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DEATH I N THE PROM SED LAND
Pat Cadi gan

The kid had had his choice of places to go-other countries, other worlds, even other universes, A
la the | egendary exhortation of e. e. cummi ngs, oddly evocative in its day, spookily prescient
now. But the kid' s idea of a hell of a good universe next door had been a glitzed-out, gritted-up
bl asted and bl i stered post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty. It wasn't a singular sentinment-post-

Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty was topping the hitline for the thirteenth week in a row, with post-
Apocal yptic Ellay and post-Apocal ypti c Hong Kong hol ding steady at two and three, occasionally
tradi ng pl aces but defendi ng agai nst all coners.

Dore Konstantin didn't understand the attraction. Perhaps the kid could

have explained it to her if he had not come out of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty with his throat
cut .

Being DOA after a session in the Sitty wasn't singular, either; imediate information avail able
said that this was nunber eight in as many nonths. So far, no authority was claimng that the
deaths were rel ated, although no one was saying they weren't, either. Konstantin wasn't sure what
any of it meant, except that, at the very least, the Sitty would have one nore nonth at the nunber
one spot .

The video parlor night manager was boi ngi ng between appalled and thrilled. "You ever go in the
Sitty?" she asked Konstantin, crowding into the doorway next to her. Her nane was Quil foyle

Pl eshette and she didn't nake nuch of a crowd; she was little nore than a bundle of sticks w apped
in a gaudy kinono, voice by cartoonland, hair by Van de Graaff. She stood barely higher than
Konstantin's shoul der, hair included.

"No, never have," Konstantin told her, watching as DiPietro and Cel estine peeled the kid's hotsuit
off himfor the coroner. It was too rmuch |ike seeing an animal get skinned, only grislier, and not
just because nost of the kid' s blood was on the hotsuit. Underneath, his naked flesh was inprinted
with a dense pattern of lines and shapes, byzantine in conplexity, fromthe wires and sensors in
the '"suit.

Yes, it's the latest in nervous systens, Konstantin imagined a chatty lecturer's voice saying. The
neo- exo- nervous system generated by hotsuit coverage. Each |ine and shape has its counterpart on
the opposite side of the skin barrier, which cannot at this time be breached under pain of-

The imaginary lecture cut off as the coroner's camoperator |leaned in for a shot of the kid' s head
and shoul ders, forcing the stringer fromPolice Blotter back against the facing wall. Unperturbed,
the stringer held her own cam over her head, ained the |lens downward and kept taping. This week,
Police Blotter had nanaged to reverse the injunction agai nst comerci al networks that had been
reinstated | ast week. Konstantin couldn't wait for next week.

As the '"suit cleared the kid' s hips, the snell of human waste fought with the heavy odor of bl ood
and the sour stink of sweat for control of the air in the room which wasn't nuch |arger than the
wal k- out cl oset that Konstantin had shared with her ex. The closet had | ooked a | ot bigger this
nmor ni ng now that her ex's bel ongi ngs were gone, but this room seened to be shrinking by the
nmoment. The coroner, her cam operator, the stringer, and Di Pietro and Cel estine had all cone
prepared with nasal filters; Konstantin's were sitting in the top drawer of her desk

Putting her hand over her nose and nmouth, she stepped back into the hallway where her partner
Taliaferro was al so suffering, but fromthe narrow space and |ow ceiling rather than the air,

whi ch was nerely overprocessed and stale. Pleshette followed, fishing busily in her kinono
pockets.

"So bad," she said, |ooking fromKonstantin to Taliaferro. Taliaferro gave no indication that
he had heard her. He stood with his back to the wall and his shoul ders up around his ears, head
thrust forward over the archiver while he nade notes, as if he expected the ceiling to cone down
on him From Konstantin's angle, the archiver was conpletely hidden by his hand, so that he seened
to be using the stylus directly on his palm
Never send a cl austrophobe to do an agoraphobe's job, Konstantin thought, feeling surreal
Tal i af erro, who pronounced his nanme "tolliver" for reasons she couldn't fathom was such a big guy
anyway that she wondered if nost places short of an arena didn't feel small and cranped to him
"Real goddam bad, " Pleshette added, as if this sonehow clarified her original statenent. One bony
hand cane up out of a hidden pocket with a small spritzer; a too-sweet, minty odor cut through the
flat air.

Taliaferro's stylus froze as his eyes swiveled to the nmanager. "That didn't help," he said darkly.
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"Ch, but wait," she said, waving both hands to spread the scent. "Snellin' the prinmer now, but
soon, nothing. Deadens the nose, use it by the pound here. Trade puts out a lot of body snell in
the actioners. , Suits reek. " She gestured at the other doors lining the long narrow hall. "Like
that Gang Wars nodul e? Strapped the trade down on chai ses, otherwise they'd a killed the ,suits,
rollin" around on the floor, bouncin' off the walls, junpin' on each other. Real easy to go native
in a Gang Wars nodul e. "

Go native? Taliaferro nouthed, |ooking at Konstantin fromunder his brows. Konstantin shrugged. "I
didn't see a chaise in there."

"Fol ds down outa the wall. Like those old Mirphy beds?"

Konstantin rai sed her eyebrows, inpressed that she was even acquainted with the idea of Mirphy
beds, and then felt mldly ashaned. Her ex had always told her that being a snob was her | east
attractive feature.

"Most people don't use the chai ses except for the sexers," Pleshettewas saying. "Not if they got a
choice. And there was this one blowfish, he hurt hinself on the chaise. Got all heated up
struggling, cut hinself on the straps, broke sonme ribs. And that-" she | eaned toward Konstantin
confidentially "-that wasn't even the cute part. Know what the cute part was?"

Konst antin shook her head.

"The cute part was, his pov was in this fight at the exact, sane tinme and broke the exact, sane
ribs." Pleshette straightened up and folded her arns, lifting her chin defiantly as if daring
Konstantin to disbelieve. "This's al ways been non-safe, even before it was fatal."

"That happen here?" Taliaferro asked wi thout | ooking up

"Nah, some other place. East Holl ywood, North Hollywod, | don't remenber now. " The manager's

ki nono sl eeve flapped Iike a wing as she gestured. "W all heard about it. Stuff gets around.”

Konstantin nodded, biting her lip so she wouldn't smile. "Uh-huh. Is this the same guy who didn't
open his parachute in a skydiving scenario and was found dead with every bone in his body

shatt ered?"

"Well, of course not." Pleshette | ooked at her as if she were crazy. "How could it be? That

bl owfish died. W all heard about that one too. Happened in D.C. They got it going on in D.C. with
t hose sudden-death thrillers." She | eaned toward Konstantin again, putting one scrawny hand on her
armthis tinme. "You oughta check D.C. sources for death-trips. Life's so cheap there. It's a whole
different world."

Konstantin was trying to decide whether to agree with her or change the subject when the coroner
energed fromthe cubicle with the camop right on her heels.

"-shot everything | shot," the cam op was sayi ng unhappily.

"And | said never nind." The coroner waved a dism ssive hand. "W can subpoena her footage and see
if it really is better than yours. Probably isn't. Go." She gave hima little push.

"But | just know she's in sonme of ny shots-"

"W can handl e that, too. Go. Now. " The coroner shooed himaway and turned to Konstantin. She was
a smal |l person, about the size of a husky ten-year-ol d-sonething to do with her religion
Konstantin renmenbered, the Church of Small-ls-Beautiful. The faithful had their growth inhibited
in childhood. Konstantin wondered what happened to those who lost the faith, or cane to it later
inlife.

"Well, | can say without fear of contradiction that the kid' s throat was cut while he was stil
alive." The coroner |ooked around. "And in a palace like this. |Imagine that.
"Shoul d | al so i magi ne how?" Konstantin asked.

The coroner snoothed down the wiry copper cloud that was her current hair. It sprang back up

i Mmediately. "Onsite mcro says it was definitely a knife or sone other netal with an edge, and
not glass or porcelain. And definitely not self-inflicted. Even if we couldn't tell by the angle,
this kid was an AR softie. He wouldn't have had the strength to saw through his own wi ndpipe Iike
that."

"What kind of knife, do you think?"

"Sharp and sturdy, probably a boning blade. Boning blades're all the rage out there. O rather, in
there. In the actioners. They all |ike those boning bl ades. "

Konstantin frowned. "Geat. You know what's going to be on the news inside an hour."

The coroner fanned the air with one snall hand. "Yeah, yeah, yeah. Ganepl ayers' psychosis,
everybody's heard about sonebody who got stabbed in a nodule and cane out with a knife-wound it
took sixteen stitches to close
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and what about the nun who was on TV with the bl eeding hands and feet. it's part of the nodem nyth-
maki ng machi ne. There've been sone people who went off their perch in AR got all m xed up about
what was real and hurt thensel ves or sonebody el se. But the stigmata stuff-everybody

conveniently forgets how the stigmata of Sister-Mry-Blood-Of - The- Sacr ed- What ever got exposed as a
hoax by her own order. The good sister did a turn as a stage nmagi ci an before she got religion
There's a file about how she did it floating around PubNet-you oughta | ook it up. Fascinatin'
rhythms. The real thing would be extreno ruptura, very serious head trouble, which the experts are
pretty sure nobody's had since St. Theresa."

"Whi ch one?" asked Konstantin.

The coroner chuckled. "That's good. 'Wich one?" She shook her head, |aughing some nore. "I'l]|
have ny report in your in-box tonorrow. " She went up the hall, still |aughing.

"Well," said the night manager, sniffing with disdain. "Some people ought

better stick with what they know than nock what they don't know squat about.
"My apologies if she offended your beliefs,"” Konstantin said to her. "Is there sone other way into
that room that nobody knows about-vents, conduits, enmergency exit or access?"

Pl eshette wagged her fuzzy head fromside to side. "Nope."

Konstantin was about to ask for the building s blueprints when Taliaferro snapped the archiver
closed with a sound like a rifle shot. "Right. Some great place you got here. We'll interviewthe
clientele now Qutside, in the parking lot. "

"Got no parking lot," Pleshette said, frowning.

"Didn't say your parking lot. There's a car rental place down the block. W'IlIl corral everyone, do
it there." Taliaferro | ooked at Konstantin. "Spacious. Lots of roomto nove around in."

Konstantin sighed. "First let's weed out everyone who was in the sanme scenario and nodule with the
kid and see if anyone renenbers the kid doing or saying anything that could give any hints about
what was happening to

him" She started up the hall with Taliaferro.
"You could do that yourself, you know," Pleshette said.
Konstantin stopped. Taliaferro kept wal ki ng without | ooking back." Do

what ?"

"See what the kid was doing when he took it in the neck. Surveillance'll have it."
"Surveillance?" Konstantin said, unsure that she had heard correctly.

"OF course surveillance,"” the night manager said, giving her a sideways |ook. "You think we |et
the blowfish come in here and don't keep an eye on

t hen? Anyt hing coul d happen, | don't want no liability for the bone in somebody el se's head.
Nobody does. "

"Can | screen this surveillance record in your office?" she asked.

"Anywhere, if all you want to do is screen it. " Pleshette frowned, puzzled

"CGood. Set ne up for it in your office."”

Pl eshette's frown deepened. "My office.”

"I's that some kind of problenP" asked Konstantin, pausing as she noved toward the open doorway of
the room where she could hear DiPietro and Cel estine bantering with the stringer

"Quess not." The night manager shrugged. "You just want to screen it, ny office, sure.”
Konstantin didn't know what to nmake of the |l ook on Pleshette's funny little face. Maybe that was
all it was, a funny little face in a funny little open-all-night world. A funny little open-all-
night artificial world at that. For all Konstantin knew, the night manager hadn't seen true
daylight for years. Not her problem she thought as she stuck her head through the doorway of the
cubicle where Celestine and Di Pietro were now busy jockeying for the stringer's attention while
the stringer pretended she wasn't punping themfor infornmation and they pretended they didn't know
she was pretending not to punp themfor information. No one had to pretend the dead kid had been
tenporarily forgotten.

"Pardon me for interrupting," Konstantin said a bit archly. DiPietro and Cel estine turned to her
in their identical white coveralls, they | ooked |ike unfinished marionettes.

"Attendants'l| be coming for him Before you do a thorough search of the room you m ght want to,
oh-" she gestured at the body --cover himup.-

"Sure thing," said Celestine, and then suddenly tossed sonething round and wapped in plastic at
her. "Think fast!"

Konstantin caught it by instinct. The shape registered on her before anything else. The kid's
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head, she thought, horrified. The cut across his throat had been so deep, it had conme off when
they'd peel ed him

Then she felt the netal through the plastic and realized it was the kid' s head-nmounted nonitor
"Ch, good one, Celestine. " She tucked the nonitor under her left arm "If |I'd dropped that, we'd
be filling out forms on it for a year. "

"You, drop sonething? Not this lifetine." Celestine grinned; her nuttonchops made her face seem
twice as wide as it was. Konstantin wondered if there was such a thing as suing a cosnetol ogi st
for mal practice.

"Thanks for the act of faith but next tine, save it for church
toward the main | obby, Pleshette following in a sw sh of ki nono.

Konstantin went up the hal

There were only two unifornmed officers waiting in the | obby with the other three nenbers of the

ni ght staff, who were perched side by side on a broken down, ersatz-l|eather sofa by the front

wi ndow. The rest of the police, along with the clientele, were already down the block with
Taliaferro, one of the uniforns told Konstantin. She nodded, trying not to stare at the wonan's
neat gi nger-colored nustache. At least it wasn't as ostentatious as Cel estine's nuttonchops, but
she wasn't sure that she would ever get used to the fashion of facial hair on wonen. Her ex would
have call ed her a throwback; perhaps she was.

"That's all right, as long as we know where they are." Konstantin handed her the bagged headnount.
"Evidence-1ook after it. There's sone surveillance footage |'mgoing to screen in the manager's
office and | thought 1'd question the staff there as well-" The people on the couch were gazing up

at her expectantly. "Is this the entire night shift?"

"The whol e kitten's caboodle," Pl eshette assured her

Konstantin | ooked around. It was a small |obby, no hiding places, and presumably, no secret doors.
Smal |, drab, and depressing-after waiting here for even just a few mnutes, any AR woul d | ook

great by conparison. She turned back to the people on the couch just as the one in the mddle
stood up and stuck out his hand. "M les Mank," he said in a hearty tenor

Konstantin hesitated. The nman's eyes had an unfocused, watery |look to them she associated with
peopl e who weren't well. He towered over her by six inches and outwei ghed her by at |east a
hundred pounds. But they were fairly soft pounds, packed into a glossy blue one-piece uniform
that, combined with those gooey eyes and his straw colored hair, gave hima strangely childlike
appear ance. She shook his hand. "Wat's your job here?"

"Supervisor. Well, unofficial supervisor,"” he added, the strange eyes |ooking past her at

GQuil foyle Pleshette. "I'mthe one who's been here the |longest so I'malways telling everybody el se
how t hi ngs work."

"So go ahead, Mles," Pleshette said, her voice flat. The ki nono sl eeves snapped |ike pennants in
a high wind as she stretched out her arnms and refolded them "Say it-that if they pronoted from
within here, you d be night manager. Then | can explain how they had to go on a talent search for
an experienced admnistrator. It'Il all balance out."

