with a sense of humor.

“I’ll have to give you the sleep spell again,” I said apologetically.

“No. Blindfold me if you have to.”

“I can’t risk it. I’ve added something so you’ll forget.” I could see her eyes widen in panic, even with her helmet on. “Not everything. Just the past twenty-four hours.”

She shook her head. “Please don’t.”

But I took her hand, was already pulling her to the door. “It’s safer for us both if you don’t remember anything. Trust me.” I felt stupid the moment I uttered the last words.

We were out in the muggy humidity of the late afternoon again. It would take a few hours at least to walk to the mountain’s base, and by then, night would have fallen. Even if I were abandoning the lab, I still couldn’t risk her remembering this place, remembering me.

The sunlight glinted off her helmet, and I was glad I couldn’t see her features clearly as I tugged her to me. She resisted, but I was stronger. So she stepped forward instead, bunching the fabric of my shirt in one hand.

“But I want to remember,” she said.

I grabbed her wrist. Stuck the syringe into her open palm. Its hiss seemed too loud to my ears.

“We all do,” I whispered and caught her as she fell.



CHΔPTER TWO

TWO MONTHS EARLIER

A storm was going to hit, the first big one this spring, and I could sense the anticipation: in the tension from those around me, in the stillness of the dark clouds that swelled overhead. I slipped through the crowds in Ximending. Dusk, and the air in Taipei was cold and brisk. Three girls swept past, chattering, swathed in nervous energy, eyes bright above their face masks. One clutched a fuchsia umbrella and its tip tapped against my shin as I dodged out of their way.

I glanced over my shoulder a few times to be sure I wasn’t being followed. After five years living mostly on the streets on my own, I was used to watching my back. But Arun had warned us that his mom, Dr. Nataraj, might be under surveillance. She didn’t know by whom.

I tugged my worn blue cap lower, satisfied I wasn’t being tailed. Workers were just beginning to trickle out from their office jobs, rushing to the metros to commute home to their families or to restaurants and eateries to meet friends. Still too bright to turn on their neon signs, the windows of the shops and boutiques appeared unassuming, not yet ready for the throngs of fashionable teens and twenty-somethings to trample through once night had fallen. Street vendors shuffled and rearranged their merchandise: jewelry, purses, and shoes; I saw two cast a wary eye to the skies above. One vendor set out a colorful array of umbrellas especially coated to last against our acid rains.

I knew it would be a rowdy night, as everyone tried to stay out for as long as they could before the winds and rain hit. If it weren’t for meeting up with my friends, I’d be back at my makeshift home on Yangmingshan, reading, cruising the undernet, or working on something nefarious with Lingyi. Arun had called for an emergency meeting, and he wouldn’t have unless it was serious.

A silver limousine inched through the narrow street, hulking and ludicrous. It didn’t take a genius to know that some you teens had probably gotten their daddies’ permission to make an excursion out among the masses, to one of the exclusive clubs or restaurants pumped with regulated air, open only to those who were rich enough to be members.

Tucking my chin into the collar of my black denim jacket, I sneered as I strode past the limo. The vehicle pulsed from the music within, a steady, strong bass beat. A commercial for the limo company played across its opaque windows, featuring a gorgeous Taiwanese woman dressed in black showing off the car’s luxurious interior, lithe arms moving gracefully as she pushed buttons and was served champagne by a barbot. When I passed the back window, the flickering glass suddenly became transparent, revealing the actual interior with white seats bathed in bluish light. A you girl rapped on the windowpane, fingers curling, the other hand clutching a crystal flute filled with a liquid that glowed pink, the bubbles rising like bright stars.

The limousine had jerked to a stop, trying to navigate past the crush of people, and I stopped with it, staring at the you girl pressed against the window. She wore a silver dress beaded with crystal, the top revealing her full breasts. Though her features were Asian, her sleek hair was as deep red as her lipstick. Lifting her glass, she toasted me. Another girl leaped from the back of the car and wrapped an arm around the redhead’s shoulders, giggling. Watching them was surreal, like I was viewing another commercial projected on the limo’s window. The two dipped their heads together, animated, laughing. They looked no older than sixteen.