"Nobody ever died while |I was acting night nanager," MIles Mank said huffily.

"Yeah, that's true-everybody survived that riot where the conpany had to refund all the customers.
But nobody died so that nade it all good-deal -well-done. "

M1l es Mank strode past Konstantin to | oomover Pleshette, who had to reach up to shake her bony

finger in his face. Konstantin felt that panicky chill all authorities felt when a situation was
about to slip the | eash. Before she could order Mank to stop arguing with Pleshette, the nustached
of ficer tugged her sleeve and showed her a taser set on flash. "Shall [?"

Konstantin glanced at her naneplate. "Sure, Wl ski, go ahead." She stepped back and covered her
eyes.

The flash was a split-second heat that she found oddly conforting, though no one else did. Besides
Qui |l foyle Pleshette and M1l es Mank, Wl ski had also failed to warn her fellow officer, the other
two enpl oyees, or Taliaferro, who had chosen that nonment to step back inside. The noise |eve

i ncreased exponential ly.

"Everybody shut up!" Konstantin yelled; to her surprise, everybody did. She |ooked around. All the
people in the | obby except for herself and Wl ski had their hands over their eyes. It |ooked |ike
a convention of see-no-evil nonkeys.

"I"mgoing to screen surveillance footage of the victims final session in the nanager's office,
and then interview the rest of the staff,” she announced and turned to Taliaferro. "Then I'd Iike
to question anyone who was in the sane nodul e and scenario." She waited but he didn't take his
hands fromhis eyes. "That neans |I'l|l be phoning you down the block, partner, to have sel ect

i ndi vidual s escorted to the office." She waited another few seconds. "Understand, Taliaferro?" she
added, exasper ated.
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"Let me do sone prelins on the custoners,"” he said, speaking to the air where he thought she was.
He was off by two feet. "They're gonna be getting restless while you're doing that. We're going to
have to give them phone calls and pizza as it is.”

Konstantin rolled her eyes. "So give them phone calls and pizza." She turned back to Pleshette.
"Now, can you show ne to your office?"

"Who, nme?" asked Mles Mank. "I'mafraid | don't have one. |'ve been nmaking do with the enpl oyee

| ounge. "

"Suffer, Mank," Pleshette said, peeking between her fingers. "No one was talking to you." She
started to | ower her hands and then changed her m nd.

Konstantin sighed. Their vision would return to normal in a few mnutes, along with their
conpl exi ons, assum ng none of themsuffered fromlight-triggered skin-rashes. Perhaps she should
have been nore synpathetic, but she didn't think any of themwould notice if she were.

She put her hand on Guilfoyle Pleshette's left arm "Now, your office?"

"I''l'l show you," said Pleshette, "if | ever see well enough again."

Pl eshette's office was smaller than the snelly cubicle where the kid had di ed, which was probably
a good thing. It nmeant that Konstantin didn't throw anything breakabl e against the wall when she
di scovered the so-called surveillance footage was an AR |l og and not a |live-action recording of the
kid's murder. There woul d have been no point to throwi ng anything; unlike the living roomwhere
she and her ex had had their final argunent, there wasn't enough distance to nake a really
satisfying snmash.

She settled in to watch the video, every nonent, including the instructional l|ead that told her
that the only pov on nonitor would be detached observer; she could use the editing option for any
cl ose-ups or odd angles, and there was a primer to pull down if she were feeling | ess than
Fellini, or even DW Giffith.

How hel pful, she thought, freezing the footage before the | ead faded into the scenario. How
excessi vely hel pful. Wat was she supposed to do, decide howto edit the footage before she

wat ched it?

But of course, she realized; this cane under the headi ng of Souvenirs. Footage from your AR ronp,
vi deo of your friend s wedding, pre-packaged quick-tine scenics froma kiosk in the Linma airport
for a last-minute gift before you boarded the flight hone-you made it | ook however you wanted it
to |l ook. To whonmever happened to be | ooking, of course. Maybe you didn't want it to | ook the sane
to everyone-a tamer version for one, sonething experinental to hold another's attention

Konstantin tapped the nenu line at the bottomof the screen. Options? it asked her, fanning them
out in the center of a deep blue background. Pick a card, any card, she thought; nenorize it and
slip it back into the deck. There'll be a quiz later, if you survive. After a nmonent, she chose No
Frills.

The image on the screen liquified and nelted away into bl ack. A nonent |ater, she was |ooking at
an androgynous face that suggested the best of India and Japan in conbination. The nanme cane up as
Shanti h Love, which she couldn't decide if she hated or not; the linked profile inforned her that
the Shantih Love appearance was as protected by | egal copyright as the name. No age given; under
Sex it said, Any; all; why do you care?

"Filthy job, Shantih, but sonmebody's got to." She tapped for the technical specs of the session.
Ful | coverage hotsuit, of course; that would tell her when the kid had died. She scrolled past his
scenari o and nodul e choices to Duration: four hours, twenty mnutes. Yow, kid, that alone could
have killed sone peopl e.

She tapped the screen for his vitals so she could note the exact tinme of death in the archiver
Then she just stared at the figures on the screen, tapping the stylus mindlessly on the desk.
Shanti h Love, the specs told her, had shuffled off all nortal coils, artificial and otherw se,
just ten mnutes into his four-hour-and-twenty-m nute ronp in post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty. It
didn't say how he had nmanaged to go on with his ronp after he had di ed. She supposed that was too
much to ask

Shanti h Love and the kid powering himher had both had their throats cut, but for Shantih Love the
wound had not been fatal. Disgusting and gory, even unconfortable, but not fatal

Konstantin watched the screen intently as the sequence faded in. In the mddle of a glitter-
encrusted cityscape at dusk, the androgyne nade his/her way toward sone kind of noisy party or
tribal gathering on the rubble-strewn shore of the Hudson River. The rubble was al so encrusted
with glitter; nore glitter twinkled on the glass of the silent storefronts on the other side of a
broad, four-lane divided thoroughfare partially blocked by occasional islands of weckage. As
Shanti h Love swept off the sidewal k-ankl e-1ength purple robe flowi ng gracefully with every step-
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and crossed the ruined street, one of the wecks ignited, lighting up the seni-dark. Shantih Love
barely glanced at it and kept going, toward the gathering on the shore; Konstantin could hear
musi ¢ and, under that, the white noise of many voices in conversation. Wat could they possibly
have to tal k about, she wondered; was it anything nore profound than what you'd hear at any ot her
party in any other reality with any other people? And if it were, why did it occur only in the
reality of post Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty?

Shanti h Love abruptly | ooked back in such a way that s/he seenmed to be |ooking directly out of the
screen into her eyes. The expression on the unique face seened sonehow bot h questioning and
confident. Konstantin steered the detached perspective from behind Shanti h Love around hi s/ her
right side, passing in front of the androgyne and noving to the left side, tracking hinf her as

s/ he wal ked toward the multitude on the shore.

A figure suddenly popped up from behind the | ow concrete barrier running between the street and
the river. Shantih Love stopped for a few nmoments, uncertainty troubling his/her snmooth forehead
Konstantin tried adjusting the screen controls to see the figure better in the gathering darkness
but, nmaddeningly, she couldn't seemto get anything nore definite than a fuzzy, blurry sil houette,
definitely human-1i ke but otherw se unidentifiable as young or old, nale, female, both or neither
friendly or hostile.

The shape clinbed over the barrier to the street side just as Shantih Love slipped over it to the
shore. The ground here was soft sand and Shantih Love had trouble walking in it. The fuzzy shape
paced hinmfher on the other side of the wall and Konstantin got the idea that it was saying
sonet hi ng, but nothing came up on audi o. Shantih Love didn't answer, didn't even look inits
direction again as s/he noved in long strides toward the crowd, which extended fromthe water's
edge up to a break in the barrier and into the road.

The perspective had slipped back behind Shantih Love. Konstantin tapped the forward button

rapi dly; now she seenmed to be perched on Shantih Love's right shoul der. The gathering on the beach
appeared to be nothing nore than

a ragged, disorganized cocktail party, the sort of thing her ex had | oved to attend. Konstantin
was di sappoi nted. Was this really all anyone in AR coul d think of doing?

Shanti h Love whirled suddenly; after a one-second delay, the perspective followd. Konstantin felt
a wave of dizziness and the inages on the screen went out of focus.

When the focus cl eared, Konstantin saw that the figure was standing on top of the barrier, poised
to junmp. Shantih Love backed away, turned, and began stunbling through the party crowd, bunping
into various people, some less distinct than others. Konstantin didn't have to shift the
perspective around to know that the creature was chasing the androgyne. Now the pov seened to be a
fewinches in front of the creature's face; she had a few fast glinpses of bandage-w apped arms
and hands with an indetermninate nunber of fingers as it staggered into the party after Love.

The pov began to shake and streak, as if it were enbedded in the pursuing creature's body.
Frustrated, Konstantin pounded on the forward key, but the pov didn't budge. Soneone had
preordered the pov to this position, she realized. But whether it was the nurdered kid who had
done it or just the formatting she couldn't tell

Wrse, now that she was in the party crowd, al nmost every attendee was either so vague as to be
maddeni ngly uni dentifiable, or so much a broad type-barbarian, vanpire, wld-child, homuncul us-
that anonymty was just as assured.

Shanti h Love broke through the other side of the crowd two seconds before she did, and ran heavily
toward a stony rise leading to the sidewal k. S/ he scranbled up it on all fours, a heartbeat ahead
of the pursuer.

Love vaulted the Iow barrier and ran along the m ddle of the street, |ooking eagerly at each
wreck. There were nmore wrecks here, sone abl aze, sone not. Sonething noved inside each one, even
those that were burning. Konstantin realized she was probably alone in finding that remarkabl e;
living in a bonfire was probably the hei ght of AR chic.

She tried pushing the pov ahead again and gai ned several feet. Shantih Love | ooked over his/her
shoul der, seemingly right at the pov. The androgyne's expression was panic and di smay; in the next
nmoment, s/he fell.

The pov somersaulted; there was a flash of broken pavenment, followed by a brief panoranma of the
sky, a flip and a cl ose-up of the androgyne's profile just as the pursuer pushed his/her chin up
wi th one rag-w apped hand. Perfect skin stretched taut; the blade flashed and di sappeared as it
turned sideways to slash through flesh, tendon, blood vessels, bone.

The bl ood fl ew agai nst the pov and dri pped downward, |ike gory drops of rain on a w ndow.
Konstantin wi nced and pressed to try to erase the blood trails; nothing happened.
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Shanti h Love coughed and gargled at the sky, not trying to tw st away fromthe bandaged hand t hat
still held his/her chin. Blood pul sed upward in an exaggerated di splay of blood spurting froma
mej or artery. The creature pushed Love's face to one side, away fromthe canera, and bent its head
to drink.

Konstantin had seen simlar kinds of things before in videos, including the so-called killer video
that had supposedly been circul ati ng underground (whatever that neant these days) and had turned
out to be so blatantly phony that the perpetrators should have gone down for fraud.

But where the blood spilled in that and nunmerous ot her videos had | ooked nore |ike cherry syrup or
tomat o puree, this |ooked real enough to make Konstantin gag. She put a hand over her nouth as she
froze the screen and turned away, trying to breathe deeply and slowy through her nose, wlling
her nausea to fade. At the sane time, she was surprised at herself. Her squeam sh streak was
usually conveniently dormant; in twelve years as a detective, she had seen enough real-tine bl ood
and gore that she could say she was sonewhat hardened. Shantih Love's real-tinme counterpart-secret
identity? veneer person?-had certainly bled enough to nake anyone choke.

But there was sonething about this-the blood or the noises coming from Shantih Love, the sound of
the creature drinking so greedily. O nmaybe just the sight of such realistic blood activating the
menory of that snell in the cubicle, that overpowering stench; that snell and the sight of the
dead kid stripped of everything, skinned |ike an aninal

She collected herself and tried jabbing fast-forward to get through the vanpiric sequence as
qui ckly as possible. It only nade everything nore grotesque, so she took it back to nornmal just at
the point where both the creature and the bl ood vani shed conpl etely.

Startled, Konstantin rewound and ran it again in slo-nb, just to nake sure she'd seen it right.
She had; it wasn't a fast fade-out or the tw nkling deliquescence so favored by begi nning

ci nenmat ogr aphy students, but a genui ne popper which usually happened by way of a real-tine

equi prent failure or power-out. Common wisdomhad it that the jump fromAR to real-time in such an
event was so abrupt as to produce extreme reactions of an undesirable nature-vertigo, projectile
vomting, fainting, or, worse, all three, which could be fatal if you happened to be al one.

O a slashed throat, if you happened to be not alone with the wrong person

Konstantin thought, trying to rub the furrows out of her brow

She repeated the sequence once nore, and then again in slo-nmo, watching the blood di sappear right
along with the creature, |eaving Shantih Love behind i Konstantin called up the record of the
kid's vitals and found that, as she had expected, they had quit registering at the nonent the

bl ood had di sappeared.

Konstantin took her finger off the pause button and let the action go forward.

On the screen, the Shantih Love character sat up, its elegant fingers feeling the ragged edges and
flaps of skin where its throat had been cut, mld annoyance deepening the fewlines in its face.
As Konstantin watched it trying to pinch the edges of skin together, she was aware that she was
now t hi nking of the kid' s AR persona as a thing rather than a hunan.

Presuned "it" until proven human? Konstantin frowned. So what was driving it now, anyway-a robot,
or a very human hijacker?

She coul d watch video for the next three hours and see if anything woul d becone clearer to her

i nstead, she decided to talk to people she was reasonably sure were human before taking in any
nmore adventures of a dead kid's false pretending to be alive in a city pretending to be dead.

If the office had seenmed cranped before, Mles Mank nade it | ook even snmaller by taking up at

|l east half of it. When it becane obvious that he actually knew next to nothing, Konstantin tried
to get rid of himquickly, but he kept finding conversational hooks that would get her attention
and then | ead her along to sone neani ngl ess and boring point, at which he wouldn't so nuch

concl ude as change the subject and do it all over again. She was finally able to convince himthat
he was desperately needed at the parking ot to help sort out the clientele with her bew | dered
partner. Then she prayed that Taliaferro wouldn't use a simlar excuse to send himback to her

She still didn't Iike his eyes.

The first of the other two enployees was a silver-haired kid naned Ti m Mezzer, who was about the
same age as the murder victim He had the vaguely puzzled, preoccupi ed | ook of ex-addicts who had
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detoxed recently by having their blood cleansed. Oficially, it was a fast way out of an expensive
jones. In fact, it nade the high better on rel apse.

"How | ong have you wor ked here?" Konstantin asked him

"Three days." He sounded bor ed.

"And what do you do?" she prodded when he didn't say anything nore.

"Ch, |I'ma specialist," he said, even nore bored. "I specialize in picking up everybody's snelly
"suit when they're done and get 'emcleaned. " Mezzer put a plunp el bow on the desk and | eaned
forward. "Tell the truth-you'd kill to have a job like that instead of the boring shit you do.
Konstantin wasn't sure he was really being sarcastic. "Sonmetinmes. Did you know the victinP"
"Dunno. What was his nanme?"