Pedestrians pointed, and I heard their complaints in the periphery: rich, useless you girls drunk already. There was no reason the limousine needed to be on the street—it could easily lift into the sky, avoiding congestion. Aircars were a luxury, even among the ultrarich—they could fly unpoliced above the masses and arrive at their party before they finished their drinks. The girls wanted to be in the crowds. They wanted the attention. “Get out of the fucking way!” some old man shouted and kicked at the limousine tire. The silver limo lurched forward, breaking through the foot traffic, and the girls within shrieked; I could tell by the set of their mouths, as their bodies swayed together from the momentum. The redhead then pushed her lips against the window, smearing the clear glass with the imprint of her mouth. She winked at me, and before I could react, the window was opaque once more, brightly lit with the moving image of the limo commercial.

I raised my fist, ready to pound on the glass, hard enough to scare the girl, to shock her from her comfortable stupor. But the limo had sped ahead, only to brake hard at a red light.

Forget it. Not worth my time.

“Eh!” The man who had cursed at the limo broke through my thoughts. “She wanted you for a boy toy.”

He laughed, spittle flying, and I was glad he stood a short distance away. You never knew what you could catch these days. Gaunt, with shoulders hunched forward, he looked like a grandfather. But he was probably in his forties. Dressed in rags, he shuffled toward me, finger outstretched, before a fit of coughing seized him. He doubled over, pressing both hands to his thighs, his body literally shaking from the episode. After what seemed like a full minute, the coughing finally eased, but he remained stooped, rasping, trying to catch his breath.

People steered clear of him, so it seemed we had an invisible barrier around us. Concerned, I took two steps toward him, battling my own fear of becoming tainted by his illness. But he held up his palm and fixed his sharp black eyes on me. They were wet from his violent coughing.

“If I were still young and a good-looking kid like you, I’d do it,” he said, voice grating. “Good money, good food, fun times.”

I laughed. It was short and humorless. “And be at a you girl’s beck and call? Be kept like some dog on a leash? No, thanks.” I took another step forward, my arm outstretched. “Uncle, let me buy you a hot drink. You should sit down—”

“Don’t come closer!” he shouted, his words thick with phlegm. “Are you stupid? I’m diseased. You want what I got?” He dragged a filthy sleeve across his mouth, muttering to himself before saying, “It’s easy to be idealistic when you’re young and pretty, boy.”

I turned and walked away. He didn’t want my help. And what could I do for him in the end anyway but buy him a hot tea? He needed the hospital and medicine, just like my mother had. I swallowed the sourness at the back of my throat, my grief suddenly as sharp as a fresh cut wound. There was nothing more I could offer—I didn’t have anything myself.

Another limousine zoomed by, this one overhead, followed by three muscular mei boys on airpeds—bodyguards or boy toys, most likely both. At least they weren’t adding to the rush-hour madness below.

“Truth is, reality always crushes your ideals,” the guy shouted at my back. “Just you wait and see.”

•  •  •

The clerk in the lobby of the run-down karaoke joint didn’t look up when I strolled in. The place must have been built in the ’90s, when the popularity of karaoke was at its peak, and appeared as old and tired as the outdated machines they still used. A dim chandelier barely lit the dark foyer; the old carpet reeked of grease and must.

“I’m meeting some friends,” I said.

The clerk flicked his cigarette butt into an ashtray. “Tall Filipino guy?” he said, still not bothering to glance up. “Hot chick in a fluffy skirt?”

I nodded and wondered how he had guessed, then realized there probably weren’t more than two rooms rented out in the entire pathetic place.

“Upstairs,” the clerk said. “Suite two-oh-three.” He lit another cigarette, breathing deep, then coughed as he blew the smoke out, eyes glued to an old box television placed on the counter in front of him. The TV was the kind where you had to twist a knob to change the channel—it’d be an antique if it weren’t such crap. That’s what most meis were left with these days: crap.

Taking the creaky stairs two steps at a time, I found the dark brown door with faded 203 brass numbers tacked on and the muffled tones of a Jay Chou ballad coming from beyond it. Knocking once, I twisted the sticky knob and pushed the door open before I got a response. Four pairs of sharp eyes met mine; I was one of the last to show as usual.

Dr. Nataraj sat in the middle of a worn black sofa, its fake leather hiding decades’ worth of stains. Arun was to her left, his usual bright orange spiked hair pulled conservatively back in a ponytail. Lingyi sat on Dr. Nataraj’s right, wearing a bright green tee and full white miniskirt plastered with bright flowers—tulips. Victor was slumped in a red velvet armchair beside Lingyi, his long legs sprawled in front of him, lazy as a cat. And just as cool. “Nice of you to join us, Zhou,” he drawled.