" Shantih Love."

Mezzer grunted. "Good | abel. Miust have cost himto come up with one that good. Sounds a little
i ke an expensive fenal e whore-assassin, but still pretty good. Soneday |'Il be rich enough to be
able to afford a tailor-nmade |abel. "

Konstantin was only half-listening while she prodded the archiver for the victims reference file.
"Ali, here we are. Real nane is-" she stopped. "Well, that can't be right."

"Don't be so sure." Mezzer yawned. "What's it say?"

"Tormoyuki 1guchi," Konstantin said slowy, as if she had to sound out each syllable.

"Ha. Sounds |ike he was working on turning Japanese in a serious way."

"\ 2"

"Well, for post-Apocal yptic Tokyo, of course." Mezzer sighed. "What el se?"

"There's a post-Apocal yptic Tokyo now?" Konstantin asked suspici ously.

"Not yet." Mezzer's sigh becane a yawn. "Coni ng soon. Supposed to be the next big hot spot. They
say it's gonna nake the Sitty | ook |ike Sunday in Nebraska, with these parts you can access only
if you're Japanese, or a convincing simulation. It's the one everybody's been waiting for."

Konstantin wondered if he knew that sonething very like it had al ready come and gone a good many

years before either of them had been born. "How about you?" she asked him "Is it the one you've
been waiting for?"
"I don't know from Japanese. |I'man Ellay boy. Got all those gorgeous cel ebs you can beat up in

street gangs. But the bubble-up on this is, there's sone kinda secret coming-attraction
subroutines for post-Apocal yptic Tokyo buried in the Noo Yawk, Hong Kong, and Ellay scenes and no
non- Japanese can crack them If they're really there. Shantih Love nusta thought they were."

"But why would he take two fake nanes?" Konstantin wondered, nore to herself.

"Tol d you-he was trying to turn Japanese. He wanted anyone who stripped his label to find his
Japanese nanme underneath and take himfor that. Invite himinto the special Japan area." Mezzer
put his head back as if he were going to bay at the npbon and yawned once again. "Or he was getting
that crazy-head. You know, where you start thinking it's real in there and fake out here, or you
can't tell the difference. You need to talk to Body. Body'll know. Body's probably the only one
who' d know for sure.

"What body?"

"Body Sativa. Body knows nore about the top ten ARs than anyone else, real or not."

Konstantin felt her mouth twitch. "Don't you mean Cannabi s Sativa?" she asked sarcastically.
Mezzer blinked at her in surprise. "Get off. Cannibal's her nother. She's good, but Body's the
real Big Dipper."” He smled. "Pretty win, actually, that sonebody |ike you' d know about Canni ba
Sativa. Were you goin' into talk to her?"

Konstantin didn't know what to say.

"Go see Body, | swear she's the one you want. |'Il give you sonme icons you can use in there. Rea

i nsider icons, not what they junk you up with in the help files. "

"Thanks," Konstantin said doubtfully. "But | think I fell down about a mile back. If he was
turni ng Japanese, as you put it, why would he call hinself Shantih Love?"

Mezzer blinked. "Well, because he was tryin' to be a Japanese guy nanmed Shantih Love. " He frowned
at her. "You just don't ever go in AR, do you?"

"Can't add to that," said the other enployee cheerfully. She was an ol der wonan named Howard Ruth
with natural salt-and-pepper hair and lines in a soft face untouched by chenicals or surgery.
Konstantin found her conforting to look at. "Body Sativa's the best tip you' re gonna get. You'l
go through that whole bunch in the ot down the street and you won't hear anything nore hel pful."
She sat back, crossing her left ankle over her right knee.
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"Body Sativa woul dn't happen to be in that group, by any chance?"

Howard Ruth shrugged. "Doubt it. This is just another reception site on an AR network. Considering
t he sophisticated noves Body makes, she's nost likely on fromsome singleton station, and that
could be anywhere. "

"Cone on," said Konstantin irritably, "even | know everyone online has an origin code."

Howard Ruth's snmile was sunny. "You haven't played any ganes |lately, have you?"

Konstantin was thinking the woman should talk to her ex. "Online? No."

"No, " agreed the woman, "because if you had, you'd know that netgaming isn't considered officia
net communication or transaction, so it's not governed by FCC or FDSA regul ations. Get on, pick a
nane or buy a permanent |abel, stay as long as you like-or can afford-and | og out when you've had
enough. Netganming is one hundred percent elective, so anything goes-no guidelines, no censorship,
no crinmes against persons. You can't file a conplaint against anyone for assault, harassnent,
fraud, or anything like that."

Konstantin sighed. "I didn't know this. Wy not?"

"You didn't have to." Howard Ruth | aughed. "Look, officer-"

"Li eutenant. "

"Sure, lieutenant. Unless you netgame regular, you won't know any of this. You ever hear about the
case years back where a guy used an origin line to track down a woman in realtine and kill her?"
"No," said Konstantin with sone alarm "Were did this happen?"

"Ch, back east somewhere. D.C., | think, or sone place like that. Life is so cheap there, you

know. Anyway, what happened was, back when they had origin lines in gamng, this guy got nmad at
this woman, sonehow found

her by way of her origin line, and boomlights out. That was one of the first cases of that
gamepl ayer' s nmadness where soneone could prove it could be a real danger offline. After that,
there was a court ruling that since gaming was strictly recreational, ganers were entitled to
complete privacy if they wanted. No origin line. Kinda the same thing for fraud and advertising."

Konstantin felt her interest, which had started to wane with the utterance D.C., cone alive again.
"What ?"

"Quy ran a ganme-wthin-a-ganme on soneone. | can't remenber exactly what it was-beachfront in
Kansas, dianmond nmines in Peru, hot stocks about to blow. Anyhow, the party of the second part got
the idea it was all backed up inrealtine and did this financial transfer to the party of the
first part, who promptly |ogged out and went south. Party of the second part hollers Thief! and
what do you know but the police catch this sal esperson of the year. Wio then clains that it was
all a game and he thought the nmoney was just a gift.

"And?" said Konstantin.

"And that's a wap. Gand jury won't even indict, on grounds of extreme gullibility. As in, 'You
were in artificial reality, you fool, what did you expect? Personally, | think they were both
suffering froma touch of the galloping headbugs. "

Konstantin was troubled. "And that decision stood?"

"It's artificial reality-you can't lie, no matter what you say. It's all makebelieve, let's-
pretend, the play's the thing." Howard Ruth | aughed heartily. "You choose to pay somebody out here
for tine in there, that's your hotspot. Life is so strange, eh?"

Konstantin made a nental note to check for court rulings on AR as she pressed for a clean page in
the archiver. "But if being in an AR nakes peopl e insane . "

"Doesn't nmake everyone insane," the woman said. "That's what it is, you know The honey factory
don't close down just because you're allergic to bee stings."

Konstantin was still troubled. "So when did those things happen?" she asked, holding the stylus

r eady.

"l don't know," Howard Ruth said, surprised at the question. "Qughta be in the police files,

t hough. Doesn't |aw enforcenent have sone kind of central-national-international bank you al
access? Sonething |ike Police Blotter?"

"In spite of the nanme," Konstantin said, speaking slowy so the woman coul dn't possibly

m sunderstand, "Police Blotter is actually a comrercial net-nagazine, and not affiliated with | aw
enforcenent in any official way. But yes, we do have our own national information center. But |
need to know sone kind of key fact that the search program can use to hunt down the information I
want-a nane, a date, a location." She paused to see if any of this was forthconm ng. The ot her
wonman only shrugged.

"Well, sorry | can't be of nore help, but that's all | know " She got up and stretched, pressing
her hands into the small of her back. "If anyone knows nore, it's Body Sativa."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Pat...%20-%20Death%20in%20the%20Promised%20Land.txt (9 of 31) [10/16/2004 4:45:58 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul &/l ncoming/Pat%20Cadi gan%20-%20D eath%620i n%20the%620Promi sed%20L and.txt

"Body Sativa," said the first custonmer interviewe. He was an aging child with green hair and
clained his nanme was Earl O Jelly. "Nobody knows nore. Nobody and no body. |f you get what |
mean. "

Konstantin didn't bury her face in her hands. The aging child volunteered the infornmation that he
had been in the crowd by the Hudson that Shantih Love had staggered through, but clained he hadn't
seen anything |ike what she described to him

Nei t her had the next one, a grandnother whose AR alter-ego was a twel veyear-old boy-assassi n named
Ni ck the Schick. "That means | technically have to have 'the' as nmy middle nane, but there's
worse, and stupider as well,"” she told Konstantin genially. "N ck knows Body, of course. Everybody
knows Body. And vice versa, probably. Actually, | think Body Sativa's just a database that got
crossed with a traffic-switcher and junped the rails."

"Pardon?" Konstantin said, not conprehendi ng.

The grandnother was patient. "You know how fil es get cross-nonkeyed? Just the thing-traffic-

swi tcher was referencing the database in a thunderstorm maybe sunspots, and they got sort of arc-
wel ded. Traffic-switcher interface nutated fromacquired characteristics fromall the database
entries. That's what | say, and nobody's proved yet that that couldn't happen. O didn't. " She
nodded sol emmly.

Konstantin opened her nouth to tell the woman that if she understood her correctly, what she was
describing was akin to putting a dirty shirt and a pile of straw in a wooden box for spontaneous
generation of mice and then decided against it. For one thing, she wasn't sure that she had
understood correctly and for another, the shirt-and-straw nmethod of creating mce was probably
routine in AR

There was no third interviewee. Instead, an ACLU | awyer cane in and explained that since the crine
had occurred in the real world, and all the so called witnesses had been in AR they weren't
actually witnesses at all, and could not be detained any | onger. However, all of their nanes woul d
be available on the video parlor's custoner list, which Konstantin could see as soon as she
produced the proper court order

"In the meantinme, everyone agrees you ought to talk to this Body Sativa, whatever she is," the

| awyer said, consulting a palntop. "Assuming she'll give you so nuch as the tine of day w thout

| egal representation. '

"l suppose | need a court order for that, too," Konstantin grunbled.

"Not hardly. AR is open to anyone who wants to access it. Even you, Oficer Konstantin. " The
| awyer grinned, showi ng dianond teeth. "Just remenber the rules of admssibility. Everything
everyone tells you in AR- "

--is alie, right. | got the short course tonight already. Konstantin's gaze strayed to the
nmonitor, now blank. "I think I'Il track this Body Sativa down in person and question her in
realtime. "

"Only if she voluntarily tells you who she is out here,
"Ctherwi se, her privacy is protected."

the | awyer rem nded her a bit snugly.

"Maybe she'll turn out to be a good citizen," Konstantin nmused. "Maybe she'll care that sone
seventeen-year-old kid got his throat cut."
The | awyer's snug expression became a sad snmile. "Maybe. | care. You care. But there's no | aw that

says anyone el se has to."
"I know, and 1'd be afraid if there was. Even so-
depend so nuch on vol unteers."

Konstantin frowed. "I do wish | didn't have to

She sent DiPietro and Cel estine over to the dead kid's apartnent building, though she wasn't
expecting rmuch. If he was typical, his neighbors would have barely been aware of him Mst |ikely;
they would find he had been yet another gypsy worker of standard nodest skills, taking tenporary
assignments via a city-run agency to support his various habits. Including his AR habit.

Just to be thorough, she waited in Quilfoyle Pleshette's office for the call letting her know that
the other two detectives had found a generic one-roomapartment with little in the way of

furni shings or other belongings to distinguish it fromany other generic one-roomapartnment in the
city. Except for the carefully organized card library of past AR experiences in the dustless,
static-free, noisture- and fire-proof non-magnetic |ight-shielded container. Every heavy AR user
kept a library, so that no treasured nonent could be lost to tine.
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The library would go to headquarters to be stored for the required ten-day waiting period while a
caseworker tried to track down next-of-kin. If none turned up, the card library would then be
accessed by an aut onat ed program designed to anal yze the sequences recorded on each card and
construct a profile of the person, which would then be added to the online obituaries. Usually
this woul d cause sonmeone who had known the deceased to conme forward; other tines, it sinply
confirned that there was no one to care.

The i dea cane unbidden to Konstantin, derailing the sem doze she had slipped into at whatever

i ndecent A-.M the night had becone. She plugged the archiver into the phone and sent the retriever
to fetch data on the other seven AR DOAs.

Delivery was all but inmrediate-at this tine of night, there wasn't much data traffic. Konstantin
felt mldly annoyed that Di Pietro and Celestine couldn't report in just as quickly. Perhaps they
had taken the stringer with them and were even now playing to the camin an inspection of the dead
kid' s apartnent.

A bit of heartburn simered in her chest; she imagined it was her bl ood pressure going up a notch.
According to The Law Enforcenent Oficers' Quide To A Healthy, Happy Life (ON & OFF The Job!), sex
was the nunber one stress reliever. The Guide had nost likely neant the sort that involved one

ot her person, Konstantin reflected and pushed away thoughts of her ex to survey the data arranging
itself on the archiver's small but hi-res screen

The first to suffer a suspicious death while in post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty had been a thirty-
four-year-old woman naned Sally Lefkow. Her picture showed a wonan so pale as to seem faded. She
had passed nost of her realtine hours as a third-rank senior on a Mnneapolis janitorial team
whose contract had included both the building where she had lived and the buil di ng where she had
di ed. Konstantin wasn't sure whether to be anused, ammzed, or alarmed that her online persona had
been an evol ved dragon; eight feet tall and the col or of polished antique copper, it had been bi-
sexual, able to switch at will. Sally Lefkow had di ed of suffocation; the evolved dragon had been
in flight when it had suddenly fallen out of the sky into ft East River, and never cone up.

Konstantin put the dead woman's realti me background next to the information on the dragon to
conpare them but found she was having trouble retaining anything. "In one eye and out the other,"”
she nuttered, then w nced. Lover, cone back. Youforgot to take the in-jokes along with the rest of
the enotional baggage.

She marked the Lefkow dragon conbo and went on to the next victim a twenty-eight-year-old gypsy
of fice worker named Enilio Torres. Konstantin thought he | ooked nore like an athlete. Or maybe an
ex-athlete. He had died alone in his Portland apartnent during an online session as-Konstantin

bl i nked-Marilyn Presley. Even Konstantin had heard of Marilyn Presley. The hybrid had been an
online flash-fad, hot for a day, passed forever after. But not, apparently, for Torres. He had
persisted as Marilyn for six weeks, long after the rest of the flash followers had | ost interest,
and he had di edKonstantin blinked again-of an overdose of several drugs; the Marilyn Presley
persona had gone inert in the niddl e of some sort of gathering that wasn't quite a street braw
but not really an open-air party, either. There was no foll owup on the persona, nothing to tel
Konstantin if the rights to it had been acquired by sonmeone el se since.

Torres had died a month after Lefkow and half a continent away. The next death had occurred two
nmonths later, in a cheesy beachside parlor in New Hanpshire. Marsh Kuykendall had been
unenbarrassed by his status as an AR junkie, supporting his habit with odd and nostly menial jobs.

Acquai ntances of the victimhave all heard himsay, at one time or another, that realtinme was the
di sposabl e reality because it could not be preserved oorr replayed |like AR Konstantin read. "AR
is humanity's true destiny. " "In AR everyone is imortal."

If you don't mind existing in reruns, she thought. Kuykendall had owned a half dozen personas, al
of themhis original creations. Mrtality had caught up with himwhile he had been acting out a
pant her-man fantasy. The panthernman had been beaten to death by sone vaguely nonstrous assail ant
that no one clainmed to have seen clearly; in realtime, Kuykendall had taken bl ows hard enough to
shatter both his headnmounted hel met and his head. No one in the parlor had heard or seen anything.
Vi cti m nunber four had been in rehab for a year after a bad accident had left her paralyzed. Lydia
Stang' s damaged nerves had been regenerated, but she had had to relearn novenent fromthe bottom
up. AR had been part of her therapy; her AR persona had been an idealized gymastic version of
hersel f.
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She had died with a broken neck, in AR and in real-time. Wtnesses stated she had been fighting a
street duel with a |izard-person. Even better, the |izard-person had voluntarily come forward and
admtted to AR contact with the deceased. Stang had been online in Denver, while the |izard-person
had been cavorting in a parlor not three blocks fromwhere Konstantin was sitting. She doubl e-
checked to be sure she had that right, and then nade a note to | ook up the lizard-person in real -
time, if possible.

A nonment | ater she was scratching that note out; the |izard-person was victimnunber five. Even
nmor e shocki ng, Konstantin thought, was the lack of information on the deceased, a forner nusician
who had gone by the single nanme Flo. After Lydia Stang's death, Flo had given up music and taken
up AR full-tine, or so it seened, until soneone had suffocated her. Online, her reptilian alter-
ego had been swinmming. In the East River, Konstantin noted, which the Lefkow dragon had fallen
into out of the sky. Maybe that neant sonething; naybe it didn't.

Victims six and seven would seemto have killed each other in a gang fight. Konstantin found this
di sheartening. In post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty, they had been a couple of nasty street kids,

si xteen, just on the verge of adulthood. In real-tine, they had been a pair of m ddl e-aged gypsy
of fice workers who had no doubt discovered that they had wandered into the cul de sac of life and
weren't going to find their way out alive.

They had both lived in a nearby urban hive, got assignnments through the sanme agency, did the sane
ki nds of no-brainer files and data upkeep jobs-and yet, they apparently hadn't known each ot her
offline. O if they had known each other, they had deliberately stayed away from each ot her
Except online, where they had often nmixed it up. They had stabbed each other in AR but someone
el se had stabbed each of themin the privacy of their own hones. The tines of death seened to be
in sone dispute
And now here was number eight, a weird Caucasian kid with a Japanese nanme. Dono ari gat o,
Konstantin thought sourly, and pressed for a summary of the common characteristics of each case.
There wasn't nuch, except for the fact that each nurder had occurred while the victimhad been
online in post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty. Three of the previous murders had taken place |ocally;
the kid's brought it up to four, fully half. And unless it turned out that the kid had been a
brain surgeon, all of them had been | ower |evel drones, not a professional in the bunch
She sat back and tried to think. Was serial murder back in style-again? Except whoever had been
enj oyi ng the pretend-nurder of hijacking soneone el se's AR persona had decided to cross over? O
couldn't tell the difference?

Konstantin pressed for a table of sinlarities anong the AR characters and cane up with a Data Not
Avail abl e sign. The note on the next screen told her there had been no work done in this area,
either due to lack of software, |lack of tine, or lack of personnel. Undoubtedly no one had thought
that it was particularly inportant to look into the AR personae-it wasn't as if those were actual
victims ... were they? For all she or anyone el se knew, Sally Lefkow s dragon would be nore m ssed
and nourned than Sally herself; |ikewi se for the rest of them

Sad, and somehow predictable, Konstantin thought. She nmade a note to send out for nore background
on the victinms. While she was reviewi ng what information she had, DiPietro and Celestine called to
tell her nobstly what she had al ready known, except for one very surprising difference: upon
arrival at the kid' s apartnent, they had found a ni neteen-year-old worman in the process of
ransacki ng the place. She would answer no questions except to say that she was the kid's wi fe.
Konstantin checked quickly; as she had thought, the kid was the only-or the first-married victim
"Bring her down here," she told them "Fast."

"Tomm e was | ooki ng for the out door," said Pine Havel ock. "Anybody was gonna find it, it would be
him And now | ook what's gone and happened. " Tonmoyuki Iguchi's self-proclained wife was sitting
in a plastic bucket of a chair hugging her folded legs tightly and staring at Konstantin over the
bony hunps of her knees with a half-afraid, half-accusing expression. Dressed in what |ooked |ike
surplus hospital pajanas, she seened to be conpletely hairless, w thout even eyel ashes. Her eyes
weren't really large enough to carry it off; she nade Konstantin think of a nental patient who had
fallen into a giant vat of depilatory cream

"What out door would that be?" Konstantin asked her after a | ong nonment of silence. "The one to
the secret Japanese area?"

Havel ock raised her head, staring oddly. "Get off."
"What out door?" Konstantin asked patiently, suppressing several inappropriate responses.
"Qut. Qut. Where you go and you'll stay. So you don't cone back to something like this." She
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| ooked around Guilfoyle Pleshette's office.

"Uh- huh. " Konstantin | eaned an el bow on the desk and rubbed her forehead. "Were would you end
up?"

"Qut." The woman's forehead puckered in spots; Konstantin realized she was frowni ng. Wt hout
eyebrows, all of her expressions were odd. "You know out. Wiere you don't need the suit or the top
hat, because you're there. Not here."

Konstantin finally got it. "So you and I guchi were |ooking for the magic door to the egress. Did
you know of anyone el se-"

"Egress," Havel ock said, nodding vigorously. "That's it. Door outegress. That's what she called
it."

"Who?" Konstantin asked, and then al npst said the answer with her.

"Body Sativa."

"Sun's gonna cone up," Quilfoyle Pleshette said threateningly. She | ooked tired. Even her hair was
starting to lose its lift.

Still sitting at her desk in the minuscule office, Konstantin waved at her inpatiently. "Sorry,
Taliaferro, " she said into the phone while she scrawl ed notes in the archiver one-handed. "I
didn't get the last thing you said. Repeat."

Taliaferro was surprisingly patient. Perhaps |ack of sleep had sinmply nade a zonbie out of him "
said, they're still running data on the other seven so we don't have anything solid yet. But the
probability is running to 80 percent that anyone who frequented the Sitty as often as any of them
woul d, at sone point, have had AR contact with the persona or entity known as Body Sativa."

" "Entity'?" said Konstantin incredulously. "Who's calling this thing an entity? The probability
program or soneone who's in a position to know?"

"Actually, | heard sone of the clientele in the parking lot calling it that. O her. Watever."
Taliaferro sounded a bit sheepish. "Probably it's some slicko with a | ot of good pr. Fampus for
bei ng fanous, you know. "

"You do rmuch AR?" Konstantin asked hi m suddenly.

There was a nonent of |loud silence. "lIs that a sincere question?”

"Sorry," Konstantin said. "Don't know what got into ne."

Taliaferro hung up without replying. She turned to Guilfoyle Pleshette, who was yawni ng hugely and
noisily. "Do you do nuch AR?

"Yeah, sure. Enployee discount here's pretty good."

"Do you spend ruch tine in post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty?"

Now t he manager shrugged and | ooked at the ceiling alnmost coyly. "I guess | been known to. You
gotta scan rated zone because when you get a virgin in, you gotta tal k about what you know. | say
that's the difference between a quality business and a ditch.”

Konstantin nodded absently. Once a place got too popul ar, nobody would adnmit to going voluntarily,
even in AR "And Body Sativa?"

Pl eshette shrugged one shoul der. "Everybody knows about her, but not as nany really seen her as
say so."

"But you have," Konstantin said.

"Of course. "

O course. Konstantin managed not to smile. "You think you could introduce ne?"

"OfF course not." The woman was al nost of f ended.

Now Konstantin shrugged. "It was worth a try."

"You got to understand here that anyone who knows Body and drags al ong every prole that wants to
see her, won't know her for too |ong."

"l guess | can understand that. Suppose | go in and find her nyself?"

Pl eshette stared at her. "You think you can?"

"One of your enployees offered ne sone secret insider icons. Watever those are.”

The manager strai ghtened up. "Yeah? Who?" she asked sharply.

"The bored one. Mezzer. Tim"

"Ch, him " Pleshette waved one hand. "You can find his so-called secret insider icons in the

i ndex of any online gui debook. | got stuff you can get around with."

"But will you loan any to ne?"

The funny little face | ooked doubtful. "Wat're you gonna do with it?"

Konstantin took a breath. "All | want to do is ask this Body Sativa sone questions. "

"What kind of questions?" the night nmanager asked suspiciously.
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Now Konstantin felt as if she had fallen through a rabbit hole in time that had sent her back to
the begi nning of the situation, which she would have to explain all over again. "Questions having
to do with the kid who died here tonight-Shantih Love, or Tonoyuki |guchi, whichever you knew him
as. "

"I didn't know himat all," said Pleshette. Konstantin felt |ike screaming. "And there's no

i nsurance that Body Sativa did, either. But if that's all you really want to do, | can | oad sone
stuff for you. But you got to promise nme, you won't misuse any of it."

"M suse it how?" Konstantin asked.

"Poaching. "

"And what woul d that entail ?"

"Getting stuff you're not entitled to get."

"Stuff? "In AR?" Konstantin felt conpletely |ost now

The ni ght nmanager fol ded her arnms again. "Yeah. Stuff in AR In the Sitty. Everybody who goes in
regular's got stuff in AR So | got this nothing job. I got to put up with blowfish like MIles

Mank. | live in a hive on Sepulveda. But | got stuff in AR | got a good place for nyself, I'min
the gane with the nane and the fane. | even got nyself a few passwords. | put in plenty of time to
get all that. | don't want it just slipped out fromunder nme when |'mnot there to defend it." The

funny little face started to pucker unhappily. "You got stuff out here, you don't need to go
poachin' my stuff in there. If you see what | nean."

Konstantin saw, it sent a wave of melancholy through her. "All | want to do is contact Body Sativa
if I can. I don't want to do anything el se.”

Pl eshette held her gaze for a | ong nonent and then shrugged her bony shoul ders hugely. "Yeah

Well, you know, it's not like | can't tell the difference between in there and out here, it's not
like I think I can put that stuff in a bank or anything. But | put a lot of tinme in; | spent sone
big sums doin' it. If | give it away, then |I got nothing. You see that?"

Konstantin saw. She coul dn't decide, however, if it was the sort of thing a person nmight kill for

Quilfoyle Pleshette found a clean hotsuit in Konstantin's size and hel ped her put it on, giving
her a flurry of instructions in her little cartoony voice. Konstantin felt silly, even though she
knew this was really just like any other information gathering operation, except it was nore |ike
usi ng the tel ephone. Unl ess what happened to the kid happened to her, she thought unhappily.

Ti m Mezzer made good on his pronmise to supply icons and | oaded the file into the headnount for
her. "All you have to do is ask for your icon cat," he said, sounding less bored. "And if you're
not sure which icon to try, ask for advice."

"Ask who?"

"The icons," he said, |looking at her as if she should have known this. "They all have their own
help files attached. But | gotta tell you, they're all pretty idiosyncratic, too. You know how it
is, what some people call help. "

Konstantin was nmildly alarned to find that she actually understood what he was telling her. After
| oadi ng her own information into the headnount, Pleshette took her to one of the del uxe cubi cl es-
del uxe neaning it was half again as large and included an extra chair. She hel ped Konstantin get
confortable in it, fastened the straps just tightly enough to keep her fromfalling if she got
overly energetic, and fitted her headnount for her. Konstantin tried to thank her, but the
headnount nuffled her too well. She felt nore than heard the woman | eave the room Fear rippled

t hrough her, briefly but intensely, nmaking her dizzy.

Then the screen lit up with a control panel graphic and she i medi ately regai ned her bal ance. She
turned on the log. The | og was an independent, outside operation with only an on-off access, so
she'd have her own record that she could prove hadn't been tanpered with later, if necessary.
Funny how the first thing anyone had to do with taped evidence was prove that it hadn't been
toast ed, she thought.

The control panel graphic di sappeared and the screen showed her the configuration nenu. She nade
her choi ces-sighting graphic and help line on request-while the "suit warnmed up. This was a full-
coverage 'suit, she realized, unconfortable. Sonehow, she hadn't given it any thought when she was
putting it on and it was too late to do anything about it now Besides, they were probably al
full-coverage 'suits; full-coverage would be the big attraction in a place like this. As if to
confirm her thoughts, a hotsuit ad replaced the configuration nenu

Because if you're not going to feel it all over, nurnured a congenial female voice while a
hotsuit, transparent to show all the sensors, revolved on the screen, why bother? Wich, when you
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t hought about it, wasn't such an unreasonabl e question

The head-npbunted nonitor adjusted the fine-tuning for her focal |ength by showi ng her the standard
introduction in block letters on a background of shifting colors. Konstantin sighed inpatiently.
So nmuch introductory material with the neter running-she could see the clock icon tagging al ong at
t he upper edge of her peripheral vision on the right side. You probably couldn't go broke
operating a video parlor, she thought, unless you tried real, real hard.

The sign cane up so suddenly that it took at |east three seconds to register on her, and even then
she wasn't sure right away whether she was really seeing it, or inmagining it. Seeing in AR felt
strangely too close to thinking.

VELCOVE TO THE LAND OF ANYTH NG GOES HERE THERE ARE NO RULES EVERYTHI NG | S PERM TTED

Ha, thought Konstantin.
You can choose to be totally anonynous.
You can tell the whole truth about yourself.
You can tell only lies.

The word lies flashed on and off in different colors before it evaporated.

No real crinme is possible here. If you do sonething Qut There as a result of events In Here, you
are on your own. In the event of your persona's virtual death, you can request to be directed to
central stores, where you can choose another. The tinme used in choosing a new persona or
perform ng any reference

or mai ntenance task is not free, though a reduced rate may be avail abl e through your parlor
operator. Consult the rate file in your personal area for nore information
Konstantin | ooked around for a speed-scroll option.

There is no speed-scroll option for this portion of your session. State and federal |aw
specifically declare that all users nust be advised of conditions in the gam ng area. By reading
this, you agree that you understand the structure and accept any charges, standard and or extra,
that you will incur at your point of origin. Cosing your eyes will only result in a full rescrol
of the introductory material, at your own expense.

Bl i nk-rate and eye-novements could reveal a great deal about a person's thoughts, especially when
used in conjunction with vital signs, Konstantin renenbered, feeling even nore uneasy.

Thi s concludes the introductory material. The next screen will be your destination menu. Bon
voyage, and good | uck

The screen that cane up showed her four doors | abel ed Post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty, Post-
Apocal yptic Ellay, Post-Apocal yptic Hong Kong, and O hers.