Seeing that Dr. Nataraj had turned away and was speaking to Arun in soft tones, I flicked a rude gesture at Victor, and he widened his eyes in pretend shock, laughing under his breath.

Lingyi arched one eyebrow, lips pursing, a not-so-subtle reprimand for me to behave; I grinned charmingly and shut the door behind me. Iris stood behind it, and I jumped. “Gods, Iris!” I said.

“Hey, Zhou.” She was dressed in black, like always, and tucked the syringe she held casually between her fingertips back into some hidden pocket at her thigh. A quick stab in the arm with the sleep spell, and I would have dropped within seconds.

“Hey,” I said back. She was already slinking away from me, falling carelessly into the other armchair, throwing her legs over its arm, and settling in.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” I could see again the resemblance between Dr. Nataraj and Arun—both had dark brown eyes with high cheekbones and strong chins. But Dr. Nataraj’s black wavy hair was threaded with gray.

She shifted over on the large sofa and smiled at me, patting the place beside her. “Only a few minutes, Zhou. We haven’t started yet.”

I slipped over to sit between her and Lingyi. Even Dr. Nataraj referred to me by my family name alone. I never shared my given name, and my friends never asked. After years on the streets on my own, it afforded me the anonymity I wanted. Zhou was a common enough surname.

Dr. Nataraj pushed a white plate toward me, stacked with perfectly triangular samosas, fried to a beautiful golden hue. “I made your favorite, Zhou. Take some.” She flashed her warm smile.

“Thanks, Auntie.” We all called Arun’s mom “auntie” because she insisted upon it. None of us had a mother figure in our lives to speak of, and she’d made sure to welcome us into her home and heart from the start. For over three years she’d played the role of listener and advice giver, and was simply there to give hugs when any of us needed it. The dinners she invited us to in her and Arun’s home were the only home-cooked meals we had. But it wasn’t the delicious saag paneer or aloo gobi she made that drew us the most, it was the feeling of comfort and belonging she offered each of us.

My stomach was already growling as I heaped three still-warm samosas onto a paper plate, wolfing two large bites down before saying, “Your samosas are the best.” They really were.

She angled her chin a fraction, her gold pendant earrings swaying, and replied in a conspiratorial tone, “I’ve wrapped up a few for you to take home.”

I made the pretense of kissing her cheek, but stopped short as my mouth was full and that seemed rude. She laughed, shaking her head. Dr. Nataraj had a way of making you feel special, like she saw you, and that you mattered. We both knew she’d made takeaway packages for everyone there. Arun was so lucky.

The ancient karaoke set was playing its music on a large box television, just loud enough to drown out our conversation for anyone listening at the door. A young man and woman danced alone in a sunlit ballroom, gazing lovingly at each other as the lyrics scrolled across the bottom half of the screen. There were no windows, and the only light came from another cheap chandelier that hung over the seating area. Two plastic-covered menus were thrown haphazardly onto the low, black table in front of us beside the plate of samosas.

The room stank of stale cigarette smoke.

Dr. Nataraj didn’t begin until she met each of our eyes, knowing she had our full attention. She was a prominent professor in ecology at National Taiwan University. Not only was she well respected in the field as an educator, she was also a vocal activist, tirelessly trying to get the government to pass more restrictive pollution laws in Taiwan to help clean our filthy air and dirty waters.

“I’m sure that Arun has told you there’s been no progress. I have approached six officials who are part of the legislative yuan and have been stonewalled, met with silence, or had doors slammed in my face.” She spoke perfect Mandarin, tinged with the lilt of her native Hindi. It didn’t matter that she was dressed in jeans and a black sweater—her presence, her poise, commanded your attention. “I was even escorted out by security twice!” Dr. Nataraj let out a soft laugh. “Me, thrown out by burly guards because I’m such a threat.”

She sank into the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. “It’s clear that someone very powerful doesn’t want the legislation to ever be presented. I appreciate all your help so far in being my eyes and ears. I didn’t want to break any laws, but I have a feeling whoever we are going up against has no such qualms.” She paused, then turned toward Lingyi and me. “I think my communication is being monitored.”

Iris straightened and Arun’s knee jittered with nervous tension.

“Written communication?” Victor asked.

“And voice,” Dr. Nataraj said. “Anything going through my phones or computers.”

“Have these people left any threatening messages?” I asked. “Any clues at all?”

“No,” she said. “They’re pros. And I have no evidence other than my intuition.” She gripped her hands tighter, tight enough that the knuckles turned white. “I was almost run over twice this week.”
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