A smal|l bright icon appeared at the bottomright comer of her visual field, a graphic of a hand
twi sting a doorknob. Just belowit, on the status line, was the word Cue! Feeling awkward, she
reached for the Noo Yawk Sitty door and saw a generic whitegloved hand noving toward the knob. As
the hand touched the knob, she felt it in her own hand, the sensors delivering a sensation to the
pal m side of her fingers that surprised her with its intense authenticity-it was nore like
touchi ng a doorknob than actually touching a doorknob

The next nonment was a flash of chaos, a mael strom of noise and light, countless touches and
textures everywhere at once, over before she could react to any of it. Under her feet, she could
hear the scrape of the gritty glitz, the glitzy grit of post-Apocalyptic Noo Yawk Sitty; she could
see the sparkle and glitter of it spread out before her-not Eliot's etherized patient awaiting

di ssection but a reful gent feast for her reeling senses.

HI NT: In case of disorientation, anp your 'suit down and wait at least thirty seconds before
attenpting novenent. C osing your eyes could result in vertigo. This nessage will be repeated

She thought she heard herself make sone kind of relieved noise as she stared at the setting marked
decrease. In a few nonents, all the settings on the suit had been re-adjusted to a nore bearable

| evel . Whoever had had this ,suit on last, she thought, had either been extrenely jaded or
suffering fromsonme kind of overall senses-inpairnment disorder. Or-not so anmazing in the era of
the nore-real -than-real experience-both.

Now t hat she coul d perceive her surroundi ngs w thout being assaul ted by
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them Konstantin was dismayed to find that she didn't seemto be anywhere near where Shantih Love
had di ed. Instead, she was standing at the edge of an open area in the mdst of a crowd of tal
bui | di ngs festooned with enornous neon signs of a sort that had been popul ar seventy or eighty
years before. Except for herself, there were no people, or at |east none that she could see, and
no sound except for a faint humthat m ght have come fromthe signs, or from sone distant nachine.
O possibly even fromsonme | oose connection in the headmount, she thought sourly. It would be just
her | uck.

The buil di ngs were dark, showi ng the scars of fires, bullets, and bonb bl asts, broken-out w ndows
gaping like enpty eye sockets, but the signs were brilliant, inpossibly vivid with shifting colors
that nelted and norphed like living ropes of nolten light. She had to | ook away or be hypnotized
Her gaze | ocked onto a silvery figure standing in an open doorway. At first, she thought it was
sormeone wearing a skintight bio-suit but then the figure noved forward and she saw that its skin
was the sanme color as the clothes it wore. The figure noved cl oser and she anended her perception
it was the sanme naterial as the clothes it wore.

"New in town?" it sang, approaching carefully.

"Maybe, " she said, taking a step back

"Ch, you're new. " The figure, which began to | ook nore like it was nade of nercury or chrone,
gestured at sonething behind her. Konstantin turned to | ook

The sight of the conmpletely hairless and sexless creature in the dark glass nmade her junp; then
enbarrassnent made her cringe. She had conpletely forgotten to choose a persona and the hotsuit,
rat her than choosing one for her, had let her enter AR wearing a placehol der. Her gaze darted
around as she searched for the exit icon.

"I't's not necessary to leave," the silvery figure said in its nusical voice. Now that it was right
next to her, Konstantin could see it was a sort of animated nmetal scul pture of a tall young girl,
t hough she couldn't quite identify the netal. Chrone, nmercury, or possibly platinun? "Pull down
Central Stores and choose Wardrobe. Then just follow the directions.”

"Ch. Thank you so nuch." Feeling awkward, Konstantin stuck out her hand. "I'm uh, Dore. And
you're right, I'mnew here."

The silver girl seemed unaware of her extended hand. "I am a pop-up hel p-and-gui de subroutine
keyed to respond to situations and types of situations nost often identified with new users of AR
and/ or post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty. | amal so available on request. Pull down Hel p and ask for
Sylvia. "

Konstantin started to thank her again but the girl nade a fast gesture at eye-level and she found
hersel f standing at a shiny white counter. The words TOUCH HERE FOR ASSI STANCE faded in on its
surface, going frompale

pink to blood red and back to pal e pink before di sappearing. Konstantin gingerly put a fingertip
on the spot where she estinated the middle of the 0 in FOR had been

"Hel p you," said a hard-edged mal e voice; the short, plunp nan who appeared on the other side of
the counter looked as if he were answering a casting call for a play about bank tellers in 1900.
The green visor on his forehead cast a shadow that nmade it hard to see anything of his eyes but
refl ected pinpoints of |ight.

"Where's the rest of your hat?" Konstantin asked inpul sively.

"This is an eyeshade, not a hat," he replied in that sanme sharp, alnpbst harsh tone. "lIts presence
connotes itens and equi pnent available to you in AR, sonme at a surcharge. Do you want to see a
list of items and equi pment with their correspondi ng surcharges? These can al so be itemnized on the
hardcopy printout of your receipt. "

"I don't know. Is a persona classified as an itemor as equi pnent?"

"Neither. A persona is a persona. Did you have someone in particular in nmnd or were you pl anning
construction here? Mrphing services within AR are available for a surcharge; however, there is no
extra charge if you have brought your own norphing utility with you. Except, of course, for any
extra time that mght be consumed by the norphing process.”

Konstantin suddenly found herself yawning; so far, her big AR adventure was turning out to be even
nore tiresome than the reality she was used to. "Does anybody really do anything in here besides
listen to how much everything is costing then®"

"First-tinme users are advised to take the orientation sequence, and usually in sone easier

| ocation." He sounded as bored as she felt.

"I want out of here," she said. "Qut of the whole thing, | nean. Exit. End it. Good-bye. Stop
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Loggi ng of f. Qut, out, out."

Abruptly, she was staring at a blank screen; her 'suit was in Suspend, she saw, but still turned
on. Wirds began to crawl up the screen in a steady scroll

Your tine in your chosen AR | ocation has been halted. Readings indicate a high | evel of tension
and stress in a low level of situation. Generally this occurs when the user is confused or has not
taken proper instruction in the use of AR Do you wish to continue in AR or do you wish to

term nate the programand exit? Pl ease choose one option and one option only.

She was about to tell it to terminate when she heard what sounded |ike a tel ephone ringing.

The words on the screen vani shed and a new nessage appeared quickly, word by word. Realtine
communi cation with you is being requested. Do you want to talk to the caller? Please answer yes or
no.

"Who is it?" she asked and then added quickly, "Ch, never mind. Put themon. "

There was a click and she heard the familiar cartoony tones of Guilfoyle Pleshette. "What are you
doi ng?"

"I don't know," she said.

"Yeah, what | thought. Icons and passwords don't do you a bit of good if you don't know what
you're doing. That's an advanced 'suit | put you in. It doesn't carry a pre-fab for you, you got
to bring your own."

"My own what?" asked Konstantin worriedly.

"Your own persona. | thought you had one you wanted."

"l do. -

"Well, who is it?"

Konstantin took a breath. "Shantih Love."

Pl eshette didn't even hesitate. "You want it with or without the cut throat?"

"Wth," Konstantin said. "Definitely with. And | want a copy of the surveillance footage | oaded
into a subroutine, too."

"You gonna run a sequence within a sequence?"

"I mght. If it looks like it mght get nme sone answers. Wy?"

"Because that's a pretty expensive thing to do." Pleshette sounded both annoyed and worri ed.
"Who's gonna pay for all of this online tinme and fun and ganes?"

"You are," Konstantin said.

n \N]at ?II
"I said, the taxpayers are. Your tax dollars at work."
Pl eshette's | augh was | ow but surprisingly harsh. "Not nmy tax dollars. | don't pay taxes, not on

my salary. You want to inpress sonme taxpayers, catch some crinminals in there and drag them out
with you when you sign off.-

Twenty (billable) mnutes |ater, Konstantin stepped through a doorway onto the street where she
had first seen Shantih Love. The feel of the Love persona in her 'suit was pleasurable in a way
that kept her on edge. Being Shantih Love was close to seductive, even with the sliced throat,
sonet hi ng she had not taken into consideration

Real easy to go native in a Gang Wars nodule. Quilfoyle Pleshette's words canme to m nd unbi dden
Not to mention unhel pfully, she thought; this wasn't a Gang Wars nodul e. That she knew of, anyway.
She was wondering now if she really knew anything at all. The piles of weckage in the street were
all aflame, burning in jeweltones, now and then sendi ng sparks skyward, where they seened to
mngle with the stars. The glitter she had seen on the nonitor |ooked sonehow |l ess gritty fromthe
inside and nore |ike delicate sprays of tiny lights, too exquisitely fragile not to

shatter in a light puff of a breeze, yet renmining, tw nkling and shinmering agai nst the black
street, the pitted brick and the web-cracked gl ass of the buildings facing the burning wecks, the
col dstone texture of the barrier between the street and the alien shore of the Hudson River

Konstantin went to the barrier and strolled along it in the direction Shantih Love had taken

| ooki ng around for anything like the figure of a shaggy beast that m ght take an interest in her.
Rat her than anything approachi ng, however, Konstantin had a sense of things drawi ng away from her
many watching with the know edge that she was an inpostor. And then again, she thought suddenly,
how woul d anyone know, if the Shantih Love persona had gone on for another four hours after

I guchi's death? Maybe the only one who knew was the creature who had attacked and hijacked Shantih
Love here in the first place.
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She paused, |eaning on the barrier and | ooking toward where she estinmated the party had been. It
was | ong over now, or perhaps this was no |onger a hot place to be in the Sitty. Her purpose here
was not to find a party, nor to act as a decoy to attract a creature that wasn't even real. Funny
how easy it was to forget things or to keep focused here. If she waited nuch | onger, she m ght
even feel her concentration dissolve, break apart into tiny fragments and float away up to the
stars with the sparks fromthe burni ng weckage.

"l con cat?" she asked.

It was there before her on the barrier, a big book full of synmbols and their explanations. The
page it was open to showed a flame within a halo; as she looked at it, it went froma line draw ng
to a vivid holo. The word Enlightennent cane out of the flame and rippled for a nonent. More words
appeared on the facing page: You have only to ask.

Konstantin nade a face, or thought she did; there was no real feeling above her neck. "lIs this a
help file?" she said al oud.

Now t here was a new message on the page opposite the flame: Help with?Travel - Locati on- Cont act s-

O her

After a monent's thought, she touched- Contacts.

Cont act - Who- What ? t he page wanted to know.

She pressed for-Who. The question mark noved to the end of the word. "Body Sativa," she said

al oud.

A gol den arrow pointing to her right materialized on the page. She turned it and found a nap of
the area with her own position highlighted. A dotted green |ine appeared, winding its way al ong
the grid of streets to a | ocation six blocks away; a green star flashed on and of f.

"That was easy," she said, noting the address and the directions. It just figured. You have only
to ask. So sinple that it was too sinple to think of.

The book di sappeared into the back of the nap. She picked it up and noved up the street toward the
next three-way intersection. Three fiery humani sh

shapes detached thensel ves fromthe burning ruins of a classic Rolls sandwi ched between two
antique sports cars and stood watching her. Konstantin had a sudden urge to whirl on them and

clai mshe was selling encycl opedi as or househol d cl eansers. The idea was a tickle playing over her
back, where she imagi ned she could feel their literally burning stares.

No, too sinple; they m ght expect her to produce chips full of natural history quick-tinmes or a
bottl e of sonething that | ooked like urine and snelled |ike anmmoni a. Not that she had snell ed
anything in here since she had arrived, not even anything burning.

She coul dn't account for how she had cone up with the idea of playing such a prank; she'd never
had much of a sense of hunor, or so her ex had al ways sai d.

Anyt hi ng goes. You can even pretend you have a sense of hunor, or that your ex isn't actually ex,
and all while you | ook for soneone with the inprobable nanme of Body Sativa, or Love, or whatever.

She passed several brawls, a side street where a few hundred people seened to be trying to stay as
cl ose together as possible and still dance-it |ooked as if they had decided nudity would do it-and
a bill board-sized screen where half a dozen people were either collaborating on a quick-tine or
conmpeting to see whose i mages coul d dom nate. Soneone anong them was obsessed with nutant

reptiles. Or were certain kinds of inmages contagi ous?

O maybe, she thought as she passed sonmeone that m ght have been the offspring of a human and a
cobra, it was the nutants thenselves that were contagi ous. She paused at a conmer in front of a
park surrounded by a black netal spiked fence and consulted the map

" Sssssssssssshhhhhhhhhhhhhh o 0 0"

The noi se was so soft, she wasn't sure that she had actually heard it. But then it canme again,
fromsomewhere in the dark contained in the spi ked netal fence, and she found that the sensation
of the small hairs standing up on the back of her neck was not necessarily sonething that the
hotsuit had to produce for her

She was cl enching her hands so tightly that if she had really been holding a map, it woul d have
crunpled and torn in a dozen places. Conme on, she told herself. This is nothing nore than a scary
story. You just happen to be in it.

Apparently it didn't matter what she told herself; the hairs on the back of her neck were going to
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stand up and jitterbug regardless. The chills seened to be creepi ng down her backbone now.
Konstantin tried to steel herself and shivered instead.

for you, darling.
Konstantin forced herself to turn around. The faces grinning out of the darkness gl owed noon-pal e,
with thick black circles around the eyes, which were also lum nous. O just the whites, anyway,
Konstantin noticed, trying to see nore detail in spite of the cold still flicking at the back of
her neck and up onto her scal p.

As her eyes adjusted, she could see that there were half a dozen of them in a roughly synmetrica
formati on around a picnic table with the one who had spoken in the center. They were all wearing
bl ack skintights over their idealized hardbodi es, sone of themindisputably fenale, others
enphatically male. When Broadway choreographers go bad, said a tiny, nocking voice in her mnd
More chills played over the back of her neck. Shuddering, she rubbed her neck with her free hand
and felt the cut area in front separate a bit.

She covered her wounded throat with the map and noved closer to the metal fence. "Do | know you?"
she asked, trying to sound calm

"Shanti h," said the one who had been doing all the talking in a sulky tone. Enphatically nale, she
saw. "After all we've nmeant to each other. |I'm wounded. Mrtally. W all are.”

"And |I'm dead,"” Konstantin answered. "You have any idea who did it?"

The gl owi ng noon-col ored face suddenly took on an uncertai n expression. "Honey, you were there.
Look at your footage. Relive every glorious nonment. "

"I have. I'd invite you to watch it again with nme, but I'mon ny way to neet soneone. Maybe we can
connect later."

One of the wonmen on the speaker's right straightened up fromher catlike stal king pose and pushed
both hands into the small of her back. "Onh, for crying out |oud, Shantih. My back's killing nme
tonight. If you're not playing, just say so so we can go find sonebody el se.”

"I"mnot playing," Konstantin said, starting to turn away.

"Because you're not Shantih," said the speaker, hopping down fromthe table and going to the
fence. "Are you." It wasn't really a question

Konstantin shook her head. "You knew Shantih Love pretty well?"
The man adj usted sonething on hinself at waist-level and Konstantin felt the chills that had been
tormenting her suddenly vanish. " 'Knew ? Does that mean our usual Shantih gave up the character?"
"Gave up the ghost," Konstantin said. "The person you knew as Shantih Love in here has been
murdered. For real. |--

He turned away from her and swung his arm The group surrounding the picnic table vani shed,

i ncl udi ng the wonan who had conpl ai ned.

Then he turned back to her. "Wat kinda virgin are you, hon?" he asked, annoyance | arge on his
white painted face.

"What ki nd?" Konstantin echoed, mnystified.

"Yeah, what kind. Are you sonme senator's baby out for a good time, or are you some rich kid who
bought out a regul ar? Thought you could get the ganme and the fane along with the nane?”

Konstantin started to answer but he did sonmething at waist-level again and a fresh wave of chills
danced up her neck into her hair. Crying out, she stepped back, batting the air with her map as if
ul trasonics were insects she could just swat away from herself.

"You stay away from ne, you pseudo-rudo," he yelled at her

"What ?" she demanded. "I didn't do anything-"
"l hate you virgins, you all think you re the first who ever thought of saying the one you bought
out got killed for real. You think we're all just gonna lead you to their stash, tell you, 'Oh,

hel p yoursel f, take all the stuff, and if you don't know how to use it, just ask" He did sonething
at his waist again and Konstantin retreated several nore steps. At the same tinme, she understood
that this should not have made a difference. Unless her 'suit was cooperating in the scenario and
produci ng the ultrasonics-

She shifted her gaze to the control for her 'suit and saw that it was giving her the chills. She
readj usted the setting and the chills cut off inmmediately.

The man made a di sgusted noi se. "For god's sake, baby, if you can't take the sensation, why did
you bother coming in?" He flickered out and she was al one. Mving on, Konstantin couldn't decide
whether to feel relieved or chastized.
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The place marked on the map turned out to be a subway station, or maybe just the post-Apocal yptic
ruin of a subway station. From where she stood on the sidewal k | ooki ng down the stone stairs,
Konstantin could hear the distant sound of people's voices and, even nore distantly, nusic, but no
trains. Maybe you coul d hi ke around post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty in the tunnels, and bring your
own nusic with you

She crouched at the top of the stairs with her map, absently pressing the flesh of her throat
together. The cut edges felt a bit like putty or clay, but they wouldn't stay closed for very

I ong. She wondered idly if she should try to find a place to have herself sewn up, or whether she
nmght even try it herself. If it was the sort of thing that Shantih Love would do-

There was a strange pressure all along her back, from her neck down to her feet. She stood up and
turned around to see if some new weird experience had crept up behind her, but there was no one
and nothing there. She was alone; the pressure was all in the suit, as if it were trying to push
her down the steps into the subway.

"Hel p?" she asked, turning the map over. It becane a book again in her hands. She found the
section on the hotsuit alnost inmediately but she had to read it over three tinmes to be sure she
understood that the '"suit itself, being | oaded with Shantih Love characteristics, was trying to
give her a hint as to what to do next. At this point, apparently, Shantih Love would have
descended into the subway.

Konstantin concentrated, placing her fingers on the sliced flesh of her throat and cl osing her
eyes. There; now she could feel it. Now she could feel how the sensation of touching skin,
touching flesh was all in the fingertips of the hotsuit. She wasn't really touching anything, or
if she was, the AR sensation over-rode it sheerly by intensity, vividness, and the power of
suggesti on.

She opened her eyes and found hersel f | ooking down at a young Japanese nan dressed in the plain
garb of a laborer fromabout a hundred or so years before, but arnmed with what | ooked to her I|ike
a Samurai sword.

Konstantin pressed the book to her chest protectively; it becanme a map again. The man seened not
to notice. He gazed at her steadily, his expression mild, alnost blank. He came up another step
She meant to retreat but sonething in his expression changed so that his face becane slightly nore
severe, nmore wary, and she stayed where she was.

"Does this nmean you've given up, M. Ilguchi?" he asked in a soft, sarcastic voice. "O have you
just changed your strategy?"

"How do you know ny nanme?" Konstantin asked him w ncing i nwardly when she heard the trenor in her
voice. It wasn't fear but cold-her 'suit seemed to have turned to ice.

The man cane up another step. "Ganes again, Ton? It's always ganes with you."

"More like a mal function, actually," she nmuttered, rubbing one arm The tenperature inside the
suit was still dropping, as though it was trying to keep her cool inside a furnace.

"I't's not cold tonight, Tom" the man said. "Are you sure it's not fear that's maki ng you

trenbl e?"

"Have it your way,'
waywar d t her nost at .
"Surely you're not afraid of ne-or is it what | represent?"

Konstantin's teeth chattered "Ww what would that be?"

"An old world that has nothing to do with what this world has beconme this world, or the one it's
contained in, or the one that that one is contained in, boxes within boxes within boxes, all the
way to infinity. " The man suddenly produced a strange coin between thunmb and forefinger. It
flashed silver for a nonent; then Konstantin could see the synbol onit, like a figure 8 Iying on
its side. The man flipped it over and showed her the other side, a snake with its tail inits
nout h.

Konstantin said desperately, hoping that m ght have sone effect on the '"suit's

"Though these are not Japanese synbols, there is still sonething very Japanese about what they
represent. Ad Japan, |I'mtalking about, not the hot icy flash of the nth generation of speed
tribes, or the debauchery of the newest salarynmen in the neon jungle that covered over the old
signs and synbols. "

He held it out to her, as if inviting her to take it, but when she reached for it, he flipped it
again and snatched it out of the air. Konstantin pulled her hand back, enbarrassed and irritated
The man put both hands behind hinself for a nonent and then held them up. "Which hand, Ton? You
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choose. "

Konstantin tucked the map under her arm trying to ignore the fact that she felt as if she were

turning into an ice cube fromthe skin inward. "Let's see,” she said, lifting her chin with
bravado. "I used to be pretty good at this. Finding the tell, | nmean. Everybody's got a tell. Even
old Japan."

The man's eyes narrowed and he took a closer ook at her. "You never used to be so smart, Tom

What happened since | saw you | ast-you take some genius pill sonewhere? Something that's burning

your brain cells out as you use them maybe?"

Konstantin didn't answer; she scrutinized his right fist for a long tine, and then his left.
"Sonmetines, it's atwitch, a tightening of the nuscles. Sonetines, it's just that the person
simply | ooks at the correct hand, whichever one it is.

Doesn't nmatter, you just have to know what to | ook for, what kind of tell it is. Mst of the
tinme, you know, the person doing it doesn't even realize it. But it's there. There's always a
tell, and it tells you what t answer is. " Konstantin hesitated and then tapped the man's right
fist. "I say there.

"You're not lguchi,"” he said, not noving.

"Let's see it," said Kostantin. "I know | must be right. O herw se, you wouldn't be del aying."
"You're not lguchi. | should have seen it inmediately. That's too smart for Iguchi. Were is old
Tomtonight? Did he hire you, or did you buy himout? If you bought himout, | got to tell you, he

stuck you with damaged goods there." He indicated her cut throat with a jab of his chin.
Konstantin felt nmore confident now. She stepped forward and tapped the knuckles of his right hand.
"Cone on, let me see it. | knowit's there. Gve nme the coin and you can call it a night."

"Call it a night?" The man smiled, raised his right hand, and opened it. It was enpty. "O call it
inthe air?" He looked at his left hand as it unfolded in the sanme position to reveal that it,
too, was enpty. He stayed that way, with both hands raised, as if he were at gunpoint, or perhaps
surrenderi ng. Annoyed, Konstantin stepped back and fol ded her arns.

"Fine," she said. "But | know, and you know, that until you cheated, that coin was in your right
hand. You can go ahead and take it away with you, but we both know you cheated, and we'll always
know it. We'll never forget, will we?" She went to take the map fromunder her arm and felt

sonmet hing funny in her palm She | ooked down and opened her hand. The coin was there.

She picked it up and | ooked at both sides.
"I told you to call it in the air, " the man adnoni shed her. "But the problemis, when you have a
coin with infinity on one side, and Quroboros on the other, how can you ever really know which
side is heads, and which is tails?"

Konstantin said nothing. He burst out |aughing, bowed to her, and wal ked away i nto the darkness.
She coul d hear the echo of his laughter long after the shadows had swal | owed hi m up

She exam ned the coin again. Watever el se he m ght have said or done, he had given her the coin
she had just received sonme AR stuff. She wondered if this was the type of stuff Quilfoyle

Pl eshette was so enanored of, and if it were the sort of thing that soneone might kill for

She descended the stairs, feeling every bunp and irregularity in the bannister with her free hand
as the sounds of voices and nusic bounced off the griny tiles. Sonetinmes the sensory input was too
authentic to be authentic, Konstantin noted, alnost amused. Until she got to the bottom of the
stairs and saw the enpty platform beyond the broken turnstiles and the | ong unused token-seller's
cage. There were no peopl e anywhere to be seen in the unnatural |ight of the fluorescent tubes, no
nmovenment anywhere at all. Dust and dirt lay thickly on everything, suggesting that no one had cone
here for a long, long tine-which had to be wong, since her Japanese friend had just cone up out
of here.

O had he only been waiting for her at the bottomof the stairs? Her or soneone |ike her-no, he
had definitely been expecting Shantih Love, for sone reason

She | ooked at the |ights overhead. They didn't humor buzz; they didn't even flicker. Strange, for
a place so disused and abandoned.

The coin grew slightly warnmer in her fist. No, too high a price, she thought, amused. "lcon cat?"
she asked, and it was there under her arm She took hold of it with her free hand and maneuvered
it open. "Subway?"

The pages flipped and cane to rest on a picture of a wooden nickel. She could tell it was made of
wood by the lustrous grain.
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Konstantin considered it and then shook her head. The pages flipped again and kept flipping, like
arotary card file in a high wind. Because there was a wi nd, she realized, com ng from sonmewhere
down in the old train tunnel. She could feel it and she could hear nusic again as well, except it
was ruch thinner-sounding, just one instrument, either a guitar or a very good synthesizer
"Pause," she told the book; it closed quietly for her. She clinbed over one of the turnstiles and
wal ked out onto the platform | ooking around.

The man with the guitar was to her left, sitting cross-legged at the place where the platform
ended and the tunnel began. His head was tilted back

against the wall and his eyes were closed, so that he seemed to be in a state of deep
concentration as he played. Konstantin wondered if he were going to sing, and then wondered
exactly what kind of strange kick a person could get fromspending billable tinme in AR alone in a
vacant subway station, playing a nusical instrunent for nobody.

None, she decided. "Resune," she said, staring at the guitar player. "Enpty subway, downtown."
The pages flipped again and stopped to show her a bottlecap. CREAM SODA. It fell out of the book
onto the tile floor at her feet. Down by the tunnel, the guitar-player paused and turned to smle
at her. The lights changed, becoming just a bit warner in color as the | egend NOW ENTERI NG NEXT
H GHER LEVEL ran along the bottom of her vision like a |ate-breaking itemon Police Blotter.

Peopl e were all over the platform standing in groups, sitting on the turnstiles, grouping

toget her down on the tracks, picking their way over the rails and ties to the opposite platform
where there were even nore people. At first, she saw only the sane types she had seen on the shore
in Shantih Love's AR log, but after awhile, she discovered that if she didn't |ook directly at
peopl e too quickly, a good nany of them had sonehow net anorphosed into characters far nore
original and indecipherabl e.

If there even were that many people, she thought, renenbering the strange guy in white face and
the gang that hadn't really existed. Maybe some of these people were carrying phantons with them
for conpany. |If you could be your own gang in AR, was that another exanple of AR stuff.?

A seven-foot-tall wonman whose |ong, thick, auburn hair seenmed to have a life of its own | ooked
down at her through opera gl asses. "What sort of a creature are you?" she asked in a boom ng
contralto

"I think I've forgotten," Konstantin said and then wi nced, squirmng. The ,suit was reninding her
now that it was full-coverage and that Shantih Love woul d have responded to this woman. |t was
like a nightmare. Her ex might have |aughed at her and told her that was no | ess than what she
deserved for stealing someone else's life.

| didn't steal it. He lost it and | found it.

Yeah. Finders, weepers.

Konstantin wasn't sure if it were worse to have an inmaginary argunent with an ex after a break-up
than it was to have the break-up argunment, but she was fairly sure it was conpletely counter-
productive to have it both on billable AR time and during a nurder investigation. If that was what
this really was, and not just a mmssive waste of tinme all around.

"Do you know Body Sativa?" she asked the tall wonan.
"Yes." The woman gazed at her a nonent |onger and wal ked away.
The peopl e down on the tracks were dancing now to sonet hing that sounded

like the rhythm c smashing of glass on netal. Konstantin hopped down off the platformonto the
tracks and wal ked among them keeping her gaze downward so that she could see them change in her
peri pheral vision. Mst of the people down here seened to be affecting what her ex had called
rough and shoddy sugar-plum Konstantin had to adnit to herself she found the | ook appealing, in a
rough and shoddy way.

She | ooked down at the ankle-length gown Shantih Love had preferred. In this light, it seened to
have nore of a red tone, much nore than she had thought. Even stranger was the texture-it | ooked
like velvet but it felt |ike sandpaper, at |east on the outside. Inside, the feeling was all but
non-exi stent; the hotsuit was full-coverage but not so conplete in the detailing that she felt the
gown swi ngi ng and brushi ng agai nst her ankles. For that, she supposed, you had to have sone kind
of custom j ob.

But at |east she never tripped on the hem Konstantin thought as she noved anong the dancers,

still holding the map. The di splay had not changed, even after she had gained access to this
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| evel, where all the people were, so either Body Sativa was here, or there was somnethi ng wong
with the map.

Getting soneone's attention to find out, however, seened to be another one of those tricks she
hadn't |earned yet. Down on the tracks, anyway. The people dancing there weren't just ignoring
her, they seened honestly unaware of her, as if she were invisible. Wich wuld seemto indicate
she had found another level within a level. Levels within |evels and boxes within boxes. Was there
any purpose to it, she wondered-any real purpose other than to intrigue people into spending nore
bi |l abl e hours solving the puzzle.

The guitar player, she saw, was still sitting in the same place, and it |ooked as if he were stil
playing as well, though it was inpossible to hear anything except the smash-clang everyone around
her was dancing to. She nade her way through the group over to where the guitar-player was. The
pl atf orm was about as high as her nose. She tried boosting herself up but couldn't get enough

| ever age.

"Stay," said the guitar-player, eyes closed. "I can see and hear you fine where you are."

"Cood," said Konstantin. "Tell me, if | |ook past you, will you change into soneone el se, too?"
"I't's all in what you can perceive," he said, smling. Then, while she was | ooking directly at
him he norphed froma plunp, balding young guy to an angul ar mi ddl e-aged nan with very | ong,
straight steel-grey hair. He still didn't open his eyes. "You' d be surprised how few turns of the
nmor phi ng dial that took."

"Maybe not," she said. "Do you know Body Sativa?"

"Know her, or know of her?"

"Know her. Personally, or casually." She paused. "And have you seen her in here recently?"

He tilted his head, his closed eyes noving back and forth beneath his eyelids, as if he were
dreaming, while his fingers played over guitar strings that appeared no thicker than spidersilk
Konstantin realized she couldn't hear the music coning fromthe guitar, but she could feel it
surround her, not unpleasantly, and then disintegrate. "I was a dolphin in a previous
incarnation," he said after a bit.

"Why did you change?”

"W all have to, sooner or later. | would have thought you'd know that as well as anyone. Wat
were you before you passed on to your present nmanifestation?"

Konstantin barely hesitated. "A honicide detective."

" Ah. That accounts for the interrogation.” He chuckled. "You know, the idea is to go on to
sonmet hing different, not just do the sanme thing behind a new mask."

Wrds to live by, Konstantin thought. Perhaps she could print themon a card and send it to her
ex. She smiled. "That's pretty good for a guitar playing | and dol phin."

He stopped playing and pulled sonmething out of the hole in the center of the instrunent. "Here,"
he said, leaning forward and holding it out to her; it |ooked like a playing card. "You're not
necessarily smarter than the | ast one who had your face, but the quality of your ignorance is an
i mprovenent .

"I't is? How?" Konstantin asked, taking the card fromhim

"You mght actually |earn sonething."

She studied the card, trying to see it clearly, except the inmage on it kept shifting, nelting,
changing. It looked like it mght be sonme kind of Oriental ideogram "What is this?" she asked.
"Cab fare," he said.

"Cab fare? In a subway station?"

"Trains aren't running tonight. O didn't you notice?" He |aughed.

She | ooked down at her map again. The display still hadn't changed. "I was supposed to find
sonebody | needed here. My map says she's still here."

The guitar player shook his head. "Sorry, you m sunderstood. There's a locator utility here, for
help in finding someone in the Sitty. That's what your map says is here."” He shrugged. "There are
| ocator utilities in all the subway stations."

Konstantin nmanaged not to groan. "Where?"

"Somewhere. It's all in what you perceive."

"You're a big help."

"I am If you get it figured, you have cab fare to get to wherever it is you need to go."

Cabfare, Konstantin thought. Cabfare. Did it include tip, she wondered, or was that what the coin
was for? She | ooked down at it in her other hand.
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The man stopped pl aying. "Wen did you get that?"

"Just now. Upstairs. Qutside. " Konstantin closed her fist around it again. "Wy?"

"Because even in here, certain things are perishable. Like mlk, or cut flowers. "

"Or people with cut throats?" Konstantin added.

He smiled. "No, you may have noticed that death doesn't have to put a crinp in your party plans.
On the other hand, it's not generally an accepted practice to start out dead. |f you want to be
dead, customdictates that you die here."

"Here in the subway, or here in AR?-

"It's all in what you perceive."

He was going to say that once too often, Konstantin thought unhappily. "Wat about this coin?" she
asked him "Wre you telling ne just nowthat it's going to expire?"

"Conditions," he said after a nonent. "It's the conditions under which it would be ... effective.
Conditions won't last. "
"More words to live by," Konstantin nmuttered to herself. "I want to find the locator utility. How

do | do that?"

"You have only to ask."

Konstantin frowned. "Who should | ask?"
"Me. "

She hesitated. "All right. Howdo | find the locator utility."
"You have only to ask," he said again serenely, fingers picking at the strings of the guitar

agai n.

"I just did," Konstantin said inpatiently. "How" She cut off. "No. Were is Body Sativa?"

The guitar player jerked his chin at her, still with his eyes closed. "Hail a cab, and when you're
asked where you want to go, give the driver that. "

Konstantin | ooked at the card again. The ideogramwas still shifting. Suddenly she felt very fired
and bored. "Are you sure this'll do it?"

"Ch, yeah. That'll take you right to her."
"I't's that sinple."

The guitar-player nodded. "It's that sinple.”

"Strange, nothing else in here seens to be."

"What you want is sinple. All you had to do was state it in the proper place at the proper nonent.
In the proper form of course. That's just elenmentary programming. "

"Progranm ng," Konstantin said, giving a short, not terribly merry | augh.

"l should have known. You're the locator utility and the help utility, aren't you?"

"That's about what it comes down to," he said agreeably.

"And | had only to ask."

"Because it's what you want that's sinple. You just want to meet up with another player so | gave
you a tracer. Cbviously you're not the usual Shantih Love, or even the usual player. The usua

pl ayers don't want anything so sinple. The usual players come down here | ooking for the secret
subroutine to the Next Big Scene, or even the nythical out door. Then ny job becones sonething
different. Then ny job is to give themsonething that will stinmulate a little thrill here and
there, play to their curiosities and their fondest w shes and desires."

"And make them spend nore billable hours,” Konstantin said.

"The nore hours people spend in here doing conplicated things, the nore interesting the Sitty
becones. "

"Way don't you just tell people that, instead of playing to their wish fulfillnment fantasies about
finding the egress or the secret subroutine to post Apocal yptic Peoria, or wherever?"

"First of all, it's not nmy job to volunteer information. It's ny job to answer questions. And
can only answer with what | know. | don't know that there's an egress . . . but | don't know that
there isn't. | can't prove there isn't, I"'ma utility. | wasn't created to determ ne whether ny

universe is finite or not."

I"'mtal king philosophy with a utility, Konstantin thought. "But surely you know whether there are
secret subroutines?"

"I'f they're secret, they certainly wouldn't tell me. 1'd tell anyone who asked and then they

woul dn't be secret any nore.”

"All right," Konstantin said slowy. "Have there ever been any secret subroutines in the Sitty
that you've found out about?"

"Some players have clained to have accessed them"
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"Were they telling the truth?”
"I"'mnot a lie detector."

"Wouldn't matter if you were, would it. Because it's all lies in here. O all truth.”

He went on playing, still with his eyes closed. Konstantin supposed he was the AR equival ent of
blind justice-blind informati on. Which was probably nuch nore accurate, all told.

"Have you ever net Shantih Love before?" she asked and then added quickly, "I mean, have you ever
met a player named Shantih Love before | cane in here?"

"I don't really nmeet anyone. | have everyone's nane."

Konstantin thought for a nonment. "Has anyone ever asked you to |ocate Shantih Love?"

"I don't remenber.”

"Way not ?"

"I don't have to. There's no reason to."

"But if you can put a tracer on someone's location for another player, isn't there sone record of
that? Some, uh, trace?"

"Only while the tracer's active. But that record woul d be kept el sewhere in the system You know,
if you're so interested, there are schools you can go to to learn all about how AR works."

"I thought you didn't volunteer information," Konstantin said suspiciously.

"You call that information?"

She laughed in spite of herself. "You're right. Thanks for the cab fare." She started to wal k away
and then paused. "Wiere's the best place to get a cab in post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty?"

"I don't know. "

"All right." She sighed resignedly. "Were's the nearest | can find a cab?"

"I don't know. Cabs aren't players."

Konstantin nodded. She shoul d have known, she thought.

She canme up out of the subway into the niddle of a not.

Where the streets had been deserted before they were now full of people running, screanng
chasing each other, hurling furniture and ot her heavy objects fromsixth and seventh story

wi ndows, fromrooftops, frommnid-air for all she knew.

Level access, she realized. Wen she had accessed the new |l evel in the subway station, she had
stayed there. If she went back to Tinmes Square now, it wouldn't be deserted this time. Anxiously,
she | ooked around for sonme clear route of escape, and then wondered if there really was any-mybe
the riot was Sitty wide, what with everything being post-Apocal yptic.

She sighed. What she should really do, she thought, was exit. This wasn't her kind of interest,
she couldn't get into the spirit of it even for the sake of information-gathering on behal f of
some poor nurdered kid. And wal ki ng around di sguised as the victimthe nore she thought about it,
the nore it seened like an act of grave-robbing, desecration. Better just to leave word in a
nunber of nessage centers and hope that Body Sativa, or someone who knew her, would get in touch
and if so, that there would be sone useful information to be gained. From her experience here,

t hough, she didn't think that there would be. This had nothing to do with anyone's |ife, not
anyone's real life. So how could it have anything to do with a kid's death? O with seven other
deat hs?

Coi nci dences by way of statistical incidence? Her ex had al ways said that statistics bred

coi nci dences. Konstantin wondered if familiarity breeding contenpt was a coi nci dence as well.

A Ml otov cocktail sailed over her head and shattered on a nearby brick wall, nmaking a perfect
wave circle of flanes. The effect of the heat was so realistic she could have sworn her face was
flushed. She put an armup defensively and turned away-

It took her all of a second to register the blow followed by the inpact of her body on the street;
the punch in her upper chest had been so abrupt and powerful that her |egs had flown out from
under her and she'd hit the ground on her back. It hurt, as badly as the real thing would have.
She thought she had run into one of the rioters and the program had authenticated the |ogica
result. But then a half-circle of grinning faces appeared above her as she tried to sit up and
catch her breath, and she couldn't believe it. O all the damed things that could go on in this
ridi cul ous scenario and she would go and trigger one of the |east inaginative.

Bef ore she could ask for the icon cat, they hauled her to her feet and began shoving her around so
that she rebounded fromone into another like a pinball in a very snall nmachine. Still breathless,
she tried to get a good | ook at them but they were pushing her around too quickly. The Ml otov
cocktail had ignited sonething and she could see others, sone people and sonme not quite, watching
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in the firelight as her attackers played with her.

There had to be sonmething in the icon cat that would hel p, she thought, sonething for protection
sel f-defense, sonething. Too bad, she realized, that she hadn't thought of that sooner and used
sonme precautions.

They were shoving her around harder now, their hands sl apping, punching, pummeling and the pain
was only too real. In a situation like this, it was hard to renenber that the sensation was al
artificial, delivered via select stinulation of certain nerves in a certain way, coupled with

el ements that contributed to the power of suggestion. This was too authentic; she wondered if
Tonoyuki 1 guchi had had sonme kind of masochistic streak that he had i ndul ged as Shantih Love-

And suddenly, she wasn't sure that it wasn't happening for real. Maybe Shanti h Love hadn't been
able to tell the difference there on the shore of the Hudson River, not until it was too |ate and
he couldn't feel how the real blood was flowing along with the virtual, even though he could see,
perhaps until the monment of his death, the virtual attacker who had come to hijack his persona.

But why.

A leg kicked out as she stunbl ed sideways and she went down again. One of her attackers started to
pul | her up; she twi sted away and funbled the icon cat out onto the ground where she could see it.
It fell open to a fierce inmmge that | ooked sonmehow a bit cartoony at the sane tine. She had a
vague idea that it was a talisman of protection and grabbed for it, just as her attackers bell owed
in triunph and tore the icon cat away from her

Too late, she understood that the catalog with its treasure trove of iconsits stuff-was probably
what they'd been after all along. She scranbled up but a heavy boot caught her in the m dsection
and she sat down hard.

One of them crouched down and shoved a face that | ooked |ike the product of a mating between a
troll and a gargoyle up close to hers. "Hey, you never heard that expression, be seated?"

She scooted backward, trying to get away. He advanced on her with the rest of them behind him one
hol di ng up her icon cat so she could see that they had taken the whole thing from her

Al'l but one page that she was still clutching in one hand, so hard that her knuckles hurt, a pain
that was real, produced not by the hotsuit but by the way she was clenching her hand in this
unreal place, a pain that paled next to the jazzy high-res authenticity of the 'suit but went
deeper, all the way to the bone, to spread up her armto her shoul der and over her chest.

They are killing me. They are really killing mne!

The thought was a screamin her head. Wiat was going on, out there beyond the bounds of the
headmount and t he neo-exo-nervous system what was happening out there, how nmany were out there,
why hadn't she figured there could be nore than one, hidden in the air-processing ducts perhaps,
with the cooperation of sone insider, naybe bored and bitter MIles Mank, or even Pl eshette, not
bitter, just very bored. O the two of them yes, that would be perfect, pretending to be enem es
but killing together-one covering the AR while the other one handl ed things out there.

And if so, what did they have in store for her? Her attackers were grabbing at her, jabbing and
poki ng, laughing at her frightened reactions, their broad, crude faces inpossibly ugly, as if
cruelty itself had been a nodel for their formation, a base to elaborate from a setting from

whi ch the norphing dial could be turned. What kind of sad, sick specinmen of hunanity would pay to
be sonething so horribl e-

The enpl oyee di scount here, she renenbered suddenly, was pretty good. She had to admire the

bol dness, to kill someone again so soon after the |ast one, and the detective investigating the
case, no less! Ideal, though-the partner was too claustrophobic to junp right on the crinme scene
and they knew it. So by the tinme soneone el se, Celestine and Di Pietro perhaps, arrived, they'd
have jiggered the evidence, nmassaged the data, and she'd be nore grist for the AR urban | egend
mll. Ya hear about the homicide detective who was killed in AR investigating a nmurder? Yeah

i ncredi bl e gal |l opi ng headbugs. Yeah, | think it happened in D.C, you know how life is so cheap
t her e-

Now t he chief troll-gargoyle was wavi ng around somet hing that | ooked

like a jagged fragnent of mirror, poking it at her face. Her rational mnd kept telling her that
he coul dn't possibly cut her face but her rational mnd had shrunk to the size of a quark. The

rest of her was buying it, believing it, really really believing it to the point where she could
feel the small cuts on her face, the bl oody murderous troll had cut her face and in a noment he
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woul d cut her throat, by the power of suggestion she would believe her throat was cut and so nuch
for extrenp ruptura, that they were all so sure that no one had had since St. Woever. There just
hadn't been any AR up until now that could conpete with the faith of a fanatic saint with
stigmata, but now there was, now there was, and | et the coroner cone in here, let themall conme in
here and see if the power of their own belief, their galloping head-bugs, let themsurvive it-

The tom page in her hand suddenly transformed into a claw. She let go with a scream and the cl aw
grabbed her arm pulled her up off the street, and then pulled her into the air. She screaned
again as she felt her feet |eave the ground; her inner ear went into the same frenzy it had that
one and only tine her ex had tal ked her into riding a roller coaster

Post - Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty spread out bel ow her, revealing itself. Exposing itself, she
thought, looking at the fires and the bursts of light on the skinny roadways bel ow, and had a
short laughing jag. It cut off as she | ooked up thinking she mght get a | ook at the nmoon and saw
the bizarre pointed head and on either side, the wi ngs that suggested ni ght mares about bats or

t hi ngs sat ani c.

She seened to be dangling in its claws. The way they gripped her around her shoul ders and arms
shoul d have hurt, but did not, as if there were padding. It flew on snoothly, quickly and no
matter how she tried to concentrate on where the real sensation was, her inagination overrode her
rati onal mindgrown to the size of a pea now, perhaps?-and she did feel the wind on her face.

"I was supposed to be a pterodactyl," said the creature conversationally, "but my designer got
carried away."

"Ch. Really. " Konstantin was amazed at how cal m her own voi ce sounded. But then it wasn't her own
voice, it was Shantih Love's; she was living a Shanti h Love adventure and naybe Shantih Love
travel ed by nutant pterodactyl regularly. "Are you a device in the gane or an enpl oyee of the
conpany that licenses the Sitty out to parlors?"

"Now that would be telling," said the pterodactyl, sounding anmused but at the sanme tinme a bit
stiff, "and |I thought you would know al ready, since you sumoned ne."

"You're an icon?" Konstantin asked.

"You got lucky. I'ma rescue. | make sure you don't get caught in dead

end | oops that eat up billable tine and don't deliver nuch in return. If you nust know. I|f you
really need to spoil the effect.”

"Sonetines it's not such a tragedy to spoil the effect,” Konstantin rmurnured. "Were are you
taki ng me?"

"The destination is stipulated by your cab fare. And if you don't mind spoiling the effect that
nmuch, why didn't you just signal for the exit?"

"Well ... | think | got sucked into the story and wanted to see how it would cone out."

"A common ailnment," said the pterodactyl w sely. "Do you know about the joke that ends in the
punchline, 'The food here is terrible, and in such small portions'?"

"What ?" Konstantin was bew | dered.

"Never mind. You're here." The wings enfol ded her so that she couldn't see anything at all. Then
the darkness lifted and she saw that the creature had set her down right next to the barrier that
separated the street fromthe shore of the Hudson River

Just past the barrier was the party that had been invisible to her on the first time through
Peopl e spread inward froma very long pier to the barrier itself. If she listened carefully,
Konstantin could al nrost nmake out bits of conversation that may have been fascinating, if only she
coul d have heard enough.

She sat on the barrier, unsure of what to do next. Take a wal k and see if soneone canme to hijack
Shanti h Love agai n?

Al up and down the street, wecked vehicles were still burning, sonehow never dininishing, the
flanmes shifting but still never really changing. In a place where supposedly anything could
happen, did anythi ng happen?

Konstantin | ooked at the party again. "Redisplay," she said quietly. "Full node. "

Guil foyle Pl eshette nmust have been screanming, she thought as the AR | og of Shantih Love's nurder
rolled in and settled like fog. Redisplaying a log within a running AR scenario probably doubl ed
the hourly rate and there was no charge account nunber designated to cover it. But if she were
scream ng, Konstantin couldn't hear it. Their respective realities were sound-proof.

But apparently not |eak-proof, she thought, touching her sliced throat as the redi splayed Shantih
Love appeared in front of her, close enough to touch, close enough for Konstantin to see the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Pat...%20-%20Death%20in%20the%20Promised%20Land.txt (27 of 31) [10/16/2004 4:45:58 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul &/l ncoming/Pat%20Cadi gan%20-%20D eath%620i n%20the%620Promi sed%20L and.txt

flawl ess texture of that burni shed copper/gold skin and the flecks of gold in those custom made
eyes, beautiful but wary.

The redi spl ayed Shantih Love started the ill-fated walk al ong the barrier and Konstantin joi ned
in, pacing the inage on the right. Her virtual body nmirrored Love's novenents such that she had no
doubt she was reliving Tonoyuki Iguchi's walk in alnbst every detail. lguchi just hadn't known his

virtual self was going to be hijacked and killed. Wich neant he couldn't know now, and yet the
redi spl ayed Shantih Love seened nore apprehensive than she had renenmbered. O was that just the
fact that Full Mode was letting her see nore and see it better than the small flat No Frills

i mges she had viewed in Pleshette's office?

Beyond the redisplayed view of the shore and the party, she could see the current party-goers
turning to |l ook and naybe wonder who the showof f with the deep pockets was, doing a redisplay
within a scenario. It was strange and extravagant even for post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty, where
time d civilization had cone to an end and the twilight of the gods was currently in progress.
Except judging by the parties she kept comi ng across, Konstantin thought it nmight be nore like the
happy hour of the gods.

And then again, nmaybe her ex had been right in saying that she couldn't believe in anything
because she had no respect for anything.

A smal|l flood of people detached thenselves fromthe party and ran to join the redisplay, nelting
in al nost seam essly. There wasn't time to be disconfited-the vague creature was already on top of
the barrier, except it didn't look terribly vague any nore. It |ooked an awful lot |like MIes Mnk
after six very bad weeks on a binge.

Straddling the barrier a few feet away fromhimwas a tattooed wonman watching his every nove
intently. Konstantin had never seen the character before but she knew just by the posture and the
tilt of the head that it had to be a stringer fromsoneplace |like Police Blotter. Wether it was
the sane one fromthe parlor or a different one froma conpeting network, she didn't know and it
really didn't matter anyway.

As if sensing her thoughts, the tattooed worman turned in Konstantin's direction, sniling

specul atively.

Konstantin saw the tattoos were in notion, nelting and changing. In spite of everything, she took
a nmonent to wonder what the point was.
Then she took a step forward, uncertain of what she neant to do-try to intimdate the stringer
into | eaving, ask her nicely to back off, prom se her exclusive interviews with everyone invol ved,
living or dead, if she'd refrain from broadcasting. But as she noved toward the barrier, the
redi spl ayed Shantih Love took a step back and Konstantin found herself suddenly envel oped by the
i mage.

It seenmed as if everything around her took a giant step in every direction at once, including up
and down. Then her surroundi ngs refocused sharply. The shaggy creature junped down and she found
herself turning within the redisplayed Shanti h Love and running, staggering through the sand,
unable to do anything else. Sone glitch had nerged her programw th the redisplay-

Sonme glitch? Or the panting, sobbing creature behind her? O even sonething el se conpl etely?

Her heart pounded so hard as she pulled herself up the stony rise to the street that she wondered
how many peopl e had sustai ned heart attacks just imagining that they were noving on a physica

| evel they were incapable of in realtine.

Desperately, she tried to pull out of the redisplayed Shantih Love image but it was |ike being
caught in a powerful nmagnetic field that worked on flesh-on thoughts, on both. Boxes within boxes,
levels within levels, a guy pretending to be Japanese pretending to be a hernmaphrodite naned
Shanti h Love, and a cop pretending to be a hernmaphrodite naned Shantih Love pretending ... what?

It took forever to hit the ground and it hurt. She tried to scranble up and cry out for help, but
Mank was on her and the blade was in his hands. She had not hing now, no rescue, no icon cat, no
help fil es-

Sonet hi ng fl ashed in her open hand; she could see it just barely out of register with Love's
redi spl ayed hand and hope surged through her like an electric current. The difference, the one
thing that was different now between her inmage of Shantih Love and the redisplayed i mage, the
thing that could change what had al ready gone before ... sort of.
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But she'd have to call it in the air, and she wasn't sure she could. Wen you have a coin with
infinity on one side, and Quroboros on the other, how can you ever really know which side is
heads, and which is tails? There wasn't tinme to figure it out. As the bl ade touched her throat,
she tore her armfree of the recording's, hurled the coin at the night sky, and called it.

The word that canme out of her mouth was not what she had been expecting, but then, she hadn't
real ly known what to expect, nor did she recognize it. Watever it was-the termfor the link

bet ween al pha and onega, the secret nane of Qurobouros, or the nine billionth name of God-it had
come with the coin as both property and function, and she could not have called it until now, when
sormehow, conditions were right.

The knife bl ade descended, but she was receding fromit at the speed of thought and it never
reached her.

Had she receded fromit, fromthat level? O had all of it receded fromher? There was no real way
to tell. The only feeling she had now was a sense of acceleration that wasn't quite flying and
wasn't quite falling. Her inner ear kept wanting to go crazy on her, but sonething would pull it
back fromthe brink at the last nonent, sending thrills through the back of her neck

Konstantin tried curling into the fetal position, just for the sake of being able to feel her
body. There were several nonents of uncertainty and disorientation while she tried to |ocate her
extremties. Then abruptly, she found herself seated in an ol d-fashioned | eather chair at a large
round table. Across

fromher was a wonan with deep brown skin and |ong black hair brushed back fromher face like a
lion's mane.

Konstantin stared, unable to speak.

"I understand you' ve been | ooking for me." The quality of the woman's voice was |ike nothing
Konstantin had ever known before; it was sound, but translated into several other nodes and

di mensions, delivered all at once in a way that both envel oped and penetrated. It felt to
Konstantin as if the woman's voice were conmng through fromthe fabric of reality itself, any
reality, including that of Konstantin's own thoughts.

After a while, Konstantin managed to nod. She wasn't sure how long it had taken her to do that,
but it felt as if it had been a very, very long time. Body Sativa didn't seemto mind. However
| ong sonet hing took here was how long it took

"Thi ngs that happen, happen. Sone things cannot be breached under pain of the consequences of
procedure that is ... inproper. It is a matter of finding the route. The connection. The
connecting matter. Road? Bridge? Tunnel ? O Sonething El se?"

Sonet hi ng El se was not exactly what Body Sativa had said, but it was the only thing that would
come through Konstantin's ear. She watched as Body Sativa spread her arns over the table, palns
outward. It took another unnmeasurable period of tine for Konstantin's eyes to adjust, but when
they did, she saw that the surface of the table was nore like a |arge video screen, or telescopic
wi ndow. O, as was nore likely in the land of the Quroboros coin, both.

Konstantin realized that whatever it was, she was |ooking at another aerial view of post-

Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty, every square inch and pixel revealed. Eliot's etherized patient after
all, but prepared on the banquet table, not the operating table. The consumed and the consuners-it
just depended what side of the table you were on ... didn't it?

"Look deeper."

Her point-of-view seemed to fly out fromher in the way she had heard out-of - body experiences
descri bed, though this was nore natter-of-fact than filled with wonder. It zoomed down into the
Sitty and the tiny, vein-sized roadways grew into canyons, with cliff-faces nmade of mirrored gl ass
and carved stone gargoyl es, gables, spires, colums, pitted brick splattered with glitter that did
not quite obscure the bum marks, the blasted places, the dirty words.

W eckage in the roadways ignited, the flames rising to form conpl ex shapes, lattices, angles that
opened and cl osed on each other, here and there icons, some of which she recognized. And in other
pl aces, i deograns.

There they are, lguchi, those special places they said you had to be

Japanese to find, she thought. Maybe this neans we've both turned Japanese. For ny next nagica
trick, I will find the egress. The out door

As if in direct response, her pov flew straight toward a door, which opened at the |ast nonent,
admtting her into a split-second of darkness and then into a badly Iit room where she saw t he
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person strapped in the chair, sitting forward so that the straps pulled taut, but confortably, in
a way that supported nore than restrained. The headnount noved slowy upward, the person raising
her head to | ook up

It was too easy, though, too bizarrely ... expectable, Konstantin thought. But then, it was just a
story.

Her nerves had becone Holy Rollers. Just a story or not, she wasn't ready to see this. Maybe she
wasn't Japanese enough

In the next nmonent, her pov had snapped back |ike a rubber band and she was | ooking across the
tabl e at Body Sativa again. The wonan | ooked younger now, nore like a girl than a grown wonan.
This post-Apocal yptic stuff was really something. No wonder so many people liked it. It was
downright eerie. Like the story of the man who didn't open his parachute in an AR skydive, or the
kid who got his throat cut because he'd gotten his AR throat cut.

Body Sativa seenmed amused. "You have the coin. Wen you're ready to conme back, call it in the
air."

It took an hour for Konstantin to open her nmouth and say, "WAit!" Her voice sounded unpl easantly
flat in her own ears. "Soneone Kill ed--

"Yes. Soneone did. Wen you're ready to know, call it in the air."

She was |ying on her back on the road; Shantih Love was wal ki ng away, hol ding his/her sliced flesh
toget her. But when s/he turned around and | ooked back, the face was unnistakably the creature's,
the ridicul ously benderedout features of MIles Mank, still on a binge.

"End it," Konstantin whispered, her voice still sounding funny to her. "End it, exit, outa here."
She lay on her back for a very long tinme before she felt the road transnute into the chair with
the restraints. Mving slowy, she undid the clasps on the headnmount and was startled to fee
sonmeone hel ping her lift it off her head.

Taliaferro stood over her with the headnmount in his hands, which was even nore startling, and

per haps the nost inpossible of everything she had seen. By way of explanation, he reached into his
coat pocket and pulled out a white plastic inhaler. "Wen |'ve got ny anti-claustrophobia
medi ci ne, | can do anything. "

"Words to live by," Konstantin whispered. There seened to be nothing nore to her voice than a
rough whi sper. She | ooked past him but there was no one in the doorway.

"So, did you | earn anything?" he asked her, sounding just slightly condescendi ng. Perhaps that was
a function of his nmedicine as well. She didn't hold it against him

"Ch, yeah." She slipped out of the restraints and went over to the wall to her left. The contro
that |let down the chaise was just slightly bel ow eye level for her. She hit it with the side of
her hand and it swung out and down in a way that rem nded her of the way kids mght stick out
their tongues. Nyah, nyah, nyah

"I't was actually very sinple," she said wearily, "but Celestine and D Pietro weren't thorough
enough. The killer hid inside the Murphy style conpartnent, waited until Iguchi was all wapped up
in what he was doing, and then sliced him" Nyah, nyah, nyah.

Tal i aferro was nonpl ussed. "You sure about that?"

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah. It's Qccamis Razor is what it is. The sinplest explanation is the

expl anation."

"Any idea who might have been hiding in there with Gccanmls Razor?"

Her noment of hesitation was so short, she was sure that Taliaferro didn't notice it, but at the
same tine, it was very long, incredibly, immeasurably [ong, of a duration that only Body Sativa
coul d have understood and waited patiently enough for. "Yeah. It was Mank. He was bitter about not
bei ng the manager and not too stable. He frequented post-Apocal yptic Noo Yawk Sitty on the
generous enpl oyee di scount enough tines that he got a bad case of ganepl ayers' psychosis. He was
killing in there and it spilled over to killing out here."

"You sound awful sure about all that," Taliaferro said doubtfully.

"You'd have to go in and see it for yourself. There's all kinds of-of stuff in there. Including
menes for murder. Mank got one. Let's grab himand see if we can have himall tucked in before
Police Blotter does an update. | think there was a stringer following ne around in there."
Taliaferro grunted, took a hit off his inhaler, and dropped it into his pocket. "Ckay. | guess
that's it, then."

"Yeah," Konstantin said. "That's it."

"Ckay," he said again. Pause. "I'Il send soneone back here with your cl othes.
"Thanks. " But she was talking to the air. Taliaferro had run off. Apparently there was only so
much an inhaler could do. There was only so nuch anything could do. Anything, or anyone. Even
Cccaml's Razor. But then, the nurder weapon hadn't been the sane in the other seven nurders anyway.
No i ndeed. And Mank | ooked good for this one, she insisted to herself. He | ooked too good. The
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image of himin the Sitty was too identifiable not to be daming. The ego of the man, using his
own face. Although that night be a nore wi despread practice than anyone realized.
But could anything really be surprising in the |land of anything goes, she

t hought. The fabled prom sed | and of AR, where they had everything there was in realtinme-including
deat h- and nore besi des.

I f anyt hing goes, then |l et anyone go as well. Mank | ooks good for it, and if the state can't prove
its case against him then it can't. But let himbe the one who goes this tine. For now. Until-
wel |, when?

In her mnd s eye, she saw the imge of the coin again, the loop of infinity on one side,

Qur oboros on the other. Maybe until you were ready to know which cane first when you called it in
the air.
